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If you live where I live, then you've probably been down to the waterfront. If you've
been down to the waterfront, and you don't have a car, then you probably took the #16 bus to
get home. While you waited at the bus stop, you may have seen the old stone building
tucked away down at the water, way beyond the warehouses. You may have looked closely
at this building, and noticed that it is in fact someone's home. And if you've looked that
closely, and you've done so at just the right time of day, outside of this building you'll have
noticed an old man putting on a pair of galoshes before he enters the front door.

The old man (in case you haven't seen him) is quite old indeed. The wrinkles around
his eyes give the impression of crumpled paper, and counting them would be a near
impossible task. But this is a healthy old man. He walks with a cane, more out of tradition
than actual ailment. His white beard is trimmed close to his chin, and his ruddy cheeks often
bear the hint of a smile. He wears sensible shoes, probably with padded insoles under worn
grey socks, and a wool flat cap of the sort of style that only belongs on the heads of the very
old or the young and trendy. He doesn't talk much, the old man, unless you ask him to. If
you ask him the time or questions about which bus to take, he'll gladly answer. He'll keep
chatting, too, but only if he gets the impression that you want to. He respects people's
privacy. By all accounts, this is a kindly, normal, unremarkable old man. All except for his
curious habit, which you've seen if you watch closely, the habit of the galoshes.

If you're the sort that doesn't mind talking to strangers, and you work up the courage
to ask him about the galoshes, he'll smile at you. Then he'll ask if you've got time for a story.

Say yes.



About A Prince

It's a story you'll think you've heard before, and for a while, you'll wonder if the old
man is a bit senile. But if you keep listening, you'll realize this isn't the story you thought it
was. This story, you see, is a story about a prince.

Or perhaps he wasn't a prince in the traditional sense. He could have been the son of a
business owner, poised to take over the family holdings, or maybe he was born into old
money, heir to an estate and an extravagant fortune. That part doesn't matter. All you need
to know is that he was the first-born son of a family whose prior first-born sons had all been
men of name and power for many generations. Everyone knew of the family, and so
everyone watched the son. For all intents and purposes, he was a prince.

The time of this story isn't terribly relevant, but it is worth mentioning that this is a
long time ago. Before cars, but after guns. That's about as specific as it needs to be.

The town itself is unimportant as well. It could be anywhere, and it probably is. It was
a well-known town, old enough to have established itself, but young enough to still invoke a
sense of opportunity in people. This was a town bright-eyed youngsters would leave their
mothers and fathers on the farm for. This was a town people went to in order to make
something of themselves.

And of course, like many important towns, this town was located by the sea.

The prince had grown up on boats. He had started learning how to sail when he was
ten, joining his father aboard his grand sailing ship that served no other purpose than to be a
grand sailing ship. It was a magnificent vessel. The wood was of the best quality and cut to
perfection, locked in place without a single nail. The planks were painted a regal deep
crimson, with a splash of gold trimming along the edges. The sails were cream-colored and
billowed voluptuously in the wind. The crew was friendly, full of songs and jokes. It was the
perfect place to spend summers as a boy, clambering up ropes in the salted breeze, learning
how to tie knots with the rough rope, diving in for a swim when the waters were calm
enough to permit it. The prince loved the sea, and when he stood at the prow of his father's
ship, he felt as if it loved him back.

When the prince was on land, he spent much of his time focused on his education
(education, he was constantly reminded, would allow him to follow in his father's footsteps
one day). The prince had a professor, an aged man of science who had managed to earn a
respected position in the community despite being rather eccentric. Now, keep in mind that
this was a time when the line between scientists and wizards was a murky one, and when a
scholar would pride himself in not being limited to one subject. The prince's professor was a
historian, a biologist, an inventor, a surgeon, and an alchemist, among other things. The
professor had a stern discipline, but did not lack for imagination. He believed that nothing
was outside of the realm of belief until it could be absolutely disproved. Therefore, he found
it perfectly acceptable in the spirit of exploration to tell the boy old tales of creatures lurking
beneath the waves, great beasts, slithering tricksters, and mysteries hidden in the murky
depths so wondrous and terrible that an ordinary man would lose his mind at the sight of
them. The professor would whisper these stories with great relish to the boy, who would
then sit awake at night by his window and look to the sea. He would stare into the black and
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listen for the roar of a serpent, or the crack of wood splintering under a tentacled grip. But
there was only ever the lull of the cold waves, the crash of water upon rock.

As the boy grew into a man, he still sailed, though he had his own ship by then. He
still received his lessons from the old professor, but the stories of his childhood had faded in
his mind to bedtime superstitions. He would scoff congenially at the sailors when they
would swear they had seen a giant squid pull down an entire fishing boat to its watery doom,
or ghosts of their dead companions walking over the waves on moonless nights. He did not
pay heed to their superstitions of the colors of the sunrise before setting sail, nor did he have
qualms about whistling while at sea. He believed in sturdy knots and steady winds, nothing
more.

The other thing that manhood had brought to the prince was the keen attention of the
townsfolk. He was well-liked by the community, and he was the pride of his family. These
factors, combined with his luck of being born with a rather pleasant face, meant that as he
reached his prime, there was only one question everyone had: who was the prince going to
marry? It was a question that aggravated the prince, though he did his best to keep those
feelings private. He dodged the question whenever he could.

“That girl you danced with at the ball last night certainly was a charming young
thing,” his mother said one evening at the dinner table. “You know, I believe I overheard her
father saying that he was absolutely mystified that no one had proposed to her yet. I should
think someone had better snap her up soon, before she goes off the market.” The prince
stabbed his potatoes mirthlessly in reply.

“You're a fine looking lad, and you've got your pick of any damn woman you want.
One's as good as another,” blustered his father one morning at the docks. “Just make up your
mind, and give your mother and I some peace.” The prince silently tied a slipknot in reply.

“I've been thinking,” his sister said one night as the prince walked down the hall to his
bedroom. “Is it possible that the reason you haven't found yourself a wife yet is because you,
ah, prefer the company of your sailor friends?” The prince did not even bother to reply.

The prince's predicament was that, while he did fancy women, he did not enjoy the
company of the pretty girls at the dances. They were all frills and giggles, proud wilting
flowers whose colors would turn in the short span of a few drinks to that of the most
unscrupulous flirts. These girls annoyed the prince, and bored him to tears. As the queries
regarding his romantic attachments grew more frequent, he spent more and more time hiding
in the professor's laboratory.

“I don't want a wife”, he said wearily the professor one day. “Well, I mean, I do. I just
don't want any of them. Can you imagine spending the rest of your life with one of those
girls? Your whole life? Every single day?”

The professor, who had never married, raised his bushy eyebrows as he casually
eviscerated a dead frog pinned to a plank. “No, but for the sake of argument, I must ask you,
what's wrong with them?”

“They're dull! They're dull and...and simpering, and they all wear too much perfume,
and all they talk about is how handsome you are, and how strong, and how much they'd like
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to bed you.”

“Indeed, what a terrible fate, to be lavished with attention by beautiful ladies.”

The prince sighed and rolled his eyes. “They don't mean a word of it. They say the
same exact things to any other lad in the room, hoping one of them will take interest. It's just
bait, it doesn't count for anything. They don't want me, they want my money and my, I don't
know, my prestige or some such.”

“Ah, yes, prestige,” said the professor, working his scalpel inside the hapless
amphibian with the delicacy of a clockmaker. “Prestige is something your family has in
spades, my boy, and they've worked very hard through the years to get it.”

The prince eyed his teacher skeptically. “I have a feeling I'm about to be talked into
something I don't like.”

The professor chuckled as he removed the frog's heart and set it gently in a glass
cylinder. “You see, the world makes up rules about how its people should live their lives.
Some of us are men of science, and men of science are allowed to go without wives if they so
choose. Some of us, however, are princes, and princes one day become kings. The world
does not often smile upon kings without a queen.”

“So you get to spend your days doing what you love to do,” said the prince, watching
the professor add some murky oil and a pinch of dried flowers into the cylinder. “While I
have to marry someone purely for the sake of public decency. That hardly seems fair.”

“What foolish person taught you that life was fair? It certainly wasn’t me.” The
professor stirred the concoction with a wooden dowel, and it began to bubble. “A man of your
prestige, as you so well put it, does not often do things solely for his own personal fulfillment.
It's a tragic fact you're going to have to get used to.” He poured the contents of the cylinder
over a potted plant. The plant's leaves trembled, withered, and turned black. The professor
frowned. “Damn. I need another frog.”

The prince respected the professor more than anyone, and hearing such advice from
him made him grudgingly accept the inevitable. That night, as he lay in bed, he made a
mental list of ladies at the dances, shortened the list to the least intolerable of the bunch, and
settled on a particular fair-haired lady whose laugh was not quite as high pitched as the
others. She would be as fine to court as any of the rest of them, and besides, their families
were old friends. He imagined his mother would be thrilled.

At the very next ball, he sought out the fair-haired lady, and requested her as his
partner for every dance. She wore a yellow gown of the finest making, and her face had not a
blemish to be seen. All the other ladies glowered at her, and this made her smile all the more.
By the last dance and his sixth cup of punch, he decided maybe it wasn't all bad. She was
pretty enough, and he couldn't deny that the thought of seeing her without the fine yellow
gown was a pleasing one. She laughed at all his stories and purred over his clothing, his chin,
his strong hands, and though he knew she was only saying it as a means to an end, he played
along. After all, he reasoned, his mother and father were hardly overwhelmed with
passionate love for one another, yet they seemed to do alright.

He went to her bed that night, like you do with pretty girls after six cups of punch. She
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wriggled and cooed in a manner he was sure she found provocative. They were affectations
she had likely read of in books, or discussed with her lady friends in hushed giggles. It was
clear she found herself to be incredibly seductive. He found her to be a bit pitiable. He was
slightly embarrassed by the things she whispered to him — how badly she wanted him, how
big he was, how good he made her feel. The awkwardness of the situation wasn't enough to
overcome the tipsy carelessness of a lively man in his youth. The sex he had with her was
more out of politeness than actual desire. He didn't want to hurt her feelings.

The prince awoke the following morning with a dull ache at his temples. The inside of
his mouth felt hot and fuzzy. He looked over to the fair-haired girl sleeping beside him. His
palm connected with his forehead, and he groaned softly. He slipped as quietly as he could
from under the sheet, into his clothes, and out through the kitchen, ignoring the giggles of the
servants cooking breakfast. He walked gloomily home through back alleys.

That was all it took for the prince to give up on trying to force one of the girls at the
parties into a suitable wife. The pestering of his family and the good-natured advice of the
professor be damned. Spring was nearing its peak, and the prince used the fine weather as an
excuse to spend as much time at sea as possible. The only place he felt content those days
was aboard his ship, far out on the water where there were no questions, only the sigh of the
waves, the kiss of the salt spray on his face.

Ships sometimes sink, the old man will tell you. This is their unfortunate nature.
Sometimes they find themselves in dark places, or in rough seas, or amongst sharp rocks.
That is why one night, the prince found himself thrown from his ship and into the sea that he
once thought had loved him.

The prince was a fine swimmer, but his lean body was no match for the unfeeling
waves that pounded and froze him. He kicked, struggling to keep his head above the surface.
The night blinded him. The waves seemed to be coming from all directions. The water took
no time in filling up the spaces in his clothing, and the weight of it felt like hands pulling him
under. A sudden slap of water engulfed his face, forcing itself up his nostrils and into his
mouth. He gasped from shock, and before he had time to realize that he was choking, slipped
below the waves again. His body recognized that it was in trouble and began to flail, trying
to find something to grab on to. But there was nothing but heavy water trapping him,
crushing his chest. His lungs burned for air and his limbs began to grow sluggish, his
movements less controlled.

I am drowning, the prince realized, and he was struck for the first time in his life with
just how terrifying death was.

The burning in his chest grew until he thought it would drive him mad. It did not
dissipate, but instead evolved into a quiet numbness, somehow more frightening than the
pain. He was going to die, he realized, his thoughts growing blurry around the edges. He
determined weakly that he did not want to die, but his body had other plans. His arms went
limp and he sunk into the inky depths.

The world turned green around the edges, then black. Something grabbed him tightly
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around his torso, tugging him quickly up through the water, but this he barely registered.
His eyes closed, and he knew nothing more.

Nothing more, that is, until he surfaced. Not from water, no, he was lying on his back
on the coarse pebbles of the shoreline, the thin edges of the waves lapping over his legs. He
surfaced back into consciousness, as if waking from a nightmare. He rolled onto his side,
hacking up the bitter salt as he tried to collect his thoughts. He was in a great deal of pain, he
realized, and in fragments he began to remember the ship, the cold waves, the crushing
weight of the sea.

He vomited bile and water. Someone pulled the locks of hair from his face. He was too
overwhelmed by his physical state to fully take that fact into account. After what felt like
several forevers, he stopped retching, and drew in deep noisy breaths. The air filling his
lungs felt good and sweet, but his muscles, weak from the lack of oxygen, trembled
uncontrollably.

A pair of hands took him gently by his shoulders, holding him steady. He glanced at
the long fingers curved over his shoulder. They were pale and slightly pointed. His eyes
adjusted to the dark. They were webbed.

He turned with a ragged gasp, and found himself looking into the strangest eyes he
had ever seen. They were wide, set deep in the narrow heart shaped face that framed them.
Dark soaked hair slunk down the cheeks, and his gaze followed it down to where the locks
dripped water onto her bare breasts. She brought a hand to his cheek and held it there. She
was cold to the touch, and her skin was different somehow, as if it was meant to be wet,
slightly slippery.

“It's all right,” she said, in a discordant voice. “You're safe now.” She smiled in what
on a normal face would be a reassuring manner, but teeth were small, almost too small, and
decidedly sharp.

He tried to unravel his thoughts, but they were too tangled to make sense of. He did
not have the oxygen nor the presence of mind to be able to process this fully, and before he
could take it in completely, his stomach rebelled yet again. He turned away, heaving though
there was nothing left to come up. He heard voices, men calling out, his father perhaps, dogs
barking, he saw the flickers of lanterns, and then suddenly a loud splash. He turned his head
to see a long tail, that of a great fish, arch up and disappear beneath the waves. The hands on
his shoulders were gone. He was alone. But then he wasn't, his father was there, shouting for
a blanket, the professor's face flashed into view, the sound of his mother shrieking his name.
The world spun, and he felt himself sink into blackness once more.

The prince slept for hours upon hours, his weakened body too exhausted to do
anything but shut down for a while. He awoke to find himself in his own bed, surrounded by
an amount of blankets and pillows that was beyond reason. His mother, sitting by the
tireplace, began sobbing into her handkerchief. His father, looking paler than the prince
could ever recall seeing him before, kissed his forehead and simply said, “Welcome back.”
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“The crew?” the prince asked.

“All accounted for. You were the only one we thought we'd lost.” His mother wailed at
this.

“The ship?”

“Lost, I'm afraid. Don't worry, son, we'll have another built in no time. You're alive,
that's all that matters.”

“And the girl?”

His father's brow furrowed. “What girl?”

“There was a girl. She pulled me to shore.”

His parents looked at each other questioningly. His father shook his head, his brow
furrowing. “There was no girl. You must have dreamt it when you fainted. The sea itself
brought you ashore, no one else.”

The prince drew in a deep breath, and took inventory of his body. His lungs felt tight,
his head pounded, and he was ravenously hungry. Other than that, he seemed to be intact, a
conclusion that the professor agreed with a short time later after poking and prodding him
with all manner of medical instruments that had clearly been built according to the
professor's own design. Despite the protestations of his parents, the prince got out of bed
later that afternoon, and insisted on going out for some fresh air. His arms and legs still
trembled, but he could walk. He made his way slowly down to the shore, and once there, he
took off his boots and rolled up his trousers, walking barefoot across the tiny pebbles. He
came to the place where he had come back to life . He recalled his memories of the night
before, and he played them again and again in his mind. It is a sobering thing, for a man so
young to come so close to death, and he had to consider the experience carefully. He
wondered how much longer it would have been before he died. He wondered if anyone
would ever find his body. He briefly imagined his pale face being impartially nibbled at by
fish. He decided that was far too morbid of a thought to follow through, and instead thought
of the girl that he knew had pulled him to shore. He knew her to be real, no matter what his
father had said. He thought of her, the paleness of her skin, the sharpness of her teeth. He
thought of the way she touched his cheek with her hand, and he shivered. He thought of her
and he sat, just on the edge of the waves, and realized after a time that he was waiting for her.
He decided to keep waiting until he felt that it was a bad idea. He sat there a very long time.

As the sun crept across the sky, the prince began to doubt his memory. It must have
been a fisherman's girl, he decided. Yes, some young woman who had been meeting with her
lover down amongst the rocks at night where they would not be seen. Of course she had
dove into the water when the others had appeared. She couldn't have born the shame of
being caught. It was no tail he had seen, merely a skirt. Some trick of the lanterns in the
dark. He thought this and was satisfied, until he thought again of the hands: long and
pointed, eerily pale. Webbed.

So he waited.

A thought occurred to the prince. He looked at the dry sand he sat upon, several feet
from the water. The creatures that lived in the water, the fish and octopi and scuttling crabs,



About A Prince

they would have no idea he was there. They could not feel anything outside of their liquid
world. He got to his feet and walked slowly into the waves. The feel of it against his skin
made him recoil at first, thinking of the seas tossing him like a rag doll in the night. But he
walked on and stood waist deep in the shallows, amongst the rocks. The water was not as
cold in the daylight, and the sun warmed his skin. He played his toes in the silt like he used
to as a boy. And he waited.

Then finally, she appeared.

She surfaced about ten feet in front of him, cautiously, sticking only the top half of her
head above water. The prince's heart skipped. He stood perfectly still, looking into her eyes,
almond shaped, deep set.

A few moments passed, the two of them regarding the other silently. She then rose up
out of the water, pulling her body onto one of the rocks nearby. She wore no clothing, as he
remembered. Her skin was slick, seeming to cling to the water that remained on it. It was a
pale frosted green, so pale it could almost be white. On any one else, it would have seemed a
sickly hue, but on her, it seemed vibrant somehow. Her hair was green as well, though dark,
almost black, heavy with water that ran in little rivulets along her curves.

These details were the second thing he noticed about her. The first was her tail,
beginning just below the lines of her hips, where the skin blended into scales of green and
polished bronze. The tip of her tail stuck out from the water, moving gently, unconsciously.
There was an almost feline quality in the way it swayed. It was adorned at the end with a
gauzy fin, like a sash worn to a summer's dance.

This was how the prince saw the mermaid, there on the rock in the sun. To an artist or
a sculptor, they would not have painted one of her kind in that way. Her face would not have
been considered beautiful, in a classical sense. It was just different enough from our own to
be a little unnerving. Her arms were a little too long, the webbing between the hands too fish-
like to be considered picturesque. But this was not how the prince saw her. He saw her there,
this creature, this monster, and was not afraid. He was in quiet awe.

“Thank you,” the prince said at last. “You saved my life, and for that, I am in your
debt.”

The mermaid smiled and said nothing. She just nodded, looking deep into his eyes.

“What's your name?” he said, sounding to his own ears like an overeager schoolboy.

She said her name. His ears stumbled at the sound. “Oh dear,” he said, and gave it a
bold attempt.

She laughed. “It doesn't sound right out of the water.”

“Let's try it that way then.”

She slipped off the rock, and they both ducked their heads under. The salt stung his
eyes as he looked at her. Even though his vision blurred underwater, he could see how much
more in place she looked floating beneath the surface. She said her name, and the water in
his ears sang hauntingly.

He came back up, and she followed. He brushed the water off his face and told her his
own name. She repeated it back, imperfectly. She asked if it was correct. It was not, but this
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he did not tell her. He didn't want her to change a thing.

“How is it that we can speak to each other, if our words are so very different?”

“We can speak the same as you.”

“But how did you learn?”

She frowned. “I don't know. We just did. We did when you came to our seas with
your boats. We knew how.” She shrugged. “Just in case.”

His mind was so full of questions he hardly knew where to start. “I'd like to know
more about you.”

“As would I. Otherwise I would have let you drown.” She grinned mischievously, but
he could tell her comment was in jest. “I have never met one of you before. We take care to
keep out of your sight.”

“Why?”

“You're dangerous,” she said simply. “You can come to our seas with the things you
build, but we cannot go up above onto land. You hunt in our seas, without having asked us,
but we could hardly have stopped you. You have the advantage. We don't know if we can
trust you.” She bit her lip. “I do not mean that harshly,” she said hastily.

“No, no,” he said. “I appreciate your honesty. That's true, now that I think of it. I
suppose we just didn't know you were there. We didn't know to ask.” He paused. “Do you
think I'm dangerous?”

She studied him a moment. “No,” she said, but did not explain further. “Why do you
change your eyes when you are in water?”

“Change my eyes?”

“Like this.” She squinted, narrowing her eyelids.

“The water stings my eyes. We don't see very well underwater.”

“Underwater,” she mused. “What an interesting word. I never thought of us as being
under, we see you as above. So, then, you see differently in water than you do in air?”

“You do not?”

She shook her head. “Not so that I notice. Come see.” She beckoned him close to her
face and directed his attention towards her eye. She blinked her eyelid, then a second one
darted across horizontally, thick and clear. He was startled, but the feeling quickly passed
when he noticed how close he was to her, how her bare skin brushed ever so lightly against
his wet shirt. He could hear her breathe. Some curious, logical part of his brain wondered
just how breathing worked for her, but that thought was quickly filed away as he focused
again on their closeness, how thin the water made his clothes feel. He watched the droplets
of water on her skin, clinging close, running down. He realized he was putting quite a lot of
effort into not letting his gaze stray to her breasts.

They looked into each other's eyes again, and everything seemed to hold still for a
moment, even the waves lapping around their waists.

“You're shaking,” she said at last, and it was then he realized just how cold he was.
The sun had gotten lower, somehow, and the breeze had picked up.

“I'm cold,” he said. “I think I need to go inside.”
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She nodded, but looked a little disappointed.

“Would you...I mean...” he said, tripping over his words a bit. His skin was buzzing
and he wasn't sure of himself. “Could I see you again? I have so many questions and I, well,
I'd just like to talk.” He felt foolish the minute the words had come out of his mouth.

But the mermaid nodded, smiling in a quiet, pleased manner. “I would like that.
Sooner after the sunrise, perhaps, so you don't get cold?”

“Yes, and somewhere a bit more out of sight, so you aren't seen.”

“Do you know the small island with the kelp grove and the three large rocks?”

He thought for a moment. “No, but I know the small island with the tree by the
lagoon.”

She smirked. “Is it that way?” She pointed to the southwest. He nodded. “Good. Can
you get there with one of your small boats?”

“I can.”

And with that, unsure of what to say next, the prince and the mermaid said goodbye
with nothing but small smiles. He stepped out of the waves as she slipped below them.

As promised, the next day the prince sailed a dinghy out to the island with the tree, or
the kelp grove, depending on your perspective. And he did so for many, many days.
Sometimes they lay in the shallows, sometimes they sat in the boat together. Sometimes they
would swim, though he always felt intensely clumsy doing so beside her. Mostly, however,
they would talk. They talked about things like:

“What do you eat?”

“Fish, mostly, all kinds. Crabs, too, and things in shells. Mussels are my favorite. We
eat seaweed, too, though I'm quite picky about what kinds I like.”

“Do you eat seals or dolphins or anything like that?”

“Ugh, no. Their blood's too warm, and the furry ones are disgusting to try to chew
through. It gets stuck in your teeth. Dolphins don't have fur, but they're such a nuisance.
They're mean and they bite and they try to mate with everything that moves. I hate
dolphins.”

Or:

“What does it feel like to walk?”

“Oh. My, there's a question. Um...I suppose...it's just pushing off of the ground. It's a
sort of floating feeling - not floating like you, I mean. Hmm. This is very difficult to explain.
It's, well, you see, you decide where you want to go, and then your feet just push off the
ground until you get there.”

“That all sounds far too complicated. I think I'll keep my tail.”

“Well, it certainly does suit you.”

Or:

“You don't count seven seas?”

“No, that doesn't make any sense. There are eleven realms in the ocean.”

“You'll have to show me on a map sometime.”
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“What's a map?”

“I'll bring one tomorrow.”

Or:

“How old are you?”

“I'm not old, I'm young.”

“But how many years? Like me, I'm twenty five.”

“Twenty five what?”

“Years.”

“What's a year?

“A measurement of time.”

“How do you measure time? There's the sun, and the moon, and the tides. For a time
it will be stormy, and then the waters are calm again. Time comes and goes as it will. You
can't measure things that are never the same.”

Or:

“How deep can you swim?”

Or:

“What stories do your people like to tell?”

Or:

“Do you sleep at night or during the day?”

Or any other number of questions about their beliefs, their societies, their lives.
Sometimes during their talks, the prince found himself showing off a bit, talking of how
important it was to be a prince, the responsibility, the history of it. He wanted her to
understand, but deep down, he just wanted her to be impressed. She would have been
impressed even if he had been the simplest of farmers, though she did not say so, for she
loved to hear him talk.

The mermaid was the daughter of a king as well, though for some reason, the prince
could not quite call her a princess. She was not bound by convention the way he was. She
lived by the seas and nothing else. She tended the seaweed groves. She hunted fish with her
sisters amongst the craggy rocks. She rode on the backs of giant rays down deep where the
sands were pure and endless in the dim blue light.

The prince loved to talk with the mermaid, because everything was new. The stories of
the merfolk and their underwater kingdoms, yes, but also everything he knew was new as
well. He had never before thought about how to describe what walking was like to
somebody who didn't have legs. He had never thought to explain forests or why getting
stuck in the rain is awful or how it feels to only move linearly, not up and down.

Sometimes they would bring each other things. He did bring her a map, and they
argued laughingly over where the borders between seas were. She brought him a huge clam
shell, beautifully etched with designs traditional to her realm. He brought her a candle,
which she made him light again and again. She brought a hunting shark, and teased him
over how long it took him to get into the water with it. They brought each other food. She
brought him her favorite mussels (once he could get around the texture, the taste was not
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unpleasant). He brought her all manner of delicacies from his father's kitchen, all of which
she would dip into the water first. She couldn't stand eating something that wasn't wet.

Day after day, the prince sailed to the island, and the mermaid always waited for him.
He found it more and more difficult to leave each day. At night, he could barely sleep for
wondering what new things they would find to talk about the day after.

This is the part of the story you won't hear from the old man. He leaves it out
whenever he tells it, for privacy's sake. But this is how it goes.

The prince would sail his boat out to the lagoon every day, as was said, and they'd lie
in each others' arms on the wet sand, or float together, her arms around his waist, keeping
him above water. They would talk and laugh and smile. But there was more to it than that.

One day the prince was lying in the boat, the mermaid bobbing in the water alongside.
He had his head propped up on the side of the boat, his arm trailing below the surface. They
had fallen into a companionable silence.

The mermaid reached up and tugged on his sleeve. “Why do you wear these?”

“To keep warm, mostly. Also for decoration. We like to look fancy,” he said, and
chuckled.

“But isn't it warm enough now? Do you need them?”

There was a meaningful pause, and the prince was keenly aware of the blood rushing
in his ears. He chose his next words carefully, dreading to say the wrong thing. “I suppose
not. But it's just our custom.”

Another pause. “I want to know what you look like,” she said at last. “You know what
I'look like.”

Now he could feel his heart in his chest, drumming steadily. He was sure she'd be able
to hear it. He turned his gaze to her face. She was so trusting in her request, not a scrap of
pretense. At length, he nodded solemnly, and rowed the boat the few feet to shore.

The prince felt that intensely aware sensation that a person often gets when they take
their clothes off in front of someone for the first time. It made him nervous and brash all at
once. He stood naked, facing her. His body was strange to her, but she took it all in quietly,
her eyes bright.

She circled her finger. “Turn around.” He did. “Back again, please.” He did. She
tapped the sand in the shallows. “Come sit here.” He did, and she ran her hand over his
chest, his back, his legs. She explored.

The prince's heart now hammered so insistently that he was sure it would explode.
Women had touched him before, but not like this. They had touched him with a coy look that
said that they knew were doing something naughty, that what they were doing was
something you weren't supposed to do. The mermaid did not touch him that way. She
touched him honestly, and he knew this was right, this is how somebody should be touched.
The imperfections he disliked about himself did not matter anymore, they were not
something he had to hide with extinguished candles or a well-placed bed sheet. He was
there, spread out in the sun, and he was not ashamed to have her look. He wanted her to
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look, oh, he practically melted to see her look, for her eyes were full of curious adoration. It
made him feel powerful and alive and wanted. He wanted her to keep touching him. He
wanted to touch her in return He wanted to know how her body worked. He wanted to
know what pleased her.

The first time, as with all first times, started out as a bit shy. Their bodies were not
strictly designed for the other, and so there was much awkwardness at first to find a way to
make it work. Some people would have found being in such a vulnerable situation quite
uncomfortable, and would have ended it there. But the prince and the mermaid merely
smiled and laughed away their failed attempts. They fumbled a bit, turning this way and
that. He would blush and apologize, chuckling, and she would giggle and run her fingers
over his back encouragingly. They held each other, the humility of their actions making them
love the other all the more. She twisted her tail just so, he shifted his hips, and then -

“Oh.”

With that one simple syllable, they stopped their giggling. The shallow water frothed
around them as they moved, her tail slapping the surface every so often, his feet rubbing
against her scales. Sea foam blanketed them gently, keeping them safe. Their cries were lost
in the lapping waves and the calling of the gulls.

It was a long time before they admitted to one another that they were unhappy. Not
unhappy with each other, no, every minute together was bliss. But each day also had to end.
The prince found himself counting the hours until he had to leave again in his head, trying to
push them back, trying to freeze time in place for a while. There were some days when the
prince — though he loathed to admit it — did not feel like yet again rigging the sails on his tiny
boat, did not feel like sailing the same tedious course day after day after day. The summer
was coming to an end, and the shallow waters of the lagoon would not stay warm forever.
Some days he just wanted to lie in bed, and have her there with him. He wanted to go about
his day with her at his side, or maybe not even at his side, just in his home. Yes, just knowing
she was in the next room over if he needed to ask a question or tell a joke or make love for a
while. He felt as if he were living two separate lives, ones that he could not find a way to
reconcile. And lives he could not tell anyone about. He was bursting to tell people of the
mermaid, of his love that made every day fresh and new. But how could he? How could he
look his father in the eye and say, I've met the most wonderful woman, and my, but hasn't she
got the most beautiful tail?

It was exhausting. The prince grew listless at home, he rarely spoke to anyone, not
even the professor. His heart would break every time he saw her slip beneath the waves, and
began sailing home knowing he'd just have to do it again the day after. Keeping up the
pretense towards his family that nothing was going on drained him to the point that social
interaction was out of the question.

A prince is someone who is constantly watched, and so of course the prince's daily
excursions did not go without question. His mother became exasperated with his vague
explanations of where he had gone and why he needed to take the dinghy out everyday. His
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father tried roaring about shirked responsibilities. He then tried a kindly approach, telling
him how he too was once a prince, and he understood what pressure that was, and of course
he rebelled against his father from time to time. Eventually the king stopped saying
anything. He would just shake his head when the prince came home, and grumble into his
beard about duty and obligation. His sister merely peered at him, tapping her lips with her
fingertip, trying to puzzle him out. She still had her suspicions about him and his sailor
friends.

The only person who seemed nonchalant towards the prince's change in behavior was
the professor, and the prince found that this bothered him. Whenever he saw the professor,
he could feel his secret pressing against the inside of his teeth. Though he knew it to be a
foolish desire, he wanted the professor to deduce it for himself.

One night the prince went to see the professor in his laboratory. The professor had
taken in an orphan boy, nearly deaf, as a sort of cross between a servant and an apprentice.
The prince, though now a grown man, could not help but have his former child self feel a bit
jealous. As a boy, he had often wished he could live with the professor. A laboratory was a
far more exciting place to grow up than a stuffy palace.

“Boy,” said the professor, speaking slowly. “These beakers have soap spots.”

The boy bit his lip and looked at the professor silently with wide eyes. This was his
way of saying he hadn't understood.

“SOAP. SPOTS. THE BEAKERS.” He picked one up and pointed at it in an overly
exaggerated manner. The prince covered his mouth to hide his smile. “WASH. THEM.
AGAIN.”

The boy nodded vigorously as the professor loaded up the boy's arms with beakers.
The boy scampered out of the room. There was a pause, then a cry, then the sound of glass
breaking. The professor closed his eyes and bowed his head as the boy, clearly in a panic, ran
back into the laboratory, grabbed a broom, and dashed back out on his lanky legs. The prince
could not help but laugh now.

“Oh, go ahead and laugh, you broke plenty of equipment when you were that age.”

“I know, professor. That's why it's funny.”

“Poor boy,” said the professor, shaking his head. “I made him new eardrums, but he
kept tugging at his ears once they were in. They itch something fierce, you see, but that's just
the skin growing. All the tugging meant they didn't take well.” He sighed. “Ah well, at least
he can hear a little. He was deaf as a door post when I took him in.”

The prince looked fondly at the professor - his oldest, most trustworthy friend.

“I've met someone,” the prince blurted out.

“I know.”

“How?”

“Because strapping young men don't get up at the crack of dawn everyday to sail off to
destinations unknown purely for their health.” The professor smirked. “Give me some
credit, lad, I'm far smarter than you.”

“I don't...I don't think she's what people expected of me.”
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The professor got a bottle of wine and two cups from the cupboard. “I figured that as
well, seeing as how you haven't said a word about it.”

“You won't say anything to Father?”

“Now why would I do a stupid thing like that?” He poured the wine, thick and red.
“So what's wrong with her? Is she common? A daughter of a rival? Horribly ugly?”

The prince stared into his cup, wondering just how to tell the professor that the woman
he loved had scales.

The professor smiled warmly at the prince. “Never you mind,” he said. “It doesn't
matter. However, you have a decision to make.”

The prince looked up. “What's that?”

“Clearly this woman is someone who you think will not be up to your father's
standards. You need to ask yourself which is more important to you: this woman's love, or
your place in your family.”

“That's probably the worst thing you could have said,” said the prince, swallowing a
large gulp of wine.

“But something you already know. You just needed to have someone else say it. This
woman, she loves you?”

The prince nodded. “Very much. And I her.”

“Then you owe it to her and to yourself to make a decision soon.”

They emptied their cups in quiet contemplation. Then the prince said, “Professor, may
I ask you an odd question?”

“You know I thrive on odd questions. By all means.”

The prince cleared his throat. “You know the stories you told me when I was small?
Monsters and fairies and the like?”

“Of course.”

“Were they all true?”

The professor paused and looked the prince squarely in the eye. “Every bit,” he said at
last. “I'd never lie to you.”

The prince nodded. “Then why make them into stories? Why not just give me lessons
about all the strange creatures in this world?”

“Because your father would have thrown a fit. I was charged with giving you a mind
of science, so that you would be a wise king, an educated king. Kings are rulers of the earth.
They cannot have their heads filled with notions of the things that live in between.” The
professor chuckled. “Or so your father said. Science tells us that no thing is impossible until
it is proven otherwise. However, some things cannot be proven or explained or experimented
upon, and truthfully, I find that wonderful.” He refilled their glasses. “Why do you ask?”

The prince again fixed his gaze on the wine in his cup. If he was just talking to the
wine, this made the conversation far easier. “Professor...do you know how many seas there
are?”

The professor set his cup down slowly. “Our maps tell us there are seven great seas
that cover the face of the world.”
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The prince shook his head, his eyes never leaving the cup. “There are eleven.”

All was silent except for the sound of the orphan boy sweeping up glass in the hall.
The professor took a deep breath. “There are few who know that distinction, and fewer still
who live on land,” he said in a measured voice. “Am I to understand that your woman told
you this?”

The prince nodded.

“And am I then to extrapolate that your woman is not, erm, not exactly a woman in the
traditional sense?”

The prince shook his head. The professor emptied his cup in one go.

“Well, my boy,” said the professor at last. “You have got yourself into a fine mess,
haven't you?”

“I'love her,” said the prince, all of it spilling out of his mouth like a dam broken. “I love
her like, oh, like all the foolish things poets say. She makes me feel alive and wonderful. She
is so strong and bright, and not like any other person I have met before. And I know she's not
a person, not like you might think, but even if she were, she would still be the most
interesting, beautiful, and completely amazing woman the world has ever seen. She's so
smart, professor, and she's so honest and kind. She is good, everything about her is good. I
see her every day, and every day I feel like I'm leaving myself on the beach of that damn
island as I sail away. I want to be with her. I want to be with her always, but I just can't see
how. I don't know what to do.”

The professor looked at the prince sadly. “You let her go.”

The prince felt as if the professor had slapped him across the face. “What?”

“What else can you do? What, would you build a pool in your father's courtyard and
have her swim there, like an animal in the zoo? I believe that she is a person, as you say,
despite her differences, and a person cannot live like that. Just like a person cannot live their
life sailing out to sea every day, ignoring everything and everyone back on mainland. That's
no kind of life for either of you. You have a wonderful thing, but for both your sake's, you
have to let it go. I know how painful this is -”

“You don't know. What do you know, here in your tower with your potions and your
books. You've never had anyone. You never were in love, or if you were, you obviously
didn't try hard enough. You talk about logic and reason and science. What I am feeling is not
logical, I know, and there's no formula, there's no experiment that you can do to solve this for
me. ButIwon't give up onit. I don't care what you say.” The prince's voice shook. He had
never been angry at the professor before, and it scared him. He grabbed his coat from the
chair and stormed out of the room, ignoring whatever the professor started to say after him.
Whatever it was, he didn't want to hear it.

He walked furiously down to the docks and began rigging his boat. It was late, and
the moon was dim behind the clouds. It was dangerous to sail this late. He didn't care. He
sailed to the island. The wind was bitter cold, but the thought of being in warm, dry bed
without the mermaid beside him seemed like a far worse place to be.

He jumped out of the boat before it had fully come ashore. The biting sea water spilled
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into his boots. He stuck his head underwater and called the mermaid's name. He did this
again and again, pulling his head up for air, then dunking it back under. His skin stung with
the cold.

She surfaced after a time, looking tired. “My sisters are very annoyed at you for
waking everybody up,” she said with teasing irritation. Her tone changed instantly when she
saw the look on his face. “What's wrong?”

They sat up on the shore out of the waves. Being out of the water bothered her skin
after too long, he knew, but she insisted, saying she would rather itch for a day or so than
have him catch his death of cold. They sat next to one another, holding hands. They could
not link fingers like two humans would, as the webbing got in the way. When they held
hands, they cupped each other's palms, squeezing gently. They sat there, and they did what
they did best together: they talked. But this talk was different than any of the talks before.
Their words fell heavy and quiet. It was the talk of how they were going to continue on.

They shared how they both felt over their current arrangement, the weariness and the
need for something more stable. The prince told the mermaid in a timid voice of what the
professor had said. She stroked his hair and pressed her lips together, deep in thought. After
a time, the mermaid hesitantly told the prince of something she had learned a few weeks
before. “There is one of my kind,” she said quietly. “One who works with magics. Like your
professor, I think, though maybe I'm wrong. They say...they say she can change someone's
shape. Make them into something else. I have never seen it myself, but they say that she can
give you legs. Make you walk on land.”

The prince gaped at her. “Are you sure?”

“I have never known anyone who has done it, but I would not doubt it. Her magic is
strong. She is very powerful.” The mermaid looked nervous as she said these last words, but
the prince did not see it. He was too elated with the possibilities. He took both her hands in
his.

“This is wonderful!” he laughed. “You could come live with me, in the palace, or we
could build one of our own. I'll teach you everything you need to know, how to walk, how to
wear clothes. I'll buy you the finest things. We can get married, love, we can marry and you
can be my princess.” He kissed her ecstatically. She kissed him back, but she felt afraid. He
pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Do you want this? Do you want to be like me? Do
you want to marry me?”

Merfolk did not have marriage. They would find someone to love, and that was
enough. There was no ceremony to it, no social obligation. But she knew what marriage
meant to the prince, and knowing that made the question he asked her an irresistible one.
She looked into his eyes, and saw his joy. There was more she had to tell him of the magics
she spoke of, but the look on his face made her hesitate. She could not say no to him, no
matter what it meant for herself. She loved him.

She pushed back her fear, swallowed the rest of what she had wanted to explain, and
simply said, “Yes. Yes, I will marry you.”

The prince cheered and laughed, and kissed her again and again. They tumbled into
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one another, his clothes pushed halfway off, the sand sticking in her hair. They made love
frantically, he thought from joy. But for the mermaid, this was not so. She clung to him
desperately, her breath catching. Every move he made inside her, she took as a reassurance
that this was the right thing to do. It beat like a drum through her body: Don 't be afraid. Don't
be afraid. Don't be afraid. But she was.

It is easy to blame witches for the trouble that surrounds them. After all, they are the
instruments that make things happen as they do. But that is their purpose, for good or for
bad. That is what witches are for. They make things happen. We can call them cruel, or evil,
or monsters. But they only ever do what they promise to do. The consequences are not their
fault. They do as they say they will. The consequences, one might argue, fall to those who
ask the help of witches in the first place. Witches rarely break their word, and often, they will
give you a chance to change your mind. Once you agree to their rules, the consequences are
entirely your own responsibility.

That way of thinking was one that the professor would explain to the prince much later
on. It was difficult for the prince to accept, given what had happened. But this is jumping
ahead. When the mermaid went to the witch, the prince was not with her, and he did not
know what she was feeling. He did not know of the nature of witches.

The mermaid had nearly changed her mind many times. She nearly changed her mind
as she rode her great, ghostly ray down deep beyond the familiar spires of coral where her
people lived. She knew that the witch was not allowed to live near them for good reason. But
the ray swam on, and she did not change her mind.

She nearly changed her mind when she reached the witch's cave at last, and saw the
creature that waited for her there. The witch was strictly a mermaid herself, though first
glance might lead you to believe she was something other. She was old, and had she lived a
normal life, she might have showed it more gracefully. But countless years of twisted magics
running through her body had warped her. Her scales were dull and flaking, more befitting a
reptile on land than a being of the deep. The sunlight was muted down where she lived, and
this was evident from her ashen skin. Around her fins clung a thin white film, hanging off in
some bits by slimy strings. Her gums had receded, making the subtle points of her teeth into
a gnashing, angled maw. When she smiled, you could see the blackened roots, and the
chitinous remnants of small sand dwellers stuck in between. It was this smile that she flashed
to the mermaid, but the mermaid did not change her mind.

The witch already knew what the mermaid had come for, though the mermaid had
never met the witch before in her life. The witch asked if the mermaid knew of the price. The
mermaid did know, and she nearly changed her mind. But she thought of the prince, of his
warm skin and warmer laugh, of the way he looked at her when she was talking to him or
touching him. She knew he looked at her the same way when she said nothing at all. She
thought of this, and she did not change her mind.

She nearly changed her mind when she followed the witch into the cave and saw the
strange tools hanging from the rocks overhead. They appeared to be sharp, though she had
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the very curious impression that they were supposed to be sharper. There were shelves on
the walls made of rotten wood from the hulls of sunken ships. There were broken bits of
shells and dead things everywhere. There were bones: fish bones, whale bones, the bones of
drowned men. The water in the cave was stale and still.

The mermaid was thinking of changing her mind when the witch beckoned her to lie
down on a stone slab in the center of the cave. She was thinking of changing her mind when
the witch gave her a bit of bitter yellow plant to eat without explanation. The mermaid put it
into her mouth and swallowed it down before she could think any further.

The world spun, and she wished that she had changed her mind.

Whatever it was the witch had fed to the mermaid, it clouded her thoughts in a
nightmarish way. She would come briefly into consciousness to realize that something was
very wrong, only to fall back under into confusion and despair. Nothing the mermaid saw
could be strung together cohesively. There were tools for cutting and tools for pulling that
filled the witch's hands. They flashed over the mermaid's body, and though her instinct told
her to swim away as she saw them, she could not move. There was chanting and calling,
words the mermaid did not know, words that sounded old and horrible. There were swirls of
red in the water, first just one, then dozens, eventually spreading through the cave so that
everything in view was seen through a crimson fog. It took the mermaid a while to recognize
this as her blood. There was a scream as the witch finally split the mermaid's tail in two, and
another as she began to twist the torn flesh into knees and toes. The water filled with
screams, screams that echoed through the waters beyond the cave, driving away the fish that
ventured too close. There were screams as the witch sewed the jagged cuts shut with thin
black seaweed, all the while the mermaid's insides changing. The mermaid's drugged mind
drifted in and out, and she did not realize that the screams were her own. She did not realize
it until the witch came at her mouth with a harsh blade, and the screams were replaced with a
hard gurgling sound. The screams died in a gush of fresh blood as the witch cut out her
tongue.

The price.

Her disorientation faded somewhat, and the mermaid was aware of a terrible new
feeling. The water that had always held her safe, always embraced and held her up, now was
crushing down, choking her. The weight was unbearable, and the salt burned her shredded
tail. She kicked her new legs. The pain was blinding, but she knew it was this or die.

Drown, she thought. The concept was baffling. I will drown.

The witch dragged the mermaid to her ray, which was waiting patiently by the cave.
The mermaid weakly curled her fingers around its velvety fins. Blood seeped up from where
the webbing had been cut away. It lingered in the water like smoke.

“Up,” said the witch to the ray. “Fast.”

The ray shot up through the water. The mermaid looked backward, her body aching
for air. The cave faded away into the blue. She could hear echoes of the witch's laughter.

You can tell this part of the story is difficult for the old man to tell, even though he has
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likely told it before. He stops looking you in the eye, and when he tells you of what the
prince found, he tells it to the sidewalk at your feet.

The prince was not with the mermaid as she crawled from shore, but he later imagined
how it had been for her. He could imagine how it had felt to walk on limbs that had been
torn into being, and how the first thing they had walked on was hard pebbles and broken
shells. He could imagine how skin that had always been coated in soft water must feel out in
the dry wind. He could imagine how her feet would have felt. For one who had never been
subject to the whims of gravity, to suddenly feel her own heaviness pressing down on this
one small concentrated part of her body, together with the hard rocks, her broken skin. He
imagined it would be like walking on knives.

He found her at dawn, lying naked and bloody on the dock by his boat. He did not
know what he was seeing at first. He saw pale skin, too pale. He saw wounds, and black
stitches. He saw strangely shaped legs that oozed through torn skin. He saw the fingers with
the cuts along the sides.

He thought then of the webbed hands he knew so well. The pieces fell into place. He
understood he was seeing, and his heart froze.

The blood on her skin was sticky against his arms. Her eyes blinked
uncomprehendingly as he said her name, over and over. He ran his trembling hand over the
fright the witch had made of her tail. He jerked his hand back to find dead scales clinging to
his palm like bits of paper. She moaned. He saw then the smears of deep red caked on her
lips. He pushed her mouth open with his trembling fingers, saw the mess inside, and he
cried out in horror.

The prince hastily pulled off his coat, and wrapped her as gently as he could in it. She
whimpered as it brushed her skin, and he choked out something apologetic. He lifted her
into his arms. In all the times he had held her, she had never before felt fragile. Her head
lolled against his chest, and seeming to suddenly realize where she was, she closed her eyes
and pressed her cheek to him.

He ran.

The townsfolk were going through their morning routines of baking bread, cleaning
their shop windows, setting out their carts of fruit and flowers. They all stopped and stared
as their prince ran through the streets, carrying a...well, it had to be a woman, but there was
something odd about her.

The prince did not care. He hardly saw them. All his mind registered was which
corners to turn at. His actions were completely automatic at this point.

Turn left. Up the alley. Now right. Go. Faster. Move.

When he got to the professor's home, he banged the door with his foot several times.
He screamed the professor's name up towards the windows. The door flung open. The
professor saw the prince standing there with the mermaid in his arms, tears flowing down his
cheeks.

“Help,” said the prince hoarsely, gasping for breath.

The professor turned the mermaid's head towards him and brushed aside her hair,
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damp with blood and seawater. He saw the shape of her face and his eyes bulged.

“No. Is this...?”

The prince began sobbing, and the professor had his answer. “Get her to my
laboratory now.” The prince ran up the stairs, and the professor followed swiftly afterward,
roaring for the orphan boy.

The professor examined the mermaid gravely as the prince hysterically rambled about
what the mermaid had told him about becoming human, and about magic, and how he
hadn't known, and if she'd only told him. He paced and tore at his hair. The professor barely
listened. He inspected the stitches and the new legs. He took a swab of her blood and mixed
it with a milky white potion. It turned coal grey and began to smoke. He threw it into the
tire with disgust.

“Stupid girl,” the professor muttered, though not unkindly. He turned to the orphan
boy, who was standing at his side, gaping. He knelt, and put a hand on the boy's shoulder. “I
am going to save her life, but I will need help. Ineed your help. It's going to be far more than
I have ever asked of you before, and you will see things that will not easily be forgotten.
Today I need you to be a man.” The boy, who needed reminders of chores bellowed to him,
seemed to hear all of this just fine. He nodded solemnly, straightening his shoulders. “Good.
Go to my study, fetch all the books from the left middle shelf.” The boy dashed away. The
professor went to the prince, who had stopped sobbing, and was now sitting pale-faced in a
chair, staring at the mermaid lying unconscious on the table.

“And you,” said the professor to the prince. “I need you to leave the room.”

The prince was aghast. “Leave? How could you -

“Whoever did this had some powers the likes of which you cannot begin
comprehend,” said the professor sternly. “And they added in some proper butchery as well. 1
am going to do all I can for her. But it is not going to be easily fixed, and if you think she
looks a mess now, then you cannot imagine how it's going to look while I work on her.” He
paused and his tone softened. “If she is the most beautiful thing in the world to you, then
you do not want to see her like this.”

The prince began to protest, but looking back into the room, full of potions and tomes,
he knew there was nothing more he could do. This was beyond his ability to repair. He
slumped and nodded weakly. Brushing the tears from his face, he walked to the mermaid
and knelt quietly beside her. He took her hand and clasped it desperately between his. He
kissed her fingertips. He stroked her cheek, his fingers shaking. Her eyelids struggled open,
and she made a tiny sound in her throat, acknowledging him.

“Shh,” he whispered, laying his finger on her bloody lips. “It's all right. It's all right.
The professor, my professor, he's...he's going to take care of you now. He's going to make you
better. I will be right outside the room. I'm not going anywhere. Just please - “

Whatever the prince was going to ask her remained choked in his throat. The
professor put his hand between the prince's shoulders, and the prince nodded. He kissed the
mermaid's forehead, held her cheek for a moment, and walked heavily out of the room,
shutting the door behind him.
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The prince remained in the hall outside of the laboratory throughout the day.
Sometimes he paced furiously, sometimes he sat on the floor, all the while trying not to think
terrible things. He tried not to think that he may very well have spoken to her for the last
time, and that he hadn't told her that he loved her before he left the room. He tried not to
keep thinking of the way she looked crumpled on the dock. He tried not to keep picturing
her wounds. He tried not to think of what could be going on in behind the large wooden
door, especially when the orphan boy would scurry out from time to time, carrying bundles
of bloody rags, bringing back basins of water. He tried not to interpret the snatches of sounds
that bled through the door: the professor's voice booming incantations strange and unsettling,
the mermaid moaning and shrieking from time to time. Though the sound of the mermaid in
pain dug deeply into the prince's skin, he found that it became oddly comforting. It meant
that she was still alive. When she fell silent, the minutes dragged on unbearably. It was then
that the prince tried not to think of what he would do if she died. This he could keep from
thinking, because he simply could not imagine what that life could possibly be like without
her.

It was well into the night when the professor at last came from the room, wiping his
hands on a clean rag. The prince scrambled to his feet. The professor sighed and met the
prince's anxious eyes. He nodded and smiled. The prince froze, cried out, then embraced the
professor tightly.

“Thank you,” he said hoarsely. “Thank you.”

The orphan boy, who almost never spoke, looked solemnly up at the prince. “We saved
her,” he said in a proud voice. He paused for a moment, then ran out of the hall. They could
hear him vomiting softly as soon as he was in the stairwell.

“Poor, brave boy,” said the professor with a sigh. “Let me go tend to him. I'll let you
be alone with her, but do not wake her. She will heal much more comfortably while she is
sleeping.”

The prince stepped into the laboratory. The room flickered with candlelight. The air
was pungent with the smells of blood and alchemy. The mermaid lay on her back, covered
up to her neck with a blanket that had been soaked in water. It dripped quietly in little
puddles onto the stone floor. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell slowly. Her
tace was pale, but calm. The muscles in her cheeks and around her eyes were no longer taut
with pain. The prince drew a deep breath, and he felt the fear that had been crackling in his
chest quickly pull away. He moved forward, taking care not to wake her. He gently lifted the
blanket and peered underneath. He gasped. She had a tail. Yes, it was scarred and
blemished, but it was there, nearly whole again. Looking closer, he could see the scales
quietly growing back, the skin knitting itself together. He looked at her hands, and they too
were repairing themselves. The webbing was returning in strands, like a thick web spun by
spiders too small to see.

“Thank you”, the prince said again, unsure of who he was directing it towards. He
kissed the mermaid's lips once, tenderly. He pulled up a chair and lay his head on her chest.
The muted thumping of her heart seemed at that moment to be the most wonderful sound in
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the world.

After a time, the professor returned to the room, puffing as he carried a bucket of
water. The prince jumped to his feet to help. “Pour it over her, head to toe,” the professor
said. “Get that blanket good and wet.” The prince did so. The mermaid sighed quietly but
did not wake.

The boy came in shortly after, carrying a tray stacked with bread, cheese, and cold
meat. The prince discovered upon seeing the food that he was famished, and all three of
them fell upon it ravenously. The orphan boy put his head on the table not long after he had
finished eating, and fell dead asleep.

The professor chuckled. “He's only ten years old, you know,” he said, spreading
mustard on a thick slab of meat. “Ten years old, and he worked with more focus and care
today than some I have seen that are three times his age. I think he will be a powerful man
one day.”

“Any need that he has, I will have it filled,” said the prince. “I promise this. Clothes,
food, education, anything. It is the least I can do.” He looked at the professor with wet eyes.
“As for you, I...there is nothing I can do, nothing I can provide that is thanks enough. How
can I possibly repay you?”

“Repay me?” scoffed the professor. “Now you're sounding like your father. Payment
is for merchants and witches. I did not do this thinking I should get something in return. I
did this because it was the right thing. Remember that, lad. Not all acts are done for favors.
Sometimes we act simply because we can. I know what this meant to you. Your thanks are
payment enough.”

The prince picked at a crusty corner of bread. “Her tongue?” he said at last.

The professor looked grim. “I can mend limbs and heal wounds. But her tongue is
another matter. You see, transformation is not just a mere matter of changing shape. She had
to be altered on a much larger scale. She is of another world than our own, and it was not
easily that she was brought into ours. There were magics done to give her life like that of a
human. They remain on her still, though I have restored her body. The tongue I could not
grow back, and the spell on her I cannot break. These things can only be done by the one she
went to in the first place. They are intertwined somehow. It is my guess, going back to our
previous topic of payment, that her tongue was traded in exchange for a pair of legs. That is
what sealed it, made it permanent. Flesh for flesh.”

“She didn't tell me,” said the prince, closing his eyes tightly. “She didn't tell me what it
would involve. All she said was that there was a way she could be like us, there were never
any details. I never would have let her - “

“Did you ask?” interrupted the professor calmly.

“What?”

“Did you ask her what it would involve?”

The prince shook his head.

“Why not?”

“Because I was so happy,” the prince said, a sense of shame growing heavy in his
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stomach. “I didn't think to ask. It was everything I wanted, and I didn't bother to think any
farther than that.” He grimaced. “If I hadn't been so selfish, none of this would have
happened.”

“Now, don't start that,” said the professor. “You can't berate yourself for not knowing
then what you know now. But yes, you were selfish. Just as she was foolish.”

“She wasn't foolish,” said the prince defensively. “She did it for me. She did it because
she loves me.”

“And presumably because she knows that you love her in return. That's just it, lad.
You love her for the person that she is. You were willing to let her give all of that up for you,
so that you wouldn't have to compromise yourself. I'm sure she told you that it was what she
wanted as well, and that made it easy. But you realize what it would have meant, yes? Let us
assume that this process had been what you imagined, that she was transformed into a
human without any blood or pain. It would have meant that she gave up her entire life, her
entire sense of definition, so that she could live with you. You, who would retain his identity,
his family, his home, all the things she would have cast aside. Now, before I let you wallow in
self-loathing over that, don't. Because she was just as mistaken. You love her. You love her
because of who she is, and what she is plays a key part in shaping who she is. Yes, it's all very
romantic to say you will throw it all away for someone. But then she wouldn't be the woman
that you fell in love with. She'd be a shadow. An accessory. She wouldn't be the same person
if she gave up everything that she knows and cares for. She cannot throw away her life, and
you cannot sit by and let her do so. Nor could you do so yourself.”

“So what then?” said the prince, miserably twisting the bread with his hands. “That's
it? We just go our separate ways? Live our lives as we were meant to?”

“That is one option,” said the professor. “And it is the simplest, the cleanest. I know
that it is what I told you should be done when you first told me of her. Though now, after
what I know she was willing to do for you, I cannot help but feel it would be cruel to you
both to be punished for something that was done out of love.” He stood and retrieved a large
sheet of parchment from his desk. He rolled it up, tied it with a bit of twine, and handed it to
the prince. “It is time for you both to determine what exactly you want out of life, and I don't
mean just from each other. This is a decision that you must make together. No one else can
make it for you, nor should they.” The prince opened his mouth to speak, but the professor
continued. “We must get her to her people soon. She needs her own food and medicine, and
her own bed.” He paused. “Do they have beds?”

“Anemones,” said the prince. “Giant ones, each their own.”

“Marvelous,” said the professor musingly. He carried on: “The blankets are a help, but
she needs far more water than I can possibly provide. She needs the sea.”

The prince stood in the lulling waves up to his neck, holding the mermaid in his arms.
She had awoken as he had carried her through quiet alleys down to the shoreline. She held
gently onto his shirt with one hand, and the fragility of her made the prince feel shaken, as he
had always loved how strong she felt in his arms. The moonlight made her scales shimmer,
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though less brightly than he remembered. She could not speak, but met his eyes with a look
that told him she was not in pain, that she had been afraid, that she was tired.

He spoke to her there for a long while, paying no mind to the freezing water that had
penetrated his clothing. He spoke of what the professor and the boy had done to save her,
and why she still did not have a tongue. He told her of love and selfishness. He spoke of
what he and the professor had spoken of, and what had been on the parchment. He spoke of
options.

“You must take time to recover,” he said. “Sleep, be with your family, eat all the
mussels your sisters can find.” She smiled at this. “I will wait for you. I will walk this shore
every day when the sun is highest, from now until you are ready and well enough to decide.”
He paused and looked at her seriously. “I meant all the things I said. I do not wish a life with
you if it means ceasing to be who you are. And if that means I do not have a life with you...”
He paused, fighting back tears. “Then I will live knowing that you are whole and well. I will
live loving you.”

The mermaid pressed her cheek firmly into his chest and shut her eyes. He kissed the
top of her head. They held each other silently in the moonlit water.

There was movement, something separate from the waves. The prince's senses awoke,
driven by the primal instinct to be afraid of things hidden beneath the ocean's surface. The
top of a head appeared, then another, and another. There were eight pairs of eyes staring at
him, five female, three male. They were deep-set, and in the dark, he imagined he could see
the second eyelid pulling back across them. They rose out of the water, and though he could
not see the tails swishing below, they could not have easily been mistaken for human.

“I know you,” said the prince. “You are her brothers and sisters, her closest kin. She
speaks often of you.”

“As we know you, prince of land,” said one of the mermen, sliding through the water.
He cupped his sister's face in his hand. She touched his fingers and smiled. “What has
happened?”

“She went to someone to make her human. I don't know who it was or what they did,
but it nearly killed her. My friends are...healers, in a way. They saved her life, but she needs
the care of her own. I am sorry that we could not do more.”

The merman sighed and shut his eyes. “We had heard that she had gone to the witch,
but we did not know the purpose.” He looked sorrowfully at the mermaid, who shifted her
eyes away. “We are in the debt of you and your friends. We would have lost our youngest
sister today were it not for your efforts.”

Two of the mermaid's sisters swam forward, holding their arms out to her. Reluctantly,
the prince let go of the mermaid. Her sisters put their arms around her, stroking her skin,
cooing and clicking eerily. One of them saw the look on the prince's face, and said, “Do not
worry. We will look after her now.”

All eight of them swam to her, and ran their hands over the scars. One of her brothers
spoke to her. The mermaid looked distraught, then slowly opened her mouth. Her brother
peered inside, and began moaning and keening wildly. The others came to see, and they too
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took up the ghostly wailing. The prince shivered.

The first merman put his hand on the prince's shoulder. He looked at the prince with
piercing eyes, and the prince felt his skin prickle. “My father will hear of what you have done
for her. Thank you for your care, and thank you for bringing her home to us.”

The prince nodded solemnly. “I regret that we could not have met under different
circumstances.”

The merman considered the prince for a moment. “We will meet again,” he said. With
that, he called to the others in words the prince could not understand. They slipped away
into the waves, as quietly as they had come. The mermaid, too weak to swim on her own,
pressed insistently against the two sisters supporting her, telling them to wait.

The prince and the mermaid stared at one another. Her face was too full of emotion to
be easily understood. The prince could not cry any longer. He held her eyes in his as her
sisters gently coaxed her away, down below the surface to depths unknown.

The prince turned and walked back to shore, alone.

Three weeks passed, and the prince was true to his word. Each day at noon, he walked
down to the shore, rolled up his britches, and walked from one end to the other. There was a
change in him that all around him could see. The smile that accompanied him to and from
the docks each day had disappeared. He had walked through the halls of the palace with
confidence and good humor. Now, he walked slower, his face unreadable. He attended to his
princely duties without complaint, which should have pleased his parents. However, they
found themselves more concerned about their son than ever. The professor did not speak of it
with him; he could tell by the look on the prince's face that he had heard nothing.

With each day that passed without seeing her tail dart above the waves, without
hearing her laugh and feeling her lips on his skin, he found himself struggling with his own
selfish needs. The prince's own words echoed in his ears: I do not wish a life with you if it
means ceasing to be who you are. He had meant it when he said it, and painful as it was, he
meant it still. He walked the shore each day, but each time understanding a little more that
she may have chosen to let her love for him go. He was coming to terms with the fact that he
might never see her again.

In that time, the mermaid grew strong again under the care of her brothers and sisters.
She slept and ate and slept some more. Her sisters wove shells in her hair and sang to her as
her body healed. Her tail betrayed her at first, pulling with pain as she tried to swim. But she
persisted, going a bit farther each day, her oldest brother swimming steadily alongside in a
kind sort of silence. He did not speak to her, as if to not remind her that she could not. Her
mind was busy during this time. She worked through the painful images in her head of what
had been done to her. She thought of the horror in the prince's eyes when he found her, and
the dim echoes of his sobs at the professor's laboratory. She thought of all he had said as he
stood in the waves waiting for her family to take her home.

One day, the mermaid awoke feeling full of energy. Her wounds had all healed, the
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scales had all grown back. There were scars still, which she would wear for the rest of her
life. She realized that she had been well for quite some time, but afraid of using her limbs as
they should be used. She looked up to the surface, where the sun shined down through the
waves, appearing as an aqueous orb, shifting and shimmering. She swam fast up towards it,
trusting in the strength of her tail. She pierced the surface, her whole body bursting upwards.
Her momentum threw her high into the air, spraying water all around. She twisted and
arched, free from the pressures of the deep. She shut her eyes in bliss as she crashed easily
back into the loving waves. She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging tightly, and
swam twirling in circles. Merfolk swam this way together as a sign of great affection, rubbing
up and rolling over one another as they propelled themselves forward. But she was alone.
She swam this way for herself.

The mermaid fetched her ray, and once again rode down deep, down where the sun
was dim and the dead things outnumbered the living. She was unafraid this time. Once she
had arrived, she stroked her ray's head to make it stay in place, and swam on her own to the
cave. The witch was waiting as before. They stared each other a long time, the witch
studying the mermaid's face. The mermaid furrowed her brow, opened her mouth, and
pointed firmly at where her tongue should be. The witch looked deep into her eyes, and
chuckled.

“Is that s0?” she said. “There are not many who would be brave enough to ask to give
back what they had promised me. There are fewer still who would admit that they want it.”
She slithered into her cave, and returned a moment later holding a clam shell that filled her
palm. It was sealed, and on one side, painted in blood, was a crude approximation of a
mouth with a tongue hanging out. The mermaid supposed that the dried blood was her own,
and her stomach turned to think of what was inside the shell itself. But again, she pointed at
her empty mouth.

“You know there is no coming back after this. It is rare that I humor someone who has
changed their mind. I certainly will not allow it again.”

The mermaid pointed for a third time.

“Very well,” said the witch, and violently crushed the clam shell in her palm. As it
shattered, the pieces disappeared, sinking into the witch's skin. Without warning, the witch
jammed her fingers into the mermaid's mouth, and began chanting, louder and louder. The
mermaid's mouth felt as if it were on fire. The feeling spread through her entire body. She
squirmed to get away, but the witch grabbed her. Her dirty nails dug into the mermaid's skin
as she held her steady. With a final cry, the witch withdrew her fingers, and the mermaid
darted away from her. The burning feeling melted away. She brought her hands to her
mouth. There behind her teeth, was her tongue, as it always had been. Gingerly, she stuck it
out, wiggled it. She swallowed. Everything was as it should be.

“This ends the work that I have done on you. Do not come here again,” said the witch,
retreating eel-like into her cave. “You will never be like him. You will never walk on land.”

“I am myself now,” said the mermaid, and was filled with joy at hearing her own voice.
“That is all that matters.”
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The prince walked the shore now more out of stubbornness than out of hope. He
dimly recalled that it had been nearly a month since he handed the mermaid to her sisters,
but the days were starting to blend together. He tired of the hard wet sand beneath his feet,
the waves empty of anything but foam and the occasional bit of seaweed. The constant salt
water on his feet made his skin itch and crack. He had secretly always disliked getting his
feet wet, but when she was actually there for him to hold, it hadn't bothered him. Now he
was just aware of his dry, scratchy skin, and the clammy feeling he got when he put his socks
back on and went home.

A seagull swooped down and landed in front of him. It cocked its head and
squawked. The prince walked past. It hopped back over in front of him and cried out again.
“Go on, shoo,” said the prince. The creature had clearly become too used to fishermen
throwing crusts of bread into the harbor. Or so the prince thought until he walked past again,
and the bird flew up to his shoulders and took hold of his collar in its beak, tugging
backward. The prince swatted at it and swore. “Hey! Hey, get off!” It let go. He turned, and
there it was again, looking up at him intently from the sand. “What?” he asked it arbitrarily.
The bird squawked three times, then turned and flew off in a steady, straight line. It was
heading southwest. It was heading directly in the way you would go to reach the island with
the tree by the lagoon. Or the kelp forest, depending on your perspective.

Though he questioned his own sanity in doing so, the prince made his way to the
docks and rigged up the dinghy he had sailed so many times before. It was crazy, he knew it.
He was grasping, he told himself, he had spent so much time hoping and waiting and
wondering that he was willing to find meaning in anything. He told himself he was being
stupid the entire time he sailed to the island, but still he kept moving forward.

When he pulled in close to shore and saw the mermaid sitting there on the beach,
stroking the head of the seagull perched on her arm, he was so elated at seeing her, seeing her
alive, seeing that he was indeed not stupid, that he stood up in the boat, cried out in wordless
joy, and toppled the whole thing over.

He swam out from underneath, shaking his head like a dog once he stuck it above
water. The mermaid swam up right in front of him. She was laughing. He was kissing her
before he fully comprehended what the sound of her laughing meant, and so he pulled back
in surprise when he felt her tongue slip between his lips. The prince stammered incoherently.
Complete sentences felt like a ridiculously difficult concept.

The mermaid smiled hugely, pressing her lips in towards each other. She closed her
eyes and said the three things she knew he needed to hear most: “My body is whole. I'm all
right.” She paused before the last and took his face in her hands — her beautiful, willowy
webbed hands. “I missed you.”

He pulled her fiercely into his arms then. So many times he had imagined how it
would be when he saw her again, how they would fall into the sand kissing furiously, making
love before they had time to say anything further. But that wasn't how it was at all. He held
her, and he wanted nothing more complicated than that.
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They righted his boat, climbed in, and continued holding each other for quite some
time. They did what they did best: they talked. They sat for hours and calmly talked about
all the things they wanted in life. They talked about what they wanted from each other. It
was honest, serious, kind. In a way, it was the most intimate thing they had ever done.

The old man knows that hearing of conversations between people and their parents
can be uncomfortable for all parties involved, so he will spare you the details of all the talks
the prince had with his family after that. It was very complicated, and he doesn't like to drag
it all back up. All you need to know is that it eventually ended with resigned bewilderment
from the king, frowning kisses from the queen, the prince's sister becoming the family's first
female heir to the crown, and the prince receiving his share of the family fortune in its
entirety. The bulk of his wealth was given to the professor, with the understanding that the
orphan boy would want for nothing. The rest was spent on the project that the professor had
detailed in the roll of parchment.

The parchment held blueprints for a house, and a most extraordinary one. It was flat,
no more than a story tall on land, and designed to be jutting out over the water. Its most
distinctive feature was the holes in the floor. Carefully constructed holes of various sizes and
shapes, each specific to the room they were assigned to. The holes led to the section of the
building you would not be able to see from land. There was a second story to the house, built
underwater, that featured a series of rooms that opened easily to the open sea, yet would
protect anyone inside from currents that became too rough. There was a dock built alongside,
with an end that dipped down into the water. The building materials were picked out
carefully so that the home would not rot or wash away. The rooms above water had plenty of
windows to open, and a fireplace each, to help keep the air inside from getting damp. The
only drawback was that the floor would likely often be wet, and so there was furniture
designed as well with high legs, and no fabric touching the ground.

The house was built in a town outside of the kingdom, far enough away so that the
prince would escape attention, but close enough so that he could visit his family without too
much bother. The location was also ideal for the mermaid, who would not have to travel far
to return home to sing with her sisters from time to time. It was a far cry from the ornate
halls the prince had always known; it was nothing like the craggy coral spires that the
merfolk lived in. But when it was completed, they both thought that it felt like home.

They set out from the kingdom together one crisp, sunny morning. The royal family,
the professor, and the orphan boy all accompanied the prince down to the palace's private
dock, so as to avoid the gossiping eyes of the sailors and the fishmongers. The prince's
belongings were loaded onto the small, humble fishing boat he had commissioned for his
departure. The king and queen had met the mermaid before this particular day, and they
greeted her kindly (though perhaps a bit awkwardly) when she arose from the waves. What
they did not expect were her brothers and sisters to pop up shortly afterward. The queen
gasped and moved towards the king, who looked flustered. The prince hailed them all
congenially, and smiled at the mermaid's oldest brother, who bowed his head to the prince
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warmly.

There was a great breach of water behind the mermaid's siblings, befitting a great
shark or even a small whale. There towering before them, dripping with water that ran down
his barnacled skin, was the mermaid's father, a great king of the sea. His skin was tough as
leather, and one side of his chest was covered in old suckered scars from something
monstrous and tentacled. He wore wreaths of seaweed and shells around his wrists and neck
and waist. Fish jumped out of his grizzled white mane. The end of his tail slapped the
surface of the water with a sound like wood splintering.

The giant merman moved forward, water spilling onto the docks from his wake. The
royal family cowered and gaped. The professor adjusted his glasses and marveled with the
same wonder that the orphan boy did. The prince, though awestruck, stepped forward as
nobly as he could muster. The sea king peered down at him studiously. The prince knelt.

“Mighty king, it is a high honor to meet you at last. I present myself to you humbly,
and hope that you will find me worthy of your daughter's hand,” said the prince in his
courtliest tone. The mermaid swallowed a chuckle; she had never heard him speak in this
way.

The sea king, however, seemed pleased. “Rise, prince of land,” he boomed. His voice
carried thickly through the air, and the prince wondered how it must sound traveling free
through the ocean depths. “My daughter tells me of your kindness, your faithfulness, and
your strength of heart. It grieves me to have one of my own dwell beyond the reaches of our
reefs, but now that I can look into your face, I know that she has not chosen foolishly. I can
see the truth of her words in your eyes.” The way in which the sea king stared right through
him made the prince realize that he meant this quite literally. Though the prince never had
any intentions of being dishonest towards the father of the woman he loved, at that moment
he knew that doing so would be a very poor choice indeed.

The sea king continued: “I am told that those who healed my daughter would be here
this day.”

“Yes, sir,” said the prince, suddenly unaware if that was the correct title with which to
address a king of the sea. He presented the professor and the orphan boy. They both bowed,
though the professor did so with considerably more grace than the boy.

“My daughter tells me you are men of curious minds, and she tells me there is no
treasure you would want more than that which is unknown.” A black-haired mermaid swam
forward with a large wooden chest, clearly salvaged from a wreck. The professor nudged the
boy forward to take it. The black-haired mermaid grinned impishly at the boy, who giggled
in a most unceremonious way. The professor frowned lightly at the boy, and then opened the
chest. He cried out with glee. To the others looking on, it appeared to be a chest full of junk.
It spilled over with bizarre things like carvings done with care by webbed hands, sparkling
shells, leaves from plants no man had ever seen, a cow-sized skull with wicked fangs that
once belonged to the spawn of some serpentine beast. It was a box of rare things to be
studied. It was the best present the professor had ever received. He babbled his thanks as he
dug through it like a child with a freshly unwrapped toy. The sea king laughed and nodded
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in acknowledgment.

“Step forward, young prince,” said the sea king, and the prince obeyed. “We are of
different worlds, my kind and yours. We follow different paths and different times. These
same children that join me now will be living in these seas long after the quick lives of men.
My daughter has given her heart to one who will leave her well before her own life has
ended, and this I cannot abide.” Another mermaid swam forward. She held out something
glittering to the prince, who took it carefully. It was a very simple necklace, a round polished
stone, almost like glass, hanging on a thin bit of woven cord. Peering closer, the prince could
see there was a faint light within the stone. The longer he looked, the more colors he saw
within it. They swam like the skin of a soap bubble, and grew more layered, more complex as
he continued looking, an endless whirlpool of color. It took some effort to tear his gaze away
from it.

“You will live as she lives,” said the sea king, the waves crashing as he spoke. “Wear
this, and your time will be the same.”

The prince found himself dumbstruck, for what do you say when given such a gift. He
looked to the mermaid, who looked as amazed as he felt. “I...” he began, but could find no
thanks worthy. He instead looked back into the great merman's probing eyes, black and deep
as the sea itself. He knew the king could see. The king smiled, and he himself bowed his
head to the prince.

There were endless goodbyes on both sides, well-wishes and tears and embraces. The
waving hands of their families grew smaller and smaller as the prince and the mermaid sailed
to their new life. And it was a good life, a simple one. The prince became a fisherman, which
he found satisfied him much more than a life of politics and power ever would have. He
would sail out early in the morning, the mermaid leading the way, and together they would
hunt their catch. Sometimes he did things on his own, like go into town for a drink with the
other seafarers (his wife, they were told, was unable to walk and could not leave the house
due to her delicate nature). This suited the mermaid fine, who would take that time to swim
deep and explore, to tend seaweed and ride her ray along the pure, white sand. But mostly,
they spent their time in each other's company. They swam together, and ate together (his fish
well cooked, hers raw and sometimes still twitching), and talked and kissed and laughed and
argued and made up and made love, and sometimes she sang to him, and sometimes he read
aloud, and sometimes, they just quietly sat together saying nothing at all. The years passed,
the world changed. But the prince and the mermaid remained, as did the house with the
floors that could never stay dry.

You will likely, at this moment, try to determine if you believe the old man. Chances
are that you will, and this may surprise you at first. But you'll look at him there, with his
ruddy cheeks, his kind face, the edge of a woven cord hiding below the collar of his shirt.
You'll look at him, you'll believe him, and you'll have nothing but questions. You'll want to
know things like if anyone else ever knew that the fisherman living amongst them was once a
prince, or if any of his friends ever learned what his wife really was, and was he the very best
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fisherman because she knew where all the fish were, and did he ever learn to scuba dive, and
what ever happened to the orphan boy and the professor, and is the witch still down there,
and just how much time do they have left together.

But the old man will politely let you know that he's done with his story now, and he
needs to get along to his home with the galoshes waiting outside the front door. It's been a
long day, you see. He wants to get home to his wife.

7o
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