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queer stories based in myth, legend, and science fiction.

Reader’s Note

The Universe you are entering is a contemporary one with magic, myths, and legends living and working alongside each other. There are many sentient and varied species. Some of them are out in the open while others are not. However, everyone knows they existed, knows there’s magic in the world, and knows that whether something walks in the light or goes bump in the night, it’s as real as the sunrise and sunset.

It’s a world where science and magic work hand-in-hand, creating advanced technology and building a day-to-day life where you could easily meet a dragon astronaut, an orc mage specializing in medicine, or a fae working as a tailor. Moonbases exist, sustainable living is a reality, and promises which seem to be mere figments of imagination are woven into the fabric.

Enjoy!

to discover more:

mleaden.com/books
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Once Upon A Time


Royce





“Once upon a time, right?” I chuckled. “That’s how most fairy tales start. Mine’s no different.” The crew were mostly greenhorns, finishing their first season. Kristy and Pete were the only ones who had been with me longer, and Pete had been on my boat for almost a decade now. Tonight was for teaching the greenhorns how to tell tall tales—and drinking. “Storytelling is a long tradition, and I have one, if you’re willing to listen.” 

It was the whiskey talking, mostly. I knew that, yet I couldn’t help myself. My crew was sitting around a table we had commandeered, most of them drunk, too.

“About this time last year,” I started, “I was sitting in this very bar, sipping my drink, wondering if I should retire. See, something strange happened to me a week before, not far off San José Island, when I was securing the boat. A trapline or rigging, not sure which, hit me and I was thrown overboard.” 

I continued the story to their rapt attention. The sounds of the bar around us faded into the background. Logan’s Pub, named after the guy who first started the place, or a legend, no one was really sure, had that evening air of mystery with low lighting and hushed conversations. A storm was coming in, and everyone who had a boat in port was here waiting it out.

“I was alone on deck. Our vigilant first mate, old Pete over there.” I pointed at him while Pete was trying to hide his red-faced embarrassment in his beer. His ears were pink, and his brown hair and red beard didn’t help the situation. Some of the crew chuckled. 

“He left me all by my lonesome.” There were appropriate hisses and boos in recognition of the safety issue. 

We had caught little that week, and the crew wanted to go ashore for a night. Kristy had volunteered to take the crew to Port Aransas, which wasn’t too far away. I let them take the tender while Pete and I kept an eye on the boat. It didn’t hurt that we had traps set in the area. We were trying a long soak and planned to pick them up later, hoping we’d increase our catch. 

“You left him alone, Pete?” one of the crew asked.

“Marcy called.” More groans from the crew. They all knew how badly he had it for the local baker. “I didn’t expect him to keep working without me. He knows better.” He pointed a finger at me as he finished his beer. “So don’t groan at me.” 

It definitely wasn’t his fault. I should have waited for him to come back, but when he gets to talking with Marcy, it could be ten minutes or two hours. I continued my story as if I wasn’t interrupted.

“I, being your fearless and careless captain, saw a loose rig and thought I would fix it up right quick.” Thinking about what happened that night still scared me. I took a drink to help steady my voice. “But the boat shifted, and something hit me. I was in the water before I could think to call out or yell.” I knew how to swim, but at night it was hard to tell which way was up.

“Right then and there, I knew I was going to die, and I stopped fighting the sea. I figured if this was the cost of twenty years of prosperity for me, my crew, and my family, I’d pay it.”

“What happened next, Captain?” Kristy asked. She was our second, training to take over from Pete or me, depending on how things shook out. Tonight, her hair was free of its usual tight braids; her dark brown eyes alight with interest. Even dressed in overalls, work boots, and a tank top, she had her pick of admirers.

“Well, once you decide to stop fighting, the sea either takes you or throws you out.” I took another drink. I was fairly sure they would think it was a drinking story, which was fine by me. I almost didn’t believe it myself. “Instead, it sent me the most handsome face I’d ever seen, attached to a swimmer’s body with fins. They grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up to the surface. Next thing I knew, I was staring into their face. They had black orbs for eyes, but they weren’t unkind. They reminded me of the sea on a moonless night. I gasped for breath as we held onto a trap buoy close to the boat.”

No one said anything. A few looked surprised. Others took pulls from their drinks. No one checked their phones, though they were all in plain sight on the table. My drink made me brave enough to talk about what was probably a fever dream. Only the sea knows why. 

“I had no idea where they came from, or why they had bothered to drag me to the surface. Their webbed, taloned hand reached to touch my face.” I mimicked the motion. Every pair of eyes followed my hand as if they were seeing it for themselves. “Their hand slid across my jaw in a curious manner, like they’d never seen a beard.” A light from the boat had flashed across their hair and skin, showing the rich colors. Otherwise, they looked like a shadow in the water. “They had none themselves, though the hair on their head was darker than blood and their skin was blue, I can’t quite describe.”

“I hacked up a lung while they watched.” I thought a lot about that night. They could have left me on that buoy, but they stayed and watched while I tried to breathe air again.

“We both flinched at a whistle. I remember because the sudden sound hurt my ears. And the creature opened their mouth full of pointed teeth and snarled. Then they turned away from me, as quick as a seal, and dove back into the dark water they came from. I haven’t seen anything like them since.”

“Do you look for them?” someone asked. I was too busy staring into my glass to know who it was for sure, but it sounded like Chris.

“No, I mean, who knows if they’re real or if I made them up to explain what happened?” The water can do strange things at night, and it was easier to think I imagined it all.

“Pete found me and hauled my ass on board. I took ill from the experience. When the crew got back to the boat, we picked up the traps and headed to Galveston. We’ve been around San José Island since then, and so have others. No one has seen anything like it. Hell, there aren’t even stories about merfolk in that area.” I should know. I checked in every port we stopped in and asked around.

“So,” Jamie said, “you’re telling us a merfolk rescued you, and that’s why you didn’t retire last season?” She gave me a curious look, obviously dubious of my choice, my story, or both.

“Yep.” I finished my drink and set the glass down. “I thought about it, but I figured if the sea didn’t want me, and the merfolk went to all the trouble of saving me, maybe I should keep doing what I’m good at, you know?”

“Ahhhhh, you salty dog, you’re still looking for them,” Kristy said, her eyes full of mirth.

“Nah,” I replied. “I know better than to ask for lightning to strike twice. Besides, I’m pretty sure I hallucinated all of it. I had a pretty good knock on the head.”

The crew were shaking their heads. Pete spoke up. “Here’s to the Captain! Too salty for the sea, too in love with it to let it go.”

“Here! Here!” We drank some more. The crew told more stories, racier than the one I told. Eventually, I begged off and left for the dock. The Aire Apparent sat high on its metal composite hull in the harbor after its holding tanks were flushed. The lightweight gangway, made of recycled bioplastic, rocked as the wind picked up. Muscle memory took over as I swayed up the zipper-shaped structure to the main deck. I barely made it to my quarters as the first thunder boomed from the storm blowing in.

I watched through a porthole as a flash streaked the sky. Another flash followed and lit up the window like a mirror. In it, I saw a figure standing in my cabin doorway. I rubbed my eyes, sure it was the drink and shadows playing tricks on me until I turned, seeing the figure framed in the doorway by another flash of lightning. 

They were naked and gasping as if they’d run a kilometer or more. Not a word was uttered as they placed one shaky foot into my cabin. I moved forward to meet them, prepared for a fight if necessary. Much to my surprise, they fell into my arms. 

Their dark red hair, draped over their shoulders, glistened in the hallway light. The handsome individual shivered in my arms, clearly cold, and possibly fighting off shock. I set them on my bunk and fought my brain fog to take the steps necessary to help them. Closing my cabin door, stripped out of my clothing down to my underwear, grabbed blankets from my storage chest, and wrapped us up together in my bunk. We didn’t speak as the other pressed into me and eventually stopped shivering, then fell deep asleep.

Talking about the merfolk and too much drink had me thinking it was a dream until I woke up the next morning with a headache, a hard-on, and a very naked person sleeping in my arms.
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Two Legs


Troller





The warmth I was wrapped in suddenly disappeared, as if something had lifted me out of the ocean and left me to dry. I shivered and grasped blindly for the large cloth and the human who had been with me. It was too bright to open my eyes, and the smallest movement incited pain. Cramps shot up from my fin. No, not fin, feet. Legs. After so long searching, I couldn’t believe I found the boat and the human I rescued. 

Born of desperation, I left everything I knew in search of the human I had saved and his ship. When I found the boat again, I was elated. So many shifts of the current and turns of the moon had passed, searching harbors and ports for the boat under the cover of night. I found a spot near the dock where the boat was moored, and watched it for any signs of the one I rescued. By the laws of the sea, he owed me his life. If he was still associated with the vessel he had fallen from, I would board it and ask for my favor. All I needed was a place to shelter so I could plan, then return to my pod.

Late into the night, I saw the human. He was much larger than I realized as I watched him thunder up the odd path and onto the vessel, grunting as he went.

Thoughts of asking for the favor he owed me fled as the sight of him warmed my insides. I shook my head at my own silliness. A human wouldn’t care for the likes of me. I was only here to hide, and decide what I should do next to help my pod. But as I watched, my heart betrayed me, beating fast as I gazed at his facial hair, remembering how it felt. His well-muscled body reminded me of the protectors of our pods, large and imposing. Well suited for defending us. I reprimanded myself again, not knowing him. It was possible I rescued the human equivalent of a very cranky slick fur that made honking barks from shore before they dove into the water. 

He swayed on the man-made path, catching himself at various points as he ascended. It was possible that he was injured once again. It was hard to tell with humans. He hadn’t called out when he had fallen into my world for a brief time. If I hadn’t intervened that night, he would have drowned. If I intervene tonight, the human might feel more obligated to help me.

Determined and emboldened by the possibility, I launched myself out of the water and grabbed onto a rope that hung from the side of the vessel. As I pulled myself up and onto the deck, a wild wind kicked up, and the storm that had held off for most of the night started in earnest. 

I braced for the excruciating pain I knew would come once I was on the deck of the vessel. I expected the same abrasive sensations I felt the first time I had left the water. However, the surface under my hands had a worn texture that offered better purchase and was more gentle than the sandy beach had been to my newly formed skin. I watched as the eddies of water on the deck picked up the evidence of my other self, then carried the remnants of my luminescent scales and powerful fins over the side of the boat.

Without my protective skin, I shivered. I had not anticipated the thermal difference of the chilly rain on my newly formed surface dweller skin. Seeking cover, I crawled toward an opening in the vessel. My newly formed legs protested as I levered myself up and opened the barrier that kept me from finding shelter. The surface dwellers' tendency to block paths, even on their vessels, had always seemed odd to me, and now it served as an annoyance keeping me from my goal. Everything blurred, and my eyes burned while my vision adjusted. I stumbled down a narrow passage until I heard breathing. I followed the sound until it brought me to a living space where the large, beautiful human stood gazing out the window at the storm.

The lightning put his form in relief, outlining his head of black hair, shoulders, and arms. When he turned to find me braced against the doorway, I had hoped to demand my favor. Instead, my throat seized for lack of moisture. A gasping noise came from my mouth, and a moment later, I was in his arms. He touched my hair, like I’d touched his so long ago. Another wave of relief washed through me at his gentleness. Was it a moment of weakness on his part or real?

He picked me up as if I were nothing more than a fish and put me on a platform as he wrapped us in cloth, his arms holding me tightly. My chill subsided, and I gave in to exhaustion and slept.

In my present state, alone and cold, I pulled the cloth over my head and wondered where the large human had gone. I had my answer when the cloth was gently pulled back, exposing me again to a bright light my eyes were unaccustomed to. I scrambled to pull the cloth back over my head.

I heard a noise, and the light disappeared. A deep voice asked, “Better?” I didn’t understand the word, but knew it was a query. 

I removed the cloth from my face and looked at him, answering with a nod, hoping it was the correct response. He nodded in return.

“Here, I brought you something for your stomach.” He pointed at the small container he held that made small clouds like a thermal vent.

The cloth covering me pooled around my hips as I adjusted my position. He sat next to me and handed me the container with the handle pointed toward me. The smell reminded me of the fish birds caught for their meals. I took the container and sipped the liquid. Warmth shot through me as my cold and hunger subsided. I tipped the container back, gulping the hot liquid until it was gone, then licked the insides. When I glanced at him, I noticed his eyes were wide, watching every move I was making. I offered the empty container back to him.

The smile on his face made my heart beat faster. His kind, light brown eyes were exactly as I remembered them. His facial hair exaggerated his smile, and I risked a smile in return. He took the container from my hand.

“Would you like more?” he asked as he pointed to the container.

I nodded with the hope that he would bring me more of the hot liquid that tasted like fish birds. As he stood, a panic went through me as I realized he meant to leave again. I didn’t want to be alone, so I grabbed his arm.

“Shit, you’re strong.” More words I didn’t understand.

I stared at him and pleaded with my brain to form a word, a sound that would make sense. Something I had heard before from listening to surface dwellers as I traveled from one cluster of vessels to another, learning the sounds they made. “No.”

“If you want more,” he tapped the cup, “I have to go to the galley to get it.” He pointed toward the door.

My throat was dry, but I tried to make the sounds. Instead, my noises were hums and grunts. My throat was unable to make the elegant sounds it once had before I wore two legs.

“You want more?” He tapped the container and mimicked drinking from it as I had done earlier. Maybe he meant to have some himself. I tried to take the container from him and explain that he needed his own. He made a funny barking noise when I tried to communicate. My odd tones, tongue clicks, and half words were lost on him. 

“You sound like a dolphin, but your voice is deeper. Is that what you are?”

It was another query. I was growing tired of them. I reached for the small container, and this time he let me have it. He pointed at it, then to his mouth, without saying more words I didn’t understand. This time I nodded, and he left without the cup. 

I knew there was a separate space for food. I’ve seen enough vessels and wrecks to know that. In my frustration, I hadn’t noticed until he walked away that he only had cloth covering his hips and legs, and he wore coverings on his feet. They squeaked as he walked. I had no coverings except the cloth I had slept in. The soft keening noise I made matched my sorrow, expressing how unprepared I was for my current predicament. Thankfully, the human was too far away to hear me.
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The Redhead


Royce





I stood in the galley, dumbfounded. We lived in a world full of magical beings, but there were some things people thought were long extinct. Unicorns for one, and merfolk being another. No one had seen one in ages, and here I had one in my bunk. Or a dolphin shifter, but if that was the case, he might have known English or some other land based language that I might recognize. The redhead clearly didn’t. 

Maybe it was a coincidence that his hair was the same color red as the individual who rescued me. Maybe I imagined the scales and fins. But where would he have come from? No one else was out there besides Pete and me. 

“You’re going to drive yourself into an aneurysm thinking like this,” I muttered to myself as I heated more broth. I filled another cup and went back to my room.

He was still sitting up, which was a good sign. His hair was matted, and I noticed a couple of cuts on both sides of his neck and torso near his ribs, but they looked scabbed over. I handed over the cup, exchanging it for the empty one. He nodded and raised the cup in what seemed to be a gesture of gratitude.

“You’re welcome.” I walked three paces back to my desk, sat at my desk chair, and watched as he drank his second helping a little slower this time.

“Do you have a name?” He glanced at me but continued to drink. “Nombre?” I asked. My Spanish was horrible, but that didn’t seem to spark any kind of recognition either.

“Royce,” I said as I pointed to myself. If that didn’t work, I could make up a name for him.

He nodded and patted his chest. “Troller.”

“Hmmm. Okay.” He pronounced it as troll-er. It reminded me of trolling, which was an old form of fishing where the boat moved slowly and dragged fishing lines behind it. It wasn’t as sustainable as trap fishing, and eventually it, and trawling with nets, were phased out.

He looked at me with a blank expression. Yeah, just my luck that trying to communicate wouldn’t be easy. I grabbed the tablet I used to track things for the boat and my business from my desk and moved to sit next to him. I searched for a language app, then realized that wouldn’t work. Whatever his language was to begin with, it probably wasn’t anything an app would know. Opening my e-reader instead, I loaded several children’s books with read-along functionality. I held out my hand for his empty cup. He gave it to me, and I set it aside, then put the tablet in his hands.

“Okay, let’s see what you can do with this.” I showed him the motions to turn pages and stayed with him as he went through the first book. He returned to the letter P and looked at me.

“Pants.” He pointed to the one article of clothing I wore, then pointed to himself. “Pants,” he repeated.

“Fuck, right. Maybe I can pilfer something from Pete’s locker. You’re about his size.” As I stood, Troller didn’t stop me. Engrossed with the images from the book, he only glanced at me as I left the room.

When I came back from grabbing some of Pete’s clothes, Troller was animated. He pulled me through the door and excitedly pointed at things. I tried to ignore the fact that he was naked and kept my eyes above his waist.

“Desk!” Troller pointed. “Pencil. Cup. Chair. Bed. Blanket. Book.” I nodded as he displayed how fast he had learned.

“Shirt,” I said as I tossed it at him. “Pants.” I tossed him the pair I had found.

He caught the items and looked them over. “Shirt. Pants,” he repeated. He looked at me as he stood there, holding them.

It dawned on me that even if he knew what clothes were, he wouldn’t know what to do with them if this was his first time on land. I thanked myself for grabbing gray sweatpants instead of a pair of Pete’s jeans.

He didn’t shy away from me as I moved toward him. I took the shirt from his hands and bunched it up, then pulled it over his head. I helped guide one arm through a sleeve, then repeated it with the other. He smiled as he looked at what he wore. The T-shirt had a band logo on it. It wasn’t fancy, but it hugged his chest like a second skin and highlighted the fact that he was nude from the waist down.

As I picked up the sweatpants from where he had dropped them, I cleared my throat and crouched down, bunching up the legs. He instinctively put his hand on my shoulder as I reached for his left leg and put one foot through, then repeated the same motion with the other. I grabbed the elastic of the waistband and pulled them up his legs, holding it open wide enough that I wouldn’t brush against his groin too much, then pulled them to his waist. He grasped my forearms as I used the strings to cinch and tie the pants so they wouldn’t fall off.

Troller and Pete were pretty close in size, though Troller’s waist was slightly smaller and he was more toned versus the muscles Pete sported in his upper body. Though Troller had abs and a defined chest with nipples. Why would a merfolk have nipples? I was distracted by the odd thought until I heard Troller’s voice.

“Thanks,” Troller said, in a quiet tenor that made me smile.

“You’re welcome.”

He slowly let go of my arms and sat on the platform. After holding him most of the night and being close now, I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to touch him again. I picked up the device and handed it back to him. He took it and curled up on the bed, legs tucked to the side, and bowed his head in concentration. I listened for a moment as he heard the words and repeated them back to the device.

I took the empty cups and went back to the galley to make myself some coffee, then checked the boat to see if there was any damage from last night’s storm. I probably had a goofy grin on my face the whole time. It was tempered with questions about where Troller had come from and why he had shown up almost a year after he rescued me. If he actually was the same individual who rescued me the night I almost died. I had no way of knowing for sure until we figured out how to communicate in more than one-word sentences, though I believed in my gut it was him.
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Communication


Troller





The device Royce gave me helped immensely. My vocabulary expanded in a matter of hours. I recognized the words, as we have many examples of surface dweller writings from their discarded and lost detritus. The only thing I had lacked to understand them were the matching sounds. Even with what I knew, I hadn’t realized there were so many things to learn. Royce came to check on me as he went about his day. It displeased me when he took the device out of my hand. 

“Please, Royce, give it back,” I pleaded. His eyes were wide and his mouth hung slightly open. Then he gave me a beautiful smile. The warmth it created in me was pleasing, though he kept the device from me.

“You’re learning pretty quickly, but you need to take a break. You’ve been at it all day. Are you hungry?”

“Yes.” I thought about it more, and my stomach grumbled its own answer. “Yes, Royce, I am hungry.” I unfolded my legs, pushed up from the bed, and immediately fell forward. Royce caught me as I tried to find my balance, my legs protesting any movement.

“Take it slow.” He put his arm around my waist and helped me maneuver from his room. Then he stood behind me with his hands on my hips while I braced myself using the walls as we moved down the passage to the food area. 

“What would you like to eat?” Royce sat me at the little table in the corner, then moved about the room again as I watched. “We don’t have much to choose from right now since I haven’t restocked yet. The season’s ended, so the normal supplies won’t be in for a few months. But I can go to the store tomorrow and get what we need.”

I understood about half of what he said, so I focused on the question. “I eat fish. Crab. Seaweed. Snails. Lobster. Seagulls. It was the soup, yes?”

He gave me a curious look and replied, “Ah, no, that was synthetic protein broth. It’s supposed to taste like chicken, not seagulls, but I guess they might be similar.”

“Oh, chicken. Land bird. I remember. It was good.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” Royce said with a smile. “How about we try a sandwich?” I watched as he gathered things from around the small space.

“I know this word, but why would one eat sand? The picture was not sand.”

Royce laughed. “Well, it’s not made of sand, it’s made of bread. Have you had bread before?”

“No.” I was curious. I had seen a picture, but we had nothing like that where I came from.

Royce paused for a moment. “Well,” he started, then stopped and looked at me. “Maybe it would be better if I showed you.”

I watched as Royce spread thick substances on squares of sponge that didn’t look edible. He squished two pieces together and then two more. When he came to the table, he brought the sponges with the substances on a plate. He returned to the preparation area and retrieved two cups with a white substance he had poured into both.

I wasn’t sure what to do with them. Royce noticed and helpfully demonstrated. “Here, like this.” He took a bite, and I watched as he chewed. To say it fascinated me would be an understatement. I picked up my sandwich and mirrored Royce’s actions.

I’d never tasted anything like it. It was soft, sweet, and sticky. It was wonderful, and it stuck to the roof of my mouth. I spent a moment savoring the bite I’d taken before I swallowed. “What is this? Do all sandwiches taste like this?”

Royce’s smile made my skin flush with a pink color. He wasn’t cruel when he answered my questions. Our elders had told us surface dwellers were cruel. Royce continued to prove them wrong, like I would when I returned to my pod. The world above the waterline was nothing like anyone had described.

“No, there are different kinds. This is a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.” He opened his two pieces and showed me the substances. “This is peanut butter, and this is strawberry jam. You put them on bread,” he pointed to the things I had thought were an edible sponge, “and they make a sandwich.”

“Oh. It is good.” I took another bite as I watched Royce drink some of the white liquid substance from a cup. I stopped eating the sandwich enough to ask about the liquid. “What is this?”

“Milk.”

“Milk, Royce?”

“Do you want to try it?”

I nodded and picked up the cup in front of me. I took a sip, and the sour sweetness didn’t agree with me, but it made the sandwich pieces softer and easier to eat. I tried again, and it was easier to drink, but I preferred the protein soup.

“Do you like it?”

I shook my head and took another drink. Royce laughed. “You don’t have to drink it if you don’t like it.”

We ate in silence for a while. When Royce was done, he wiped his face with a cloth. This action perplexed me. I took the cloth in front of me and did the same thing, which made Royce smile.

“Here, let me help. Like this,” he said as he leaned toward me. His hand went to the back of my neck and gently held it as he swiped the cloth at the corners of my mouth. I felt it pull slightly and realized that I had the sticky substances on my face. “There.”

I tried to smile, but didn’t feel it. With each thing he helped me with, I felt a sense of exhilaration, but there was also the shame of not understanding. This was the longest I’d spent out of the water, and I had so much to learn.

“Royce.”

“Yes, Troller?”

It embarrassed me to ask, but I knew the surface dwellers were different. I’d seen many relieve themselves of all kinds of things from the side of vessels, both large and small. I didn’t want to use the side of the vessel, but I would if I had to. I stood and looked around. There was a basin nearby. I moved slowly toward it and fumbled with my pants. Royce approached before I could lower them enough to relieve myself, and he touched my arm gently.

“No, no, don’t do that here. Let me show you.” He offered his hand. I took it and he brought me back to his room and opened a small closet. He opened the lid of what looked like a bucket bolted to the floor. The basin from the other room was higher, but this floor bucket would be easier to use. I’d seen something like them in wrecks but didn’t know what they were for until now.

“This is a toilet. You relieve yourself into it. It can also handle other kinds of waste. Then you press this handle when you’re done, and wash your hands in the sink.”

“Where does it go?” It seemed everything went down a hole. I wondered if it went directly into the water.

“It flushes to storage,” he made a gesture with his arms that looked like a snake leading to a circle. “We use as fuel for the boat.”

“Fuel?”

“Um, yeah, it’s a liquid,” he said, pretending to drink from a cup. “That makes the boat go.” He mimicked a vessel with his hands. “Like a fish.” He waved his hand, pretending it was a fish in water. 

“It makes the boat swim?” 

“Yeah, something like that. It’s a clever system some technomage designed. A lot of vehicles use it, though on land they have stations that distribute the fuel.”

I nodded. He stood there, and I pulled at my pants, which startled him. He moved so I could reach the floor bucket that fueled the boat.

“Sorry. I’ll leave you to it. I need to clean the galley anyway.” He left, and I was alone in the small room, staring at the bucket.

When I was done, I pressed the handle, and my waste disappeared. Why did people dump things over the side if these things were available? I washed my hands and dried them on a small cloth that was hanging in the closet, as Royce had shown me. When I was done, I left the small room and noticed the device lying on the table. I returned to my studies, eager to learn more so I could communicate with Royce better. Even though I was being diligent, I must have fallen asleep at some point because I woke later with a blanket wrapped around me. The only thing missing from the night before was Royce.








  
  

[image: ]

Explanations Needed
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When Pete nudged me awake the next morning, I realized I was still in the captain’s chair. I hadn’t planned on falling asleep, but it seemed prudent to stay up here given the individual in my bunk. He had fallen asleep studying, and I covered him before I returned to the nest. 

“You slept here the whole night?” Pete asked.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Why?” He looked at the instrument panels, checking various systems. “Did something happen?”

“You could say that. How’s Marcy?” I asked, trying to divert Pete from asking more questions I didn’t want to answer. Marcy was his current crush. She owned the bakery in town, and Pete would visit her when we were in port. To answer, Pete produced two coffees and a box of baked goods. It was the perfect start of a Monday morning, if anyone asked my opinion. The scent of fresh pastries filled the nest, and my mouth watered. “If you don’t marry her, I might for the baked goods alone.” 

Pete abruptly closed the box and moved it out of my reach. “I refuse to give you the object of your affection unless you swear right now to leave her alone.”

“Do I get baked goods for life if I’m your best man?”

Pete silently handed me the box and grinned when I pulled out a bear claw. “So you are getting serious. When are you thinking about asking her?”

“Soon,” Pete said, with all the hopes and dreams you could imagine wrapped up in that word. “I want it to be perfect, you know?”

“Sometimes we don’t get perfect, we get a moment. You shouldn’t wait if you’re serious. Do you think she’s interested?” I asked before I took a huge bite of the bear claw.

“I think so. I mean, I’ve caught her looking at dresses, but she tries to pretend she isn’t. You know her. She’s sweet, but fierce when she’s upset. She has curves and an ass that won’t quit. Her hair always smells like some kind of spice from her baking. With her dark brown hair and my hazel eyes, we’d make beautiful kids, I’m sure of it.”

“You’re a goner,” I laughed. “What if they have her brown eyes?”

“Doesn’t matter. So laugh all you want. If all our kids looked like her, I’d be happy. Someday you’ll find someone that makes you a goner, too.”

I cleared my throat. That statement hit a little too close to who was in my bunk right now.

“You didn’t answer my question earlier. Why are you sleeping up here?” Pete asked again. Before I could answer, Troller appeared at the bottom of the steps to the captain’s nest.

“Royce?” Troller’s soft voice squeezed my heart. His long red hair was still matted, while his beautiful face held a hint of sleepiness. I couldn’t speak for a moment. Pete saved me.

“Hi, I’m Pete, Royce’s first mate.” Pete glanced between Troller and me, then took a few steps down and held out his hand. Troller looked at Pete’s hand, then me.

“He wants you to shake his hand. Come here, Pete.” Pete came back up the steps, and I showed him what it meant. “Like this.” We shook hands and then I nodded to Pete to do the same with Troller.

When Pete went back to Troller, they shook hands, and he replied. “I am Troller. I am Royce’s friend, visiting. Excuse me.” Troller disappeared back down the hallway, and I got up to go after him.

“Is he wearing my clothes?” Pete asked as he came toward me. I jumped up from the captain’s seat to follow Troller. “Royce?”

“Pete, give me a minute, please.” He held up his hands and shrugged as moved past him, down the stairs two at a time, hoping Troller went back to my room.

When I opened the door, Troller sat on the bed, the tablet in his hands. He looked up and held it out to me. “It is broken, Royce. Can you fix it?”

I walked over and looked at it. It was out of power. “It needs to recharge. Maybe we can do something else today.”

“What is in the box?” Troller asked. 

I’d completely forgotten it was in my hands. “Pastries. Would you like one?” I opened the box and Troller’s eyes lit up. “It’s like bread, but different.”

He took one out of the box and bit into it. His eyes widened, and he moaned. The sound hit below the belt. I tried to keep a pleasant face. “Royce, this is good! Better than the sandwich. Where do they come from?” His excitement was contagious.

“I can show you, but we should probably get you cleaned up and dressed in something better suited for going into town.”

“What is wrong with my coverings?”

“They’re sleeping clothes. Plus, you’ve worn them for a day or so. We should change them.”

“Are you going to change your coverings as well?”

“Yes. After I have a shower.”

“What is a shower?”

I thought about showing him exactly what a shower was, both of us naked and wet, him pressed close to me. Thankfully, my cabin shower was barely large enough for me, let alone two people, so that wasn’t possible.

“I’ll show you. Give me a few minutes. I need to talk with Pete.” I handed Troller the box and went back to the nest. Pete gave me an amused look, and my cheeks heated like I was fifteen and caught sneaking someone into my house for a make-out session.

“So, Troller, huh?” Pete asked sweetly.

“He came aboard the other night.”

“And why is he wearing my clothes?”

“Because he didn’t have any.”

“Why did you let a naked man onto your boat?”

“Pete.”

“Royce.”

This was our usual back and forth sometimes, but right now, I was having a hard time figuring out how to tell Pete exactly what had happened. “It’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

I went for the direct approach and hoped he believed me. “It’s him, Pete.” I quieted my voice. “The merman who rescued me. It’s him.”

Pete’s eyes darted from the stairs back to me and back to the stairs. He looked at me and grinned. “So it wasn’t a hallucination.”

“No. Seems it wasn’t.”
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All the bread things Royce had handed me were marvelous, and I couldn’t stop myself from eating every last one. I was so very full, and it reminded me of the last time I had eaten that much. It was a midyear feast, and oysters were plentiful. The flesh was so fresh and delightful to bite into, but the memory was bittersweet. I was happy then, ignorant of everything that caused me to leave my pod behind. 

There was a knock on the door. I wasn’t sure why. It was odd that surface dwellers were very much about their privacy and their coverings. I opened the door and Royce stood there for a moment with more coverings in his hands.

“Pete let us borrow more clothes. We’ll get you a few things when we go to town.”

“Where is Pete now?” I asked, worried he might tell others I was here.

“He’s seeing to the boat today.”

“What is a first mate?”

“A first mate means he’s next in charge of the boat after me.”

Royce’s mate seemed important to him, and Pete had responsibilities similar to Royce's. If Royce already had a mate, would he be willing to entertain another? Sometimes waterfolk had multiple mates. Maybe surface dwellers did the same. “Do you have other mates?”

The confused look on Royce’s face made my face heat. Maybe it was the wrong question to ask. His confusion changed to embarrassment as his face turned red.

“Pete and I work together. It’s a job. We’re friends who care about each other, that’s all.”

Most of the words Royce said, I understood, but I needed more information. “What does ‘job’ mean?”

“Well, do you perform a service or have a role where you’re from?” Royce asked. He stood in front of me, holding the new coverings as he tried to explain his relationship to the other man.

I shook my head and brought my legs up to my chest. My full stomach, my memories of home, and now Royce’s words made me feel alone. I couldn’t tell him the truth. I wondered if this was a mistake. Maybe what little light there was the night I saw Royce’s face had been a trick. Perhaps I saw things there I hadn’t really understood. He did owe me, but seeing as how he has sheltered me and fed me, in addition to teaching me with his device, I’m not sure I had a right to ask for anything else. I wasn’t sure he would help me if he knew the truth.

“Hmm, okay, do others do things for you that are important? Like gathering food?” 

His words had me lifting my gaze to meet his. He was still trying to help me understand. It reminded me of those that guided and taught our younglings. The feeling was so strong, my stomach hurt. Or it was the many breads I had eaten. “Yes. They do.” I thought about his words. We all took turns gathering and hunting for food. “Pete gathers food for you?”

“Uh, he helps me, and we make sure that food goes to people who give it to more people.” He stood with his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned against the doorway, watching me.

“Oh.” There were waterfolk that had natural instincts to protect the pod and spent their lives making sure the rest of us were safe. Whether it was finding food or defending the pod from other predators, Royce reminded me of them too. 

From the device, I learned surface dwellers had different social structures and species. Maybe this was the case with Pete. We were mostly the same size, so maybe surface dwelling protectors didn’t all need to be Royce’s size. I rested my head on my knees, and Royce sat next to me on the sleeping platform.

We sat quietly for a time, then Royce made a throat noise and touched my shoulder. “I know this is a lot for you. Let me show you the shower, then we’ll figure out what to do next.”

It was awkward as Royce showed me how to turn on another switch in the small box, which made water come out over my head. He took the wand from the holder on the wall to show me what it did, then pointed to bottles attached to the wall.

“Soap, shampoo, and conditioner,” he said as he read from the labels.

“Why?” The names were odd enough, but I certainly didn’t understand why one would need three different potions for this shower ritual.

“Uh, soap is for cleaning your skin. Shampoo does the same for your hair, then conditioner is also for your hair so it doesn’t tangle up or become too dry,” he explained while he pointed at each one.

“You have a lot of potions.” Did all surface dwellers have an abundance of potions? Was magic this plentiful on the surface? It was so rare where I came from that those who had it were considered to be born leaders and very powerful. To defy someone with that kind of power was risking exile or worse.

“Right. This crap probably seems silly to you.”

I laughed. “It is, but I know my skin is different here and my hair too.” I held out my matted hair. It smelled, which I wasn’t used to. In the water, it was regal, perfect, and I missed it. Royce looked concerned.

I reached for his arm. “It is okay, Royce. I chose this.”

He stilled under my touch, but his heart beat faster. I dared the one thing I wasn’t sure I should do. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his, and he froze. When his gaze met mine, his eyes were wide and searching. I was afraid I’d done something wrong, but then he reached for my face and kissed me in return.

I pressed myself to him, and he wrapped me in his large, muscular arms. My desire drove me to have my skin pressed to his, but our coverings were in the way. I was frantic to pull the shirt over my head. Royce noticed and helped. When we kissed again, my chest was against his bare skin, warm from the sun. My back was pressed to the water room door. I wrapped my legs around him, and Royce responded by sliding his arm under my buttocks to hold me up. Royce’s facial hair tickled and burned my new pink skin by turns with each press of our lips. I wanted more, so much more, and dared to hope for it.

“Hey Royce, do you know where the pastry box . . .” Pete stood at the open door to Royce’s room, and we turned to look at him. “Right, um, never mind. I’ll be on dick. I mean deck. Fuck. I’ll be up top.” Pete was sunset red. He left as quickly as he’d appeared.

Royce groaned into my shoulder. “I ate them all,” I said. Royce looked at me, slightly confused. “The breads in the box. I ate them all, Royce.” I felt horrible that I might have caused an issue between Royce and his first mate.

Royce returned his head to my shoulder, and I felt him shake as he pressed a kiss into my skin, then put me down. I heard him laugh and watched as it vibrated his whole person. That’s what surface dwellers called it, laughing. It did things to my belly I couldn’t quite understand, but I knew I liked it.

“Are you okay, Royce?”

“Yeah. I’m alright. It’s alright.” He tried to calm himself as he took deep breaths. He reminded me of a beached porpoise, the way he gasped for air.
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