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Do everything with so much love in your heart

 that you could not bear to do it any other way.







-Yogi Desai





To the Ocean...







… and to David and Amelia, for being my everything <3







THE WHALE’S ORACLE:




Neglect, Poison, Pilfer, Waste, Refuse, Acid, Heat:

Seven cuts by Brother,

Blind, with no memory of kin.

Relinquished symbiosis with Earth,

He has forgotten his indebtedness.

His destruction spreads to the mother of life, the Ocean,

All life wasted.




One Hope remains.

Fates intertwined, and pulled by one.

The Merikoi, Land Brother, and the Goddess of the Sea. 

If she dies a Sister, she will be forever gone. 

If heart memory is rekindled, unity forged, guise shattered:

Power resurrected- 

Hope reigns.

Beware a lover’s vigil, a play at Fate’s perilous game, a careful line:

Consummation before love, or recognition before consummation

decimates Hope, power forever lost.

Can you help her find her way back to love?





Chapter 1

28 years ago

POI




My ears pop as the shadows turn inside out. I’m shown a dark cove filled with centuries of human trash. Shipwrecks, bent bicycles, lost lobster traps, glass bottles, plastic caps, and rusted engine parts. Whales float belly up, red stains trailing. Amidst the gore, I see Thalassa’s heart-shaped face, distorted with pain. Darkness compounds again, and I return to my body.

My heart collapses around blood. Fingers fumbling, I fasten my spear against my back. Before me, a cloud of jellyfish float upwards through the black seas, light circuiting like the filaments of early lightbulbs. Levi launches his spear, cutting through three flickering forms which bulge together. The jellyfish corral becomes a staccato of light as the hunting troupe descends. 

Where was that? Thalassa told me she was going to the corals. We hide nothing from one another. Why would she be somewhere else? I whistle through the water to signify it’s time to head out.

Levi whips his head around, confusion scrunched onto his tan face. “What? We just got here!” 

His jellyfish wilt into darkness. The hunting troupe of twenty draws around me. Treading water with shadowy tails, their reflective eyes dart around as if trying to spot an oncoming threat. Their spears hold only a couple of gelatinous masses- nowhere near what we came here for. Jellyfish are what sustain us in these dying seas. The hunters should stay. 

 “I’m leaving for the Ridge.” I call out as I cut through darkness towards the fortress. The water gets heavier as I speed up, like pushing through a wall. I’ll need someone to tell me exactly where she went. It’s so strange that I don’t know, and it makes me more uneasy.

Leagues of darkness leave room for my mind to consider the worst. I hold out hope that Thalassa’s pain was only pain. Maybe pain from emotional loss and not from any physical injury. How could she be caught up in a mass whale killing? She couldn’t have made it to Japan’s waters since this morning. And the old shipwrecks were European, not Asian. The trash looked American. A good thing. America’s coastline is closest. 

The moonlit outline of the Ridge’s submerged peaks and hills rushes into view. Gracelessly throwing myself towards the seam between ocean and air-filled fortress, the entrance wobbles madly, and spills water across the black slate as I steady my feet. 

I quickly yank my cloak off the wall, and wrap it around myself as I run down the narrow passageway, feet slapping loudly against rock. There’s time. There has to be time.

I’ll pass our bedroom on the way to the dining hall. There’s a chance she’s there. Torchlights erupt into life as I approach, blowing out as I pass. They’re only alight for the snap of a finger. I pass our old door. There’s no time to check. 

As if in a vacuum, nameless weight crushes me from all sides, squeezing me forward. Tight black stone corridors blur past me. I skip steps up a winding staircase, hands out and propelling myself off the walls towards the dining hall.

Several groups of Mer are gathered around silver driftwood tables, playing cards and drinking wine. Laude sees me first. She stands. Her ghostly skin tone is nearly translucent over her tall, athletic frame. Her protuberant red eyes miss nothing. She reads my alarmed and frantic state. She strides two steps closer and lowers her voice, speaking with clipped urgency, “Poi. What’s going—”

“Where’s Thalassa?” I strain to keep the panic out of my voice.

Her platinum brows knit. “She went to the Red Fern Corals, I believe, but she should be back by now…” 

“She’s not there. Do you have any idea of where else she could be?” My words are rushed. There isn’t time.

She’s stiff. “Why? Why wouldn’t she be at the corals?”

I bite back harsh demands. “Because I saw her somewhere else, I just don’t know where yet. She’s in danger. What do you know Laude?”

She glances down at the floor with a furrowed brow before looking back at me and staring hard. “She’s gone to the Coast of Maine once or twice now.”

I double take. “Why? And where, specifically?”

“I don’t know where.”

I don’t miss her omission, and humans flash to my mind. Dread compounds. Humans always spell disaster. “What’s she doing near humans?”

Laude’s lips tighten, “I don’t know. Possibly tracking the marine deaths.”

“Why don’t I know about this?” Hornets swarm in my chest, and a warped clock ticks at the back of my head. “I’m going to find her.”

I pace out of the hall, and run all the way back towards the great entrance. I throw my cape unceremoniously at the wall, missing the peg. I launch myself through the barrier and into the icy grip of the ocean. I twist and shift into Mer, my long tail feeling the current like feathered wings in the wind. 

“Poi…” My brother’s voice is in my ears, calling to me from the black sea. 

I swim towards his faint form. His sage irises glow like fireflies in the night, moonlight dabbles his ebony skin, and his tail glitters mutely in the gray waters. His regal features are contorted as if he has been stung by a ray. 

His fingers find my shoulders and grip tightly. His eyes are deep as the ocean, puffy and red-rimmed, one eye squeezing more tightly than the other. His deep voice whispers, “She died.”

Like an explosion, my heart beats once. All the parts of myself seem to shatter into dust. It can’t be true. It just can’t. I swing back and away from him, yanking out of his grasp, heart drenching in suffocating tar. I roar with madness, “Where is she? Just tell me where she is and I will fix this. She will be fine!” 

His voice continues to be uncharacteristically gentle, “She won’t— she’s gone—”

I glower at him, repeating angrily, “Just tell me where she is!”

“Cuttle Cove—but she’s not there anymore… Poi—the US Navy was doing a missiles test while she was in the harbor— she, and the humpbacks, died nearly immediately.”

White hot anger sears through my veins. This can’t be real. “WHAT? How do you know this!? Why were you there? Why are you not dead too?”

“I heard the blast from a hundred miles off, but I knew she was closer to shore—I wanted to check on her—when I went to investigate…” His face constricts with pain again, voice a moan, “I saw her being pulled into a boat…”

But I can’t listen to his slow speech, I can’t handle his grief. This isn’t real. I shove him aside, swearing and yelling “STOP IT! SHE’S FINE—”

I shoot forward, tearing through the inky water. I can ask questions later.

“She died as a human.” His voice is close, he’s followed me, and I drop at his words, heart sinking like lead. 

“No…” rasps from deep in my gut, and tears through my throat. Heat burns at my eyes. I turn to face my brother, gripping his shoulders fiercely. “You’re lying! Tell me you’re lying!” 

He shakes his head, eyes filled with anguish, “I saw the lobstermen pull her bloody human body into their boat. She died there, Poi, she’s not going to return to us. Her spirit is gone.”

Rage rips through my every cell. How could he lie like this? I want to punch him, I want him to feel the pain. I shove him away from me. “You’re a fucking liar. MOVE. I’m going to fix this.”

His vise-like fingers grip my biceps from behind, stopping my forward motion, his voice is strained in my ear- pitching and growling as if he’s crying. “Please, grip reality. The humans took her. She died a human. She’s gone— forever.” 

Wildfire sears through my chest cavity, burning a black hole which sucks everything in faster than light. I ball my fists and twist out of his grip, roaring.

I torpedo myself into the blackness, pain ripping at every cell of my being as if the ocean is made of jagged fishing hooks. She’s not dead. She’s not. 

Pain ripples through me as my brother’s words ricochet and knot in my head. I shift into my fastest form, a swordfish. I spear through the water, one goal in mind. Find her. 

I block out all other thought, all feeling. Find her. 




  [image: shellbreak]




I slow at the hazy forms of ghostly shipwrecks, the same as in the vision. The groans of a naval ship leaving the harbor grate at my flesh. I shift into Mer, and the sea is metallic with blood, and putrid with the stench of gore. Bloated whale carcasses float like aimless dirigibles in the receding tide. Their dark eyes blank, jutting jaws open and swallowing seawater. She is not among them. I comb the muddy bottom, strewn with human trash. No sign of her. Heart racing, I zig-zag again across the beer cans, gnarled plastic, and scrap metal- she’s not here.

Chest threatening to implode, I swim around the shrinking seawater perimeter of the large cove, scanning land for her- my eyes darting between barnacled log-pillar docks, stacks of yellow lobster traps, wild rosebushes, and imposing restaurants stacked on granite squares. Nothing. I pull myself up into each moored lobstering boat, each luxury speed boat, nude, and not caring about the occasional flash of headlights into the harbor as they round the road beside the shops and restaurants. I search the unlocked tiny cabins and around weather-worn, rusted, and foam-oozing seats. In the last boat, farthest from the harbor, with the stench of dead whale guts and excrement clinging to my skin, I collapse into a white leather seat. 

From deep in my gut, I unleash a hard, insane, howling scream. It does nothing to release the crippling pain. We just lost our eternity together. Gasping for air, I realize I never even though that was possible. My lungs can’t pull in air, despite my heaving chest, but my mind jars me with reality like a hailstorm: She’ll never reincarnate to Mer again. As a human, she’ll lose her memory. How could I ever find her? She’ll reincarnate once- maybe twice- and then she’ll be gone forever- each realization shatters a part of my soul. Despite our millennia together, it still wasn’t enough. I need her forever. I need her here- and she needs me- her soul is lost… 

Darkness bites into my soul and rips me apart until I’m only a carcass. I yell into the whipping wind, ripping my hair in my fingertips, pulling at my skull, wishing for a different reality. Shaking overtakes my body. I puke over the side of the speedboat. 

I sit on the rain-soaked carpeted floor. I shake, eyes hot and face wet. I rock, and unseeing, chant, “She’s not gone. She’ll be human. She’s not gone— I will find her.” 










Chapter 2

Present Time

Stella




The seal stares at me with the black eyes of a puppy. So strikingly familiar. I walk around her outdoor glass enclosure, filled with seawater and another full-grown seal. Their wild bodies are strewn with silver speckles, reminding me of dappled light through waves. Their rotund bodies bob for air. The nearest seal flares her nostrils like a dog snout as she kisses and smears the glass with white whiskers sprouting outwards like cactus spines.  

Through the smudged plexiglass, I hold her gaze, wondering why I feel such a connection between us. I grew up on an island in Maine, surrounded by harbor seals, and have this freaky sense that they know some secret about me. Or maybe they just know a lot more than most people give them credit for.

Their enclosure is no larger than a walk-in closet. Dozens of people stream towards the main exhibits in the Aquarium of Boston. A few people have stopped to take photos, and stare smiling at the little seal captured on their screens before giddily speeding on. 

I stare back at the puppy-eyed seal. She pleadingly holds my gaze rather than divulging any secrets. There’s not a doubt in my mind that she knows exactly how trapped she is. She watches me as if she knows I’m the only human who might give them a hope, as if I might understand those eyes. And, undeniably, I do understand her. I feel trapped too. 

It’s been… everything. From the mind-numbing uselessness of my desk job, to things just being very weird with Jonas- my boyfriend of four years. When it all tallies up, I feel like I’ve been treading water, not making any real progress towards who I really am. I can’t look at the size of the tank, without thinking about what my life is now. And just like the seals, I don’t know how to get out towards open sea. 

I inspect the tank. How do the trainers feed these creatures? Strolling around to the far side of the tank, I see a padlock on the black metal lid. Aha. I glance around. Young children excitedly pull parents towards the entrance. Couples stroll, and gaggles of loud teenagers meander, but no one seems to take notice of my shifty gaze. My palms are sweating. Suddenly, I fully realize where my mind is going. With every fiber of my being, I want to shatter this glass and release these seals. 

I have never gotten more than a speeding ticket in all my 26 years of life. Sure, underage drinking happened, but this would technically be vandalism and burglary... 

And who am I kidding? I’m 125 pounds, and although I’m athletically built, there’s no way I could single-handedly smuggle a seal out of here. The idea of me hefting a slippery seal onto my back makes me smirk. Quickly, it sours into a grimace.

The delicate black snout of the seal is pressed up against the glass of the tiny enclosure, just above the water line, fogging the glass as she attempts to breathe. This simple act seems a struggle. My chest burns with anger- at the aquarium, and at myself for doing nothing. With an apologetic look towards the seal, I turn, and retrace my steps the mile back to the office. 

Staring down at my desk, my legs are cranky at the prospect of sitting again. An encumbering sales goal report is waiting behind that black screen. I glance up at the glaring florescent lights, thinking this is really not what I wanted my life to amount to. The coworker behind our partition leans around and glances at me impatiently. Sighing quietly, I sit.

I feel shrunken and small in this swivelly chair. The screen of the black monitor reflects me like a ghost: sandy blonde hair darkened, freckles dulled, colorless green eyes peering over high cheekbones. I look tired. I am trying so hard to make life work. And still, this life just isn’t me. My work clothes feel like a costume. I mean, I’m wearing a freaking pants suit…

As a kid, I lived with my face glued to novels by night, reading about magical worlds and adventures, and by day I was at the water, jumping over rocks and finding crabs and periwinkles. I always had a feeling that magic was real, that the world is more than what we see. But looking around, this is as far from magic as it gets. It’s just- where else is there to go?

I console myself with the fact that at this job, I have plenty of time to surreptitiously research whatever I want online. Everybody does it. It’s an open secret. As long as I get enough done each week, I fly under the radar. 

Opening the browser, I tap in “Harbor Seal Range.” Grinding my teeth, I read: “Harbor Seals travel about 30 miles for food and breeding, and have been recorded to dive 1600 feet deep into the water.” My mind flashes to the closet-sized seal enclosure. My heart clenches. I’m not doing what I want here, but I have no idea of how to get out. Frustrated, avoiding my sales number report, I open a PowerPoint presentation, and start adjusting it for a team sales pitch. 

Moments later, I re-open the browser. Google stares at me. I search “how to break aquarium glass.” There are barely any results. YouTube, is far more successful. I watch sketchy videos of people throwing spark plug bits at car windows. The glass shatters. 

Ringing phone lines, pattering keyboards, and terse conversations are the theme song to my quickly unravelling sanity. It would be crazy to actually try to break the seals out. I would just end up getting arrested and fined. 

I google where to buy spark plugs. Embarrassed, I see auto shops crowd the results que. They’re pretty cheap. I recognize one of the shops is just a block away from my apartment. 

I shut the browser and return to the pitch.


  [image: shellbreak]


Avoiding plastic waste, I refused the plastic bag at the auto shop. Spark plug in hand, I drop my keys on the counter and slip out of my spring windbreaker. The part is heavy in my palm, and looks like a combination between a bolt, a screw, and a…ceramic white thing? I am so unfamiliar with car parts that it’s cliché. 

Nervously, I open the white doors of our pantry and tip toe to reach our toolbox. J.G. is written in white sharpie along the black hammer shaft, Jonah’s initials. I just want to see if I can break off the ceramic bits.  

I walk through our living room and the marred, dingy coffee-colored walls painted and neglected by the landlord feel more oppressive than usual. The faux leather couches Jonas and I struggled to agree on are oriented in an awkward adjacent tilt, due to the strange positioning of the open-dining area and off-limits fireplace in which a tiny brown sparrow nested in over the winter. The wide black screen of the television dominates the room. Beside it, I slide open the patio door. 

Laying the spark plug on the cement, I unceremoniously crack the hammer onto it, and it coheres by crumbling into sharp shards. Each little fleck of white taunts me from the mottled cement, asking me if I’ll break in as many ways as it could. Will I save the seals at the expense of the normal life I’ve conformed to build? 

I pinch the pieces between my thumb and forefinger, collecting, and the experiment is over. I really realize what I am thinking about. I pull out my phone and google the fine for theft in Massachusetts: $25,000. Maybe two years in prison. Yikes. 

This idea would bankrupt me, take two years of my life, and ruin my resume… yet disturbingly, I am still gripped by the concept of freeing the puppy-eyed seals. I don’t want to give up on them. They’re intelligent creatures, and they’re meant to be wild. They shouldn’t be living in a shoebox. I must be going insane, because not releasing the seals is starting to be a more painful surrendering of who I am, than that of destroying my own material identity. 

I think of Jonas. He would think I was absolutely bat-shit crazy for even considering saving the seals. If I got caught, or if he ever found out, I’m certain it would ruin our relationship. Maybe, instead, I can help the seals in a safer way. Like write a petition or organize a protest.

Sighing at the tiny shards, I cover my fingers over my palm, and prepare to dump them in the trash. The inside lights are on and the TV is already flashing as I open the screen door. 

“What’s with the hammer?” Jonas addresses me critically from the couch. He’s lounging in his gym shorts and Nike shirt. His pale blonde hair is darkened with sweat, and the red blotchiness from his workout is fading from his fair skin. His sweaty socks are peeled off and discarded with a week’s more of his sock garden, sewn beneath the coffee table. 

I attempt to block the broken spark plug in my small hand as I walk quickly towards the kitchen trash bin. I call back at him, “Oh… just working on an art project…”

“With a spark plug?” 

I jump with his voice in my ear and quickly brush the shards off my palm and into the bin. “Yeah, failed art project.” 

He squints his pale blue eyes at me, “You know, people use broken spark plugs to break windows…” 

Damn. He is such an avid technology user, he’s always on his phone, always looking things up, that he seems to know more random shit than is really healthy for anyone to know.  

His face shifts to extreme concern, and his pale arms block the entry, “Why are you thinking about breaking windows? Stella, that’s really weird…”

I’m cornered. I sigh, “I was just thinking about something, I wasn’t actually going to do it…” But the words are hard to say.

He looks at me like I’m a drowned fish, his voice like a stern parent’s, “What’s wrong with you? Why are you thinking about breaking a window?”

Whatever. I throw caution to the wind. “I went to the aquarium today, and did you know, they have two harbor seals in a cage that is literally smaller than our closet? They need a thirty-mile range!!”

He shakes his head, assessing me with critical eyes, “Not this again. You know you shouldn’t go there, it always just makes you upset.”

I glare at him, he’s just being controlling, saying I shouldn’t go places because it might make me mad… maybe I should be mad. Maybe more people should get mad, and then we wouldn’t have torture houses like aquariums.

I shrug, silent, wishing he hadn’t caught me with the sparkplug experiment. He glances at the trash bin. 

“So you were going to throw a spark plug at the aquarium glass, fail to actually break it, and get fined thousands of dollars and probably get arrested?”

I resist rolling my eyes and point to the trash bin instead.

He’s not derailed. His baby blue eyes hold vehement judgement and scrutiny, and his voice is thick with disgust, “Stella, you’re getting way too extreme. Your opinions are making you crazy.”

His words cut me down. He wasn’t always like this. He used to be intrigued by my wild ideas- or at least pretend to be… I guess. Either way, I glare at him, seething, but keep my voice level, “My opinions… are my mind. They make up who I am.”

His eyes shift to the side, “Yeah… maybe we should sit down.”

Nervously, I follow him to the couch, expecting a more in-depth lecture on my apparently skewed judgement. I sit next to him, but I don’t try to rest my legs across his. Something feels very weird. My stomach starts to twist. 

He looks hesitant, his voice uneasy. “Look, I want to break up.”

“What?” Blurts from my mouth. My head is whirling. For the first time in my life, I might puke with fear. I never, ever expected to hear those words come out of his mouth. We have never talked about breaking up. I hold the blanket close to me, trying to steady my shaking.

“I’m sorry. It’s just—” he begins, but I don’t hear a word he’s saying. 

I run to the bathroom, and return with a racing heart. In a very bad way, my body feels like it might float.

“This just doesn’t make sense.” I try to stay composed. This is a conversation. Just talk him around. “You said you loved me forever.”

He grimaces. “I thought I would.”

I fall into a deep, deep well of emotion. The world crashes in on me and I’m sobbing uncontrollably. I have committed so much energy to loving this man for four years. I can’t speak for shock. 

He continues “I think I said I loved you too soon. Love can be more than this. I’ve just been… kind of going along with it for a few years… because it was easy.”

Disbelieving, I try to listen for why it’s not working, why he doesn’t love me anymore. 

“I just started to think, do I want to be in this relationship in ten years? In the future? And I realized I don’t. We’re just too different. We fight too much—”

“We don’t fight too much.” I interrupt, then shut my mouth, realizing I’m arguing. But really, I don’t think of us as a couple that’s constantly fighting… that can’t be it. 

He gives me a stern look, “You’re just too opinionated.”

I feel small. 

“I just don’t want this anymore.” His face is full of regret. “I’m sorry.”
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My world is spinning, unravelling, gone. He’s moved out, and I’m moving back home. Home is the only place that feels like a thread of myself worth holding. I feel an inexplicable itch to console myself by the ocean. When everything else fades away in my life- the death of my grandmother, and of my parents long ago- the ocean is the only thing that holds me together. 

Numbly, I think of how maybe he and I were like those two seals, cramped together, not really able to breathe, expand, and be ourselves. I’m not sure if I’m just consoling myself or if it’s true. Maybe I can’t be loved for being me, if I’m not actually being me. So, I’m freeing myself. I quit my soul-sucking desk job. I’m going to figure out what being me means again. 

The three-hour drive makes me think more than I want. The news radio has already repeated all its stories, and each song I hear grates at me, so silence is all I can take. Out of all the things Jonas told me, “too opinionated” rings in my mind. I grit my teeth. Too opinionated. My opinions are my mind… did he really go all this time without caring about what was really in my head? Four years of him just “putting up” with me? I look down and realize I’m going eighty. I ease my foot off the pedal. I try to just focus on the green highway signs and trees, not think about what’s peeling away layers of my heart and making me feel sore. 

Dresden, I’ve never noticed that town before, hmm. 

As the town signs pass, a secret part of my heart knows, not everything was right. I have an urge to see the stars at night, to hike mountains, to breathe in fresh air. And he was perfectly happy watching endless TV each day. I breathe in, and allow myself to think these thoughts. I let myself wonder, what it would be like to find someone to have adventures with? Someone who likes my mind just as much as the rest of me? I told myself Jonas was as good as it gets. Maybe he wasn’t.

As I cross the bridge onto Spear Island, I roll down the windows and drink in the briny ocean air. Winding through the narrow island roads, I feel a hug of familiarity. Home. The long island is littered with lobster traps, unseaworthy boats, and weathered buoys. I spot the weathered wooden panels of 38 Meadow Cove, settled into overgrowth, surrounded by with wildflowers and spindly spruce trees. Returning home is harder, without Jonah at my side. It was good to have company here. 

Unlocking the heavy door, I open the dusty blinds, and head to the basement to turn on the water. I haven’t been back for a few months. My grandmother’s favorite books still line the bookshelves, untouched. She’s been gone for five years now, but I have always wanted to have this home to come back to. It’s my only semblance of family, aside from an aunt I don’t really talk to.

My grandmother always kept a framed picture of my parents on the sideboard near our dining table. I sometimes glance at the photo, but aside from Grandma’s stories, they’re strangers to me. In the picture, they’re both long-haired and happy, holding each other on the muddy grounds of a music festival. They had me when they were young, raging alcoholics who dabbled in the heroine which lead to their deaths. My grandmother raised me from when I was almost two, and I know I was a very lucky kid to have had her. She was the best example of a human this earth can make. 

After heaving my bags up to my second-floor room, I look out the darkened window. In the light, I would see a grassy hill, blue horizon just barely peaking over. But through the darkness, the distant hush of waves crashing calls like a rugged demand.

I creak down the stairs, unlock the back door, and it slams as I walk down the back porch the steps. I crunch across the gravel road towards the public access and follow the grassy path along the high rock ledges. I walk gingerly out onto the uneven open rocks, and pause to watch the half-moon reflecting a pathway of light across the black sea. 

I had been spending too much time under florescent-lit ceilings and succumbing to my ex’s favorite TV shows. The shimmering silver light dancing in the darkness stirs something mysterious and wild in me. The waves slosh gently against the rocks, a warm breeze floats around me. Something in me prowls anxiously, like a dormant bear awoken in Spring. Was this the part of me I was compromising? The deepest part of my core, a beast I was trying to tame? 

I let her out- a furry, wild thing that loves the sound of crickets and crashing waves, that just needs the smell of brine in her lungs. A deep sadness looms in me, to think I could have suppressed this longer. To think I told myself I didn’t need this for so long… My pathetic, traitorous soul, willing to give up who I really am, for a love that didn’t want me. I promise myself to never do it again. 

The stars are splayed out like glitter in the sky, their distance incomprehensible to my eyes. I slowly make my way closer to the breathing sea. I sit down on a rock, and allow myself to cry. 





Chapter 3

Present Time

POI




The sticky varnish on the wooden table catches the plastic cup as I attempt to raise it and drink. Familiar with this by now, I gently twist the cup and lift the water to my lips. I gaze out to the harbor as I think. I always manage to get a seat by the window, and I believe the waitresses are always a little too hopeful at my sitting alone here once a month. However, I think the elderly owner has warned them against me, as I have appeared to remain twenty-eight for twenty-seven years. Beth is her name. We used to appear the same age. I can feel her wrinkle-rimmed gaze on me now, and every time I sit for a meal here. Her suspicion has been quieted by my generosity. 

I know it’s slightly reckless, coming here amongst the same humans for so many years. Especially at a time when human technology makes them even more dangerous. But Thalassa might show up. I have a hunch that she’s reincarnated somewhere near where she died- so I’m hoping against hope that someday she might just stroll into this dark little tavern called McGreggories. I’ve dreamed about what I would do so many times. The fantasy has changed drastically now that I know she’s an adult. I think that if I had seen her as a child, I would have just kept tabs until she was fully grown, and then tried to woo her. But now that she’s an adult- I just can’t risk her moving to some random part of the world- hell, she already may be in some random part of the world. But I can’t think that. I have to believe she at least has roots here. Maybe a human family to return to. I don’t know human family culture as well as I know their politics and technology, but I picture her having a dog. One of those dogs with the yellow fur. I can’t picture her having siblings. 

I have darker imaginings as well. I’ve tortured myself so many times by thinking of her death. I’m haunted by the whale carcasses- their injuries a record of their painful deaths. Her death wasn’t fast or painless. Her eardrums and organs likely imploded with the pressure of the missile test. It grinds at my core and increases my struggle not to hate humans. 

Instead, I try to refocus on her incredible ability to shift into human form while experiencing a disorienting level of pain. True to her great leadership until the end, she refused to give up the existence of our kind. She sacrificed her eternal life for the continuation of the peaceful secrecy of our race. 

A bleached blonde human slowly lowers a plate before me, lingering in my space. Her synthetic perfume catches unpleasantly in my nostrils. She leans in and dominantly places lacquered hand on the table. Her cleavage isn’t subtle, and I look away, embarrassed- not for her show of skin, but for her clear desperation of being wanted.   

“Do you need anything else?” Her voice is high and girly, and I can’t help but pick up on the forced nature of her presentation. 

“I’m all set, thank you.” I risk a glance at her face again, not wanting to be rude. 

She purses her lips together, and unabashedly looks me up and down, before turning to leave.

I inwardly sigh. Returning to the surface is hard for many reasons. Human women are another. They have a harder time taking the hint that I’m not interested. At least with the Mer, they understand my deep connection and devotion to Thalassa. They know I could never love another woman. I know that bedding another woman would be a sick, painful reminder of what I am missing. 

I open the white lips of a clamshell, steaming with heat, and quickly strip the cooked belly from its encasement. I dip the muddy form into a warm water, and skip the butter before popping it in my mouth. 

The tavern door opens, and frames Laude. A clam belly catches in my throat, and I swallow it down roughly. Her tall, thin frame looks strange in human clothes- loose jeans and a black spaghetti strap top. Black ink snakes around her left arm in the form of hammerhead sharks which halt along her back and beneath her collarbone. Sunglasses shade her wild red irises. Her platinum pixie hair sticks out all around her head. Some Mer are practiced at blending into human culture- Laude is not one of them. 

She stalks over to me not with the grace of a ballerina, as her build would suggest to human eyes, but with the force of an army general. Which, equating to our hunting troupe, she is. She has the most strategizing mind out of all the Mer- at times to a chilling degree. The grizzled, older men around the dark tavern twist their bulging beer guts and their stubble-strewn saggy hide necks, and ogle her ivory skin. 

She pulls out the chair across from me, and sits without speaking. It’s hard to read her expression on a good day, but sunglasses render her implacable. I’m also off my game. This is where I let my hopes of seeing Thalassa, crowd out all fears of never finding her. My walls are down. And finally, I’ve never told anyone that I come here. So I’m not only shocked, but impressed that she’s found me. 

“This isn’t working.” She finally says tersely. 

I look away, and out the window at the orange light glimmering and circumnavigating the lobstering boats bobbing on the choppy surf. 

“Per your orders, scouts are now scouring New England.” She pauses, voice low. “But this—” She cuts herself off.

My peripheral vision catches the waitress approaching. “Here’s a water for you.” She sets a plastic cup down in front of Laude, who smiles without revealing her sharp rows of teeth.

“How are you liking the steamers?” The waitress leans in too close again, clearly unperturbed by Laude sitting across from me.

I thank her and order Laude the same, the waitress leaves, and I look out across the bay for a few silent moments. 

I can feel Laude’s stare, but when I turn towards her, the black panels of Laude’s shades only reflect my image. I don’t know how humans can communicate wearing these all the time. It’s strange not seeing her eyes, and stranger still to see little images of myself reflected back. My dark hair is unruly as usual, my brows are knit over dark eyes, and my mouth reveals concern. My expression is brimming with the maelstrom I’m constantly attempting to conceal. I don’t like how transparently I can see a tinge of fear mixed in with my barely masked grief. I had an easier time believing I could find her in the earlier years- now that she’s an adult- she could be anywhere… but I can’t let the fear take hold. I will find her. 

“You have scouts that will find her.” Her voice is gruff. “I understand your wish to find her yourself. But as your head Survival Strategist, the human threats are mounting, and we really can’t afford for you to be waiting for Thalassa in a place that she will never come.”

It stings. Logically, I recognize that she’s right. My wandering around this town has never come up with any leads towards finding her. The human threats are increasingly oppressive, and I’m lucky to get a full night’s sleep these days. However, not coming here, would feel like giving up on her. This town and this dingy tavern are the only threads I have to her human life. 

“I have some new ideas on how we can locate her. Hire a human private detective, increase her search party size,” Her head nods slightly to the side as she ticks off her ideas from her mental list, “…enlist humans in the search, use some sort of online face recognition with social media…” 

“We don’t have a picture of her to match. And what information could we really give to a private detective?” I can’t help finding a way to argue with her brilliant ideas, despite wanting to use them, because I see it’s her way of getting me to give up this ritual.

She clicks her tongue impatiently. “I know you don’t want to give this up, but the waste problem keeps piling up, among others, and it’s getting to the point where I don’t feel comfortable making these decisions when you’re gone.”

A bubbly voice announces, “Here you are!” The waitress places the steamers down before Laude. She checks in with us again, hopeful glint in her eyes dwindling, and leaves.

“Look—” I start, attempting to conceal the incredible grief weighing me down at the idea of giving this place up- of giving up my end of the search, of my vigil. But I can’t let my strategists doubt me. It could be a terrible ripple effect throughout the kingdom. We need to stay as strong and united as possible. In this moment, I so thoroughly despise being found out. At some point, I will need to figure out how she solved that mystery. For now, I need to regain control of this situation. My voice is firm, “You’re right. You have great ideas. I think we should attempt to implement each of them except enlisting humans in the search, aside from a detective. However, my attempts to find Thalassa are not just the grievances of a widow, but Mer survival tactics. If nothing else, the Whale’s Prophesy should illustrate that. We cannot survive without her. She is our One Hope.” I can’t help feeling my heart clench painfully around her name. 

“Poi,” Laude’s voice is abrasive, “there’s no way she’s going to come into this sticky, beer smelling, pervert infested old tavern.” Her glare permeates through the thick black panels.

I sigh. “This area holds a trace of her energy. It’s where she died. Some part of her may be compelled to return.”

“Fine.” She snaps. “We’ll set someone up here. But you need to be at the Ridge.”

I slowly raise an eyebrow. I appreciate her counsel, her loyalty, her tough love, but I’ve never been bossed around by her, and it’s not going to start now. My voice is stern, “Laude. I determine where I need to be. I appreciate your advice, but despite my grief, I am still able to aptly rule our people. I need you to respect my rule. I have other reasons as to why I return here, of which I will not divulge. You can afford to make decisions for the Mer three days out of a month.”

“A week.” She growls.

I sigh. “Fine. I’ll make it four days.”

She grimaces, and starts expertly peeling clam stomachs out of shells with her spidery fingers.

My other reason for returning here, is my wild hope. Maybe just me- my soul itself, could be enough for her soul to gravitate towards. And how could that ever work if I was always in the ocean?
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Stella



Seasons pass and as my heart continues to heal, I return to the sea like the rhythm of waves. Easing back from high tide, the sea is a flat expanse of calm, and settle on rocks near enough to touch it. The breeze off the horizon is constant, but gentle. I breathe in deep, inhaling brine and sunshine and the secret ingredients of freshness. 

Buoys bob taughtly in the high waters. Clear visibility reveals the adjacent peninsula and smattering of four islands, rising out of the sea on bald gray rock worn with storm lines and topped with dense pines. Tattered lobstering boats wind out of the harbor with motors rumbling like rheumatoid coughs. 

Forty feet out, a figure pops out of the current- a cormorant? I squint. It’s the blocky black head of a seal, slick and reflective in the bright light. My heart leaps and my teeth are cold with the wind as I smile. He sniffs the air in several directions, black whiskers following. This is where he belongs. 

Stunned by the realization that my walls are gone too, I am taken with the urge to swim. I could do and be whatever I want. And for some reason, I get the feeling that freedom and an unnamable something I need very badly are in the cold, wild sea. It grips my heart with dangerous ferocity. I gaze longingly at the submerged seaweed dancing lazily- carelessly swept and stretched to and fro by the loving caress of the crystalline green sea. 

I don’t swim. The current is too strong here. It's too cold in April- what am I thinking? The snow just barely melted, and it might be replaced by more. These strong urges I get to be in a deadly sea are thoroughly disturbing.

The dark seal slips into the sapphire silken sea, and I look into her world below. Green and murky, I can only see the blurry forms of hairy green rocks riddled with bald patches of white barnacles. 

A second seal pops up- her head silvery gray and bobbing like a buoy. I watch her breathe between worlds. Her slick silver body rolls forward, exposing light silver sides and black freckles along her spine. She slips back into the blue, and despite all reason, I lust for that world.
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The creak of the rocking chair on the back porch mingles with the rising whistling tunes of the recent arrival of spring birds. They’re late this year, but they’re here. Just in the past few days, bright green sprigs of spiny and twisting baby leaves peeled out of the barren deciduous trees and mangy wild brambles of wild roses which join the conifers to line the overgrown backyard.

Spooning bland porridge and rocking, I churn over my recent dedication to researching ocean threats. It’s been just under two months, and I’ve felt more passionate reading about environmental issues than I ever felt about Jonas. I even sealed the deal by signing up to go to an environmental action group. 

After a considerable amount of time mulling over the faults of my last relationship, I walk down to the shore. Reaching my favorite outlook, I stand high above the glacier-strewn rocks. The sun and sea soak into my soul. I feel lighter as the brine clears out the grief in my lungs. The sky is brilliant blue, the ocean a flat expanse out into wild open seas. The wintery wind whips abrasively at my cheeks, thwarting the month of May. The waves surge into gray layered rock, popping and belching and sucking.

A young couple sits far below, leaning towards the sea with an arm outstretched as their rectangular phone screen reflects the sun. Just feet away from the violent and hungry incoming tide, they could be swept out by one hiccup of the sea. 

Impulsively, I call over to them, “Hi, um, that isn’t very safe— are you from here?” 

The twiggy guy wearing a baggy hoody seems about twenty, and shakes his head. 

I call above the whistling wind, “Yeah, you’ll want to sit where the rocks are still dry- the tide is coming in, and sometimes there are rouge waves that could pull you out to sea.” I don’t want to be melodramatic, so I don’t mention how there have been equally naïve people who have died here. 

The cherub-faced girl purses her lips into uncomfortable smile which feels like a middle-finger even from thirty feet away. Her boyfriend starts to stand, but she holds him against her side and aims her phone. Her hair whips across her face in a non-romantic way, and the white froth of the waves spits across their chests. Selfie accomplished, they slowly scramble over the slick boulders to higher ground. 

As much as I love the ocean, I do not want to be a victim to it. The vigorous waves here inspire a healthy fear in my heart. I respect the ocean for its utterly untamable power, and refusal to be anything but honest expression of its essence. I study its rugged wild beauty. I don’t need to literally escape into the sea, that isn’t even possible. Instead, I can just attempt to embody its inspiring elements.
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Restlessness builds in me like a coming storm. My dreams are filled with an urgency so intense I can barely sleep. I’m barreled with waves of fear for the ocean’s survival, and gripped by a longing for real life, whatever that is. Further, this morning I dreamt that I was underwater and seals were actually speaking to me. 

As much as I loved that, I realize it’s time for a little more human interaction. The Save the Seas meeting is today, and the address turns out to be a weathered white house along Highway 9. It’s a home and an auto-body shop in one. A strange metalwork sculpture, at once resembling a T-Rex and a chicken, beckons cars from the road. The gravel drive is packed with cars with bumper stickers that say: “Yes Farms, Yes Food,” “Sasquatch is my Spirit Animal,” and “Radical Love.” 

These are my people. I get a trill of nerves as I make my way up the back stairs. The dusty unfinished indoor stairwell leads up to an attic space lined with yellow pine rafters and lofted ceilings. In the center of legions of boxes and broken trinkets, a floral couch and metal folding chairs war to create a meeting space. There are about fifteen people chatting, and a few look up and wave briefly as I perch on an unobtrusive metal chair.

“Yes, I can’t imagine the money New England Gas is spending on this campaign.” A man is saying to a few of the others. He has a scruffy chestnut beard and a tailored brown leather vest. From the way he holds himself, I decide he must be the Save the Seas President. 

I look around the room of what appears to be artists, farmers, and local business owners. The woman across from me stands out. She appears to be about forty, but her striking feature is the bright lilac hair braided delicately around her head. Her swanky black top reveals an intricate tribal tattoo winding up her arm, and I squint at it. Hammerhead sharks. How strange. She seems to feel my gaze on her, and her eyes flick to mine. Then widen. Her pale purple eyes match her hair exactly. It’s an extremely impressive contact lens and hair dye match.

Without removing her gaze from mine, she aggressively grips the man’s jacket beside her, and tugs at him until he looks over. He gasps audibly, his wide electric green eyes bulging. His pale hair is thinning and wild, like he just received an electric shock.  

As if I’ve transformed into a triceratops, they keep staring. My heart starts beating nervously. Maybe they think they recognize me for some reason. I look away uncomfortably, giving them the chance to give up on their rude, inexplicable ogling of me. They’ll give up and look away, if I just keep ignoring them. 

I can’t hear the group conversation. Their gaze burns into me like an empty skillet left on the burner for too long. Not able to withstand it any longer, I look over again. They’re being freaks. They’re both just staring at me, unencumbered, not even listening to the guy in the tailored vest. Their lips are moving quickly as they speak in hushed tones. 

Flabbergasted, I wonder what I did to cause this. I narrow my eyes at them, but they are not deterred. I breathe angrily and focus my attention towards the guy in the vest, just wanting this meeting to start. I fold my legs, and perch my elbow awkwardly, so I can rest my hand to hide my face from their stares. 

A few more people have joined the group, and the scruffy-bearded, vested man greets the group. And it turns out he is the President, and his name is Will. We go around the circle introducing ourselves, and then he begins: 

“Welcome folks! I’m glad you all made it!” He clasps his hands over his crossed knee as his closely set brown eyes gaze slowly around the circle, acknowledging each person. It’s a little intimidating. “Each meeting is a bit different, as the regulars know, but basically, our current focus is to bar construction of a new gas pipeline. New England Gas wants to create coastal gas ports which will cut across hundreds of acres of pristine wetlands and protected habitats, threatening endangered species. In addition to this, investment in fossil fuel infrastructure just doesn’t make sense in a world where climate change is getting more dangerous every day.” 

As he continues, I discretely part my fingers and risk a side-glance at the lilac lunatic. She’s not looking at me. I begin to relax. Maybe the worst of the weirdness is over.

About halfway through the meeting, as we are firing off ideas and brainstorming action, the strange duo quietly stand and leave, waving apologetically. Will nods at them, his eyes creasing with his smile. 

As they disappear down the stairwell, I deflate with relief. This whole time I had been holding my breath like hardening cement. My mind wanders to reflecting on how strange that interaction had been, attempting to understand what could have merited such an extreme reaction to my appearance. 

Moments later, I am jarred by a faux groggy-voiced woman, “He wasn’t the one, you know? I realized that, and thought, thank gawd, because I don’t want to waste my time, you know?” 

She has wavy blonde hair messily tied up into a pony tail, wearing overalls covered with paint splotches, and her beauty is unrepressed by her large nose. 

“Yes. I am so glad you’re realizing this.” To my left, a girl with crop cut hair nods emphatically. 

Apparently, the main meeting has fizzled out, and these two are picking up on a well-worn conversation. Clearly not minding my glances, her lips bough around her large teeth as she addresses her friend again, “You just know when it’s right, you know? And he never made you think ‘yes, it’s you.’” She speaks in a lower-key, knowing tone, “He clearly wasn’t your soul mate. Soul mates don’t do the crap he did to you.”

Pony tail nods emphatically at her friends’ wisdom, “Right. Totally. I am holding out for my soul mate this time.”

Every time they casually drop the phrase “soul mates,” I stiffen a little. I don’t think I believe in that. Soul mates? It just feels unrealistic. Despite wanting to, I’m afraid to believe in fairy tales. 

The brunette winks at me and glances back at her friend as she speaks. “There are guys out there, for us. That will love us for who we are, not what they want us to be.”

Okay, that’s a romantic idea. It’s tempting to believe in. I smile back at the brunette, but feel a tightness in my chest. Suddenly, I realize my eyes are a tad watery. Horrified, I swallow down the emotions, I gather my things, wave, and stumble down the stairs. 
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My car grips our gravel drive, and my headlights shine on the cedar wood-paneled gray house, small and unassuming, reflecting light in the two antique windows beside the front door. The narrow front porch holds window planters filled only with dirt and dead weeds reaching to the peeling paint by the worn welcome mat. Grandma’s house is dark and empty, and my solitude in this world hits me at full force. 

I open the fridge, pull out cold stir fry in the white carton, grab a fork, and head up the squeaking stairs. I don’t look towards Grandma’s old room, I walk into mine. I turn on my phone and watch a television show for the first time since watching TV with Jonas. It distracts me, but when the left-overs are gone, and the show is off, I only feel empty. 

Knowing tomorrow will be better, I turn off the lights, and close my eyes. The dark lack of stimulus, makes my thoughts louder, and it’s as if someone turned up the dial on my loneliness. Of course I can’t sleep. My mind is wound up on the question of soul mates. I could not be more vulnerable than now, to the idea of a soul that always loves you and is somehow meant to find you, even across the chasm of death and reincarnation. 

I wish there was some way of knowing for sure if it’s real or fake. My mind keeps whirring and whirring. I know Jonas wasn’t my soul mate. But there were moments when I told myself he was. I really, really wanted him to be. What if he is, and I just messed it up? But you can’t mess up soul mates by being yourself. And being myself is what drove him away. He’s not the one. And I knew this, maybe the whole time, deep down. 

Gripped by an urge to see the stars, I throw on a jacket and quietly walk out beneath the night sky. Putting my knit hat under my head, I lay back on the uneven cold rock. Waves hush against the earth. The bright orbs of light that scatter the sky feel so far away. It makes the universe feel impossibly huge. I wonder if I would ever be able to find him. If I have a soul mate. I wonder if I will ever know. I decide I want to believe in soul mates. Maybe from some angle, he’s orbiting beneath the same stars. 









Chapter 4




POI




Water streams around my bullet-shaped body. Shafts of condensed light pull through the surface, angling towards me as I speed forward. I breach, rounding my back into the warm sun, exhale, breathe, and weave with the rest of the pod as we propel ourselves into the crystalline blue. 

Leagues of ocean are visible below us, and the warping clear blue sky is endless above. There is every reason to let my heart open to the beauty. I’m surrounded by the complex melodic speak uttered by dozens of wild dolphins. But no matter what form I shift into, I can’t get free, and I can’t escape the truth. 

She hasn’t come back. I’ve failed to find her. 

Here, below the sunshine and waves, the truth is clear. It’s been twenty-seven years. That’s nearly half of a human lifetime. She could be dead by now. She could be gone forever. 

Silver bodies speed past me, and I realize I have stilled. Something in me feels so heavy that I can’t move. I slowly drop. 

Six dolphins and a baby turn, thick tails high above their heads, performing gliding headstands as they approach, balancing with flippers splayed like penguin’s feet, they watch me curiously. Through their long beaks and tiny white teeth, they ask if I’m okay. 

I nod, thanking them in their pod’s dialect, and ensuring them they can leave. I attempt this a few times, certain of my precise pronunciation of their pod’s exaggerated popping clicks and abbreviated crackles, but they don’t leave. They come closer. The rest of the pod halts their forward motion. Suddenly the current of hundreds of dolphins speeding past has slowed. Instead they flit a few hundred yards ahead, playing between and below the waves. Nearly eight hundred dolphins are temporarily surrendering their hunting path. For me. My chest feels tighter.

Kailili, the Matriarch of the Tieyierro- one of the largest pods in the Atlantic, chitters at the five hovering dolphins, causing them to disperse and join the play. She draws nearer, her white belly reflecting light blue, silver fins spanning out like fans, her baby practically suctioned to her side. Her wide, wisened black eyes track me. 

I’m always astounded by her focused presence, her grace, her radiant beauty. Her small rounded chin elegantly rests against her upper beak, drawing a v-like smile. Light circular scars dot the left side of her snout, and just beyond her wide eyes, scratches trail along the sides of her belly. Light swirls of gray draw up her beak and towards her blowhole. Her dorsal fin points up from her oval form like a delicate pinky finger. Her appearance is sweet and unassuming, yet she is one of the most powerful beings in the Atlantic- a highly respected leader, and a healer graced by the Great Ocean Spirit. 

Kailili slides across my path, hovering in the sea, her marble-sized black eye staring into both of mine in turns. “We know you’re hurting.” 

I freeze. She’s picking up my emotions like they’re something she can hear. Being around the most empathetic beings in the world, is maybe the worst attempt at escaping pain that I could make. It’s impossible to hide emotions with dolphins. Especially with Kailili. 

Her tiny baby, Chiri, slips beneath my chest, twittering, “Be happy.”

“He can’t, Chiri.” Kailili gently reprimands. 

Her baby returns to her, nuzzling beneath her fin. 

Kailili hovers before me, divining truths I have not divulged. Her silver beak as long as the bill of a baseball cap, her light gray skin glistens in the sunlight. “He has to give into the pain first,” Her eye narrows, “If he wants to get through it.”

Sadness is a sticky, achy ball in me. 

The matriarch waits.

I choke out, “I can’t let her go.” 

Her long jaw drops, revealing her curling pink tongue as she speaks. “The pain is your last remnant of her, I understand. Your struggle with it is how you keep her close.” 

Something in me is cracking. I don’t want it to. Trying to stop the chasm from widening, I tense against the feelings, attempting to restrain them.

Her chittering calls are soft between us, “If you stop fighting the pain, if you let it wash over you, there will be release on the other side.”

“I can’t—” I croak.

“The part of her you hold will not leave—it will only transform.”

I hesitate, fearful of allowing myself to be enveloped by the full force of loss. It wouldn’t end. It wouldn’t work. I wouldn’t make it out the other side. And I don’t want to get over my soul mate. 

She darts forward and bops my beak upwards with hers- like a slap on the wrist. She backs up again, floating a foot before me, head cocked to the side, her eye locked on me. 

She continues, “You are stronger than this situation, than this pain. You are more than all of it. We can feel that she still lives. But if you don’t become hopeful in your soul, if you can’t find peace and faith with her energy in you, you will never find her.” She angles one black eye towards mine, rounded beak open, “This is a test, Poseidon.”
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I watch the flames from her favorite seat in her favorite room. She’s in my lap again, cuddled up and as weightless as the ghost of her memory. Her honey blonde hair curling out across my arms, head gently nestled against my chest, as she reads the book propped on her knees. She smells as sweet as a harp’s song. 

Orange flames lick around the bone white driftwood, crackling to fill the gaping silence. Heavy ledgers line the shelves beside the stone fireplace, and behind me, rows of books are packed into the inlaid bookshelves, freestanding shelves create aisles, and many more armchairs and desks are scattered around the room. 

Over the past twenty-eight years, the emptiness hasn’t stopped aching. If anything, it’s a festering wound that can’t seem to heal. But at Kailili’s words, a bubble of hope was injected into the overwhelming darkness of my mind. Thalassa is still alive. 

I cracked to the pain a week after Kailili’s lesson. My first attempts to access my emotions rigidly failed like the rusted cogs of two-hundred-year old industrial mills. The inner parts of myself were encrusted very deep, and I couldn’t get through. Desperate to make progress, I sought out and stayed with Kailili and her pod for a full transition of the moon. With words, whistles, and energy, Kailili coaxed my emotions forward. When the pain finally broke through, it pummeled my insides with the force of tsunami-height Polynesian waves. I went through phases of not being able to see straight, raging against the pain, and only seeing bright colorful lights. Now I can feel my heart again, and it hurts. Badly.

I need to find Thalassa now more than ever, and I didn’t think that was possible. Similar to as I suspected but never spoke, Kailili explained that I can find my soul mate through connecting with the bit of Thalassa’s soul that will always be tied to mine. Previously, I visited places on land thinking that simply my presence would cause our physical energies to be drawn together like magnets. 

Kailili grips a strand of kelp in her sharp beak, ripping it free from the embankment, and tosses it my way. “Like roots of a plant searching for nourishment that’s invisible to our eyes, your coming together must happen in a spiritual, metaphysical way, before the physical can be manifested.” 

“Poseidon, you must stop your search in order to find her. Nothing you can physically do will ever bring you closer to her. Instead, shift the energy. Know that everything happens first on a spiritual level. Focus on spirit. Harmonize peacefully with her spiritual energy in order to cause energy to shift and draw you together, physically.”

Kailili released me from my mania. Before, to stop searching for Thalassa was to accept defeat. Now I see that the search was like trying to play chess with flies. The real way for us to find each other is through spirit first. Once I was able to slow down, I could recognize my previous experiences with the spirit world, reincarnation, and Shifting. In the deeper reality from where all things flow, there is no space or time. In a way, Thalassa and I are already together, and I just need to access it. This is a test of my faith.

I marvel at Kailili’s ability to transform the soul- she practically brought me back from the dead, and I will be forever grateful. Strangely, I feel a raw sort of almost-peace. I can breathe again. I feel like my muscles had been frozen for decades, and now are limber enough to allow blood to coarse through. I can see the world’s beauty again.

I stare into the flames, continuing to imagine Thalassa, just the same, but human, in my arms. I have followed Kailili’s guidance the best that I can. This is the third day of spending most of my time just peacefully imagining her presence returning, as a human, as she is now. 

The door whines open, and I jolt. Thalassa’s ghost is gone. Books cram into the bookcases, leather chairs and tables litter the floor, but the room is barren. 

“Poi!” Naido’s words echo off the cavern walls. He slides into view on slippery feet, trailing a river of water. His long black hair is loose and dripping around his shoulders, and his navy cloak sticks to his willowy frame. 

Liquidly, I stand to greet him.

His momentum brings him just before me- his square face red with exertion, a thin-lipped, toothy, hysterical smile splitting his face. His hands reach up and viciously grip my shoulders, bright black eyes darting between mine. 

His voice uncharacteristically serious, “I have news.”

My heart squeezes with hope. But with so many pressures from humans, news could come in many forms. No matter what, I know that his visions are solid- he’s not the most prolific oracle I’ve ever worked with, but he’s the most accurate. 

My throat tightens as I speak, “Alright. What did you dream?” 

With brows peaked, and bright, watery eyes, he squeaks, “She’s coming back.”

Thudding in my chest. I resist the wild hope erupting in me. I stay perfectly still, staring down into his black eyes.

“She will return.” He reinforces, his goofy smile widening further.

I pause with shock. “You’re sure?”

“Our Queen, your Thalassa, will return. Fate hasn’t made it easy, but if you play your cards right, she could regain her memory and her immortality.” 

Hysterical laughs overtake me. I look up at the arching ceiling, the strange sounds leaping out of my lungs and refracting back to me. Naido’s laughter joins in mine. The pure unbelievable tilting of reality shocks me to my core. Kailili was right. 
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The sun infiltrates every corner of the hall, like the glaring bright hope running like lightning beneath my skin. I’ve gathered the entire Mer community that is currently at the Ridge, and watch my people fidget amongst the driftwood tables, about to hear of the trifling twisted rules of Fate’s new game. If I can just get her by my side again, I’m sure we can weather this. The idea of her by my side again sends my adrenaline-worn body into another round of electric loops. 
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