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Every relationship—even every interpersonal encounter—starts out initially with two strangers. 

Where will they go from their initial meeting? 

It’s a different pathway every time, for every pairing. 

Two strangers could become fast friends, sweethearts, antagonists, neighbors, classmates, or fall into many other patterns of relating—some fleeting, others lasting years, maybe a lifetime. 

Even subgroups of relationships have nuances to be teased out. 

Take strangers who become neighbors. 

The neighbors who hit it off and play frisbee golf together will have a very different dynamic than the neighbors who never speak to each other but instead communicate via a silent front-garden competition of continual one-upmanship. 

Or take merfolk connecting with human strangers, the category of first meetings that this collection is based around. 

I was struck by the concept of playing with mermaids’ first meeting with humans because that’s the premise, necessarily, of all mermaid-meets-a-human stories. Of course they’re strangers when they meet. The merperson and the human are from totally different realms. 

It’s like going to college and getting a roommate or lab partner from a different part of the country (or even a different country) who has different standards, different strengths, and a different sense of humor. It could be terrible or it could be awesome. You don’t know until you’re in it. 

(For the record, if you’re reading this, old college roommates and lab partners: You were all pretty much awesome. I lucked out. Thank you for the good times.) 

When mermaids and humans meet, they may have seen each other, and possibly even heard each other’s voices and songs from afar. 

But talking and interacting with each other up close? 

I was very interested in exploring in that story turf. 

In “For the Love of Water,” Lanning attends his first advanced-level class at Borealis University taught by Maryssa the Mermaid herself at Emerald Lake—and what he learns at class shocks and challenges him. 

In “Dry Land and the Merman,” Jasper the merman magistrate of Upper Breadcove Bay (and Environs) takes a visit to the rim of the drylander world, finding a view that nourishes his soul . . . and unexpected company. 

“On Sun Spackle Beach” finds Luma, the manipulative mermaid who first made an appearance in “Mermaid Whispers in the Dark,” sunning herself on a beach, waiting to see if the fascinating human merchant she recently met and invited for a private beach visit actually shows up. 

In “Like Water for Parched Earth: A Leora the Mermaid Story,” Leora visits Emerald Lake at night, searching for hidden information. 

And in “First Mer Meeting,” Dari freezes as she washes the Ladara family’s clothes in a stream, and runs into a few surprising developments. 

These five new short stories explore five relationships between merfolk and humans—relationships of differing natures, durations, intentions, and emotional content. 

Ready to dive in? 

Enjoy the stories. 

Cheers,

R.S. Kellogg

P.S. At the end of this book, you will find the opening of “The Cursed Merman,” a sneak preview of the first story from The Misadventures of Mermen: Mermaid Magic Tales, Volume 3.
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For the Love of Water
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by R.S. Kellogg

Lanning sat near the rim of tranquil Sapphire Lake, fixated on the gorgeous tail affixed to the middle-aged mermaid in front of him. Behind her, slow-moving ripples lapped hypnotically at the rim of a beach carpeted with rough fist-sized rocks. 

The air smelled clean and cold from the nearby waters, along with a mix of the scents of woodsy wildness from the trees behind him in the great Forest of Beyond. Pine, mostly, so sharply that he could taste it. 

The air was cold enough that the students still wore scarves, though the lake had thawed. 

He could hear, behind him, occasional birdsong and the whir of small winged creatures. These sensations soothed him, and made him feel as if he were on a vacation rather than in class. Rustling branches spoke of a mild wind and small climbing creatures in the trees. Between the sounds and sense of wilderness behind him and around him, the light of sunshine glinting off the lake in front of him, and the cozy camaraderie of sitting with his fellow students some distance beyond the gates of Borealis University, he felt pleasantly smug. 

Would that all of his classes be taught in the Forest of Beyond. 

Of course, he felt that way now, when temperatures were moderate. Probably when winter came, he’d not pretend to a similar sentiment. 

The rocks where Lanning and the seven other advanced Water were quite scenically covered with moss. But even knowing that he’d need to wash out the seat of his pants later, probably, sitting there felt far preferable to standing after the long walk out to the lake or sitting on the rocks of the beach—many of which had sharp edges. 

The water was luckily not frozen yet for the season. If had been frozen, today’s class on advanced water magic would have been called off for sure, and Lanning would have missed the opportunity to have studied with the other advanced students. 

Their teacher for today, Maryssa, sprawled out on the beach in front of them propped against a rock, her great blue tail tilted casually to the side of her, tipping her fins occasionally this way or that as she emphasized her points. 

Lanning reflected ruefully that though he felt ecstatic to see her in mermaid form—this was a first for him, to see an actual mermaid in her mer form—being distracted by his fascination with her tail was not helping him listen to the discussion. 

Maryssa would say something, and he’d catch the tone of it, but he’d be watching the outline of her fins and how they went translucent by their edges with such fascination that he’d realize a few moments later he had completely lost track of what she’d said. 

This wasn’t helping him master the material, he reflected, and redirected his gaze to her face. 

Uh oh. 

She was staring straight at him, he realized, and she had a faintly mocking look to her eyes. 

Worse, the next words out of her mouth were: “Can you illustrate that principle, Lanning?” 

Tipping her hand toward him, palm up, Maryssa was clearly asking Lanning to do something, but what? He wasn’t sure. 

He scratched his head. “Sorry, I got distracted and didn’t follow that last bit,” he said. 

The class chuckled and Lanning’s face flamed red. 

Maryssa grinned, and Lanning could have sworn that the curve of her lips was as savage an insult as he’d ever encountered. 

“Very well,” Maryssa said. “Theolga can do it.” 

The red-headed girl a few seats away slouched forward, her head tipping to one side. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening either,” she said. 

Maryssa laughed. 

It was a soft laugh, but Lanning seemed to catch in Maryssa’s tone a satisfaction at having derailed not one but two of her students. 

“Can anyone at all in the group illustrate the principle of air control in the water?” Maryssa asked. 

There was an uncomfortable silence across the group, during which Lanning could hear the wings of small things behind him, and as he breathed in deeply, he noticed the woodsy aromas of decaying leaves from the forest floor and the bark of the nearby deciduous trees held a patience that no one in his student group probably felt. 

He pinched his lips together in order to avoid breaking out into a grin, feeling tension in his shoulders at his worry that apparently no one in the advanced group could avoid getting distracted by the sight of a mermaid tail, but also feeling relief in his gut at the realization that at least he wasn’t the only one. 

With her voice lowering into a satisfied purr that was definitely mer, Maryssa grinned at someone behind where the students sat. “Very well,” she said, in a dismissive tone that Lanning could feel through his skin. “Leora can do it.” 

Startled, Lanning and the other students glanced behind them. 

There stood a slim young student with dark hair tidily pinned onto her head, olive brown skin, arms folded tightly across her front, and a glare that met Maryssa’s beat for beat. This young woman was wearing huge hoop earrings, a rust-colored medallion that indicated her focus of study at Borellis was Earth, and a blue and pink robe that extended nearly to her ankles. The robe had tassels, looked incredibly out of place when every other student in the group was dressed demurely in shades of gray, and Lanning realized he couldn’t quite tell whether Leora’s outfit was tacky or whether it suited her exactly. 

“I still don’t see why I have to take this class,” Leora said icily. “It’s not like I don’t already know the content.” 

Lanning caught his breath. Leora’s voice had the same nuanced, contained power to it that Maryssa’s did. 

He had heard of Leora, of course: the only mer student at Borealis right now. He’d even seen her across the dining hall and heard her laughing at the joke of a friend: with a laugh that sounded magically like a stream running over rocks and which had left the face of the male student who had been speaking with her looking intensely gratified. 

But though Lanning could place her, he had never heard Leora’s voice before. 

To him, she was a stranger. 

“It’s a compliment to you that you get to skip to an advanced class and then test out of Water,” Maryssa informed Leora, in clipped tones that said she didn’t have time to remind an underclass student of the basics of academic progression. “The more helpful you are in class, the better your participation marks will be.” 

Observing that there didn’t seem to be any warmth between the two mermaids, Lanning wondered if it was true what he had heard: that the two of them had grown up in competing clans, and it was a miracle to have the two of them on the same campus. 

Let alone to have the two of them the same class. 

Leora considered Maryssa’s comments on being helpful for a moment, her jaw jutting out. Then, finally, she flashed Maryssa the sweetest, most heart-warming smile—Lanning had a moment to consider that it had the magnetic undercurrent to it of a full mer smile and therefore could be a weapon more than a genuine offering. 

“Of course, I’m happy to help,” Leora said. “I’m here to learn from all of my teachers, after all.” 

Lanning could have sworn there was a bit of a snub in the comment, but Maryssa didn’t bat an eye. 

“You’re going to need a partner,” Maryssa said, her tone a little tight. “After all, you are already a mer. So, the proving point for you will be whether you can perform an air spell for a human rather than for yourself.” 

Leora wrinkled up her nose, as if the concept of having to pick a human as a partner for an exercise was actually more distasteful to her than having to learn from a mermaid of an enemy clan. 

Picking up the front of her skirt and walking around to stand next to the teacher, Leora turned around to face the group of them, raising a slim hand to shade her green eyes against the sun. 

With a calculated air, she sized them up in a glance that raked across the motley group of advanced students sitting on the rocks before her. All the students sat up a little straighter, although Lanning had the wild thought that neither he nor apparently any of the rest of them had a clue what exactly Leora was searching for a partner for. 

Although Maryssa had mentioned an air spell. 

And they were next to the lake. 

Oh dear. 

“I’ll pick Lanning,” Leora said decisively. “He looks a little less mermaid-dazzled than all of the rest of you, and slightly more likely to keep his wits about him.” 

“Thank you?” said Lanning. 

Leora looked at him, her green eyes expectant. 

When he didn’t move, she sighed, and held out her hand toward him. 

“Well, come on then.” Her voice, compared to Maryssa’s voice, seemed a bit bare of undertones and overtones. 

A more straightforward mermaid? 

He liked that, he supposed. Though he didn’t like the implication of the teacher and of Leora that he should—apparently—be willing to walk straight into cold water without even being asked for his consent. 

“Do I have to?” he asked, cringing at how he sounded plaintive to his own ears. 

“All of you will get to go into the water at one class or another,” Maryssa said. “If the spell holds well, in theory you shouldn’t even get your clothes wet.” She looked at him sternly. “If I were you, I’d be happy to be partnered with Leora. She’s probably the one least likely to get her partner wet in the lake. As she’s a mermaid and has had access to these spells for a much longer time period.” 

Lanning scowled. It seemed more likely to him that the mermaid would probably have had access to a lifetime of luring poor unsuspecting people into mischief and trouble in the water. 

But he was a student of Water, after all, and this was an advanced class. 

Not to mention that, at this point, the entire class, plus Maryssa, plus Leora were staring at him. 

He sighed, straightened his shoulders, and dropped his bag with a solid thunk as he headed with footsteps careful on the rocky beach to cross to the two mermaids—one with long tail and one in land-walking form, wearing legs—watched him approach. 

Feeling the pressure of the rugged rocks even under his shoes, and noting that it was even colder this close to the water, Lanning curled his upper lip at the thought of climbing into it. He could smell wet soil as he met first Maryssa’s steely teacher gaze and then Leora’s calculating one. 

From here, he could smell the aroma of their perfumes—they seemed different—Maryssa’s muskier and Leora’s more nuanced. He felt astonished that though he could catch a whiff of their scents it seemed more like a heightened awareness thing than anything else—the aromas were not obnoxiously loud, nor was he overwhelmed by them. He just felt very aware of their scents, and also very aware that he was standing next to two mermaids and a body of water. 

He gripped one hand into a fist, feeling the nails digging into his palm. 

He couldn’t quite shake off the feeling that he related very well to a minnow being watched by two bigger fish at that moment. 

In size, the lake would more properly have been called a large-ish pond. It was deep enough and wide enough though to hold a small mer-portal, and a little distance away from the students the home of Maryssa the Mermaid sat near the water’s rim. It was a narrow multi-level house which was built between massive evergreen trees, and which had its lower levels beneath the surface of the lake. Lanning had privately wondered how often Maryssa hosted company in the mer side of her house. He doubted that she hosted humans often in the top end. 

At any rate, between the picturesque sky, the fairy-tale-like mermaid cottage, and the motley collection of students now staring at Lanning with intense interest to see how he’d navigate the two mer-ladies, Lanning felt a little bit like the hero at the beginning of a children’s fairy tale. 

He swallowed. 

It was anyone’s guess how one of those would turn out. 

“All right,” he said, swinging his arms in a nervous attempt to appear confident. “Tell me what we’re going to do.” 
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