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Introduction


[image: ]




Deep beneath the sparkling waves of the Silverfin Sea, where sunlight bounced off the water in golden ribbons and turned every droplet into a tiny rainbow, there lived a mermaid named Marabella. She was no ordinary mermaid. Her tail shimmered in colors that reminded you of the first light of dawn, a magical mix of aquamarine, silver, and a hint of seafoam green. Every scale glittered like tiny jewels, and when she twirled in the water, it looked as if someone had sprinkled stardust all around her.

But for all her beauty, Marabella had a problem. And not just any problem—this was the sort of problem that made fish stop swimming, crabs wiggle nervously, and seahorses whisper behind their tiny coral homes. Marabella... wanted feet. Real, ordinary, land-walking feet. Not flippers, not fins, not tail-ends of the oceanic sort. Feet with toes, toes with nails, nails that could be painted in sparkly colors, and shoes that might even have tiny bows.

The other mermaids could not understand her obsession. “Marabella,” said her best friend Coraline one morning, blowing a stream of tiny bubbles that smelled faintly of peppermint, “why would anyone want feet? They’re boring! Flat! Totally unswimmable! And they don’t sparkle!” Coraline flapped her delicate fins as if flapping them might shake some sense into her friend. “Feet don’t have tails! They can’t twist in the water! They can’t do flips!”

Marabella sighed, a long, dreamy sigh that made the water around her ripple like silk. She had been thinking about feet ever since she was very small—long before she could twirl gracefully through the kelp forests or race dolphins across the open sea. Every time she peered above the waves and watched humans walking along the beach, she imagined herself there with them. She pictured herself skipping through the sand, kicking pebbles into the air, trying on hats in tiny seaside shops, and running fast enough that the wind would ruffle her hair like a playful cloud. She even imagined dancing under the moonlight with the townsfolk, her toes tapping and twirling in rhythm.

The ocean creatures thought she was completely, utterly strange. The octopuses would whisper to each other in hurried squiggles of ink, “Did you hear? Marabella wants feet!” The seahorses would shake their heads so hard their tails made tiny whirlpools in the water. Even the dolphins—usually the merriest creatures in all the seas—couldn’t help but snicker as they zipped past. “Feet? Who wants feet?!” they squeaked in unison, spinning somersaults in the waves.

But Marabella didn’t care what anyone thought. She had a dream, and it was a very peculiar dream. She wanted to know what it felt like to step on grass, to crunch autumn leaves under her toes, to hop puddles after rain, and—most daring of all—to wear shoes. She imagined shoes made of sparkling sea glass, soft as clouds, and tiny ribbons that fluttered with each step. The idea made her giggle, and sometimes she would practice walking on the smooth sand near the shore while hiding behind tall rocks so no one could see her... though usually she ended up tripping over seashells and giggling even harder.

Marabella’s fascination with feet wasn’t her only curiosity. She loved collecting unusual things that humans left behind: shiny buttons, crumpled maps, tiny glass bottles with messages, and once, an old pair of mismatched socks. “Why would anyone wear these?” she wondered aloud, poking them with her fin. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the possibilities. If humans could walk and run, why couldn’t a mermaid try, too?

Her parents, wise and graceful rulers of the Silverfin Reef, were very patient with her, but even they raised their eyebrows in bewilderment. “Marabella,” her mother said gently, “you are meant for the sea. The land... it is not our home.” But Marabella shook her head. “I know,” she replied, blowing a swirl of bubbles shaped like hearts, “but the land looks... fun. And I want to try!”

So one morning, when the first light of dawn shimmered like liquid gold on the waves, Marabella decided she would have feet. No matter how strange the idea seemed to everyone else, no matter how many giggling dolphins or worried seahorses tried to stop her, she was determined. She didn’t know where to begin. She didn’t know if magic could really turn fins into feet. She didn’t know how to walk without toppling over into the sand or tripping on her own toes. And she had absolutely no idea how many hilarious, sticky, and wobbly situations awaited her.

But one thing Marabella knew for certain: adventure called, and she was ready. The Silverfin Sea had never seen a mermaid so determined, so curious, or so daring. And the world above the waves, where shoes and grass and human laughter awaited, had no idea just how splashy, wiggly, giggly, and wonderfully extraordinary a little mermaid with a very big dream could be.

And so, with a deep breath, a flick of her glittering tail, and a hopeful twinkle in her eyes, Marabella’s great, funny, and slightly messy adventure was about to begin.
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Chapter One: Marabella Meets the Shore
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Marabella had never been so excited. Her tail shimmered brighter than ever, reflecting the sunlight like a glittering river as she swam toward the surface. Today was the day she would attempt her first-ever step on land. She didn’t have feet yet, of course—not really—but she had a very special plan involving a tiny bit of magic she had borrowed from a friendly sea witch, some sparkling sea dust, and a great deal of imagination.

The first problem was the waves. They weren’t tiny, gentle waves like the ones she had swum through every day. No, these waves were enormous, crashing, frothy, and slightly terrifying. Marabella tried to swim above them gracefully, but one wave smacked her tail sideways, sending her tumbling head over fins into the foam. She popped up coughing and sputtering, waving at a confused seagull. “I’m fine! Totally fine!” she called, though her hair was plastered to her forehead, and one fin was bent at a rather alarming angle.

Still, she pressed on. The sand looked soft and golden, and Marabella’s heart fluttered. She had watched humans walk here countless times, and now she would join them—well, almost. She had a strange, wiggly sort of magic in her fins that might allow her to “pretend” they were feet. She closed her eyes and wiggled them in the sand, concentrating very hard.
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