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 Maybe things would have been different if I hadn’t surfaced for air. I’d only intended to 

stay above the surface for a moment, but they must’ve been waiting for me. My eyes were still 

closed when the harpoon dug into my tail.  

 I screamed, my shrieks piercing the still air around the lake my sisters and I called home. 

Screaming for help, I writhed beneath the water, trying to break free but only forcing the pointed 

barb deeper into the muscles of my tail. Three of my sisters heard my calls and swam to me, 

biting the rope the harpoon was attached to, but to no avail. Four figures stood on the other end 

of the rope, pulling me closer to the jagged boulders they were standing on. Two of them raised 

another harpoon gun, and I screamed for my sisters to flee. Seeing the outline of the gun from 

below the water, they darted away, leaving only bubbles behind. One of the figures cursed, but 



the others set to work lifting me from the water. I was drawn out of the water slowly, an inch or 

two at a time.  

Once they had me on the boulder, three of them held me down as the fourth removed the 

harpoon. Men. I should’ve known. I snarled, baring my sharpened teeth and biting at the one 

holding my left arm down, but he slapped me across the cheek. 

 “Are you sure we can’t throw her back in and get a different one?” the one holding my 

right arm down asked. His accent was as coarse as the hairs on his arm that rubbed against my 

wet skin, and I jerked against him. He let out a barking laugh. “This one’ll break any tank we put 

her in.”  

 “Let the ringmaster deal with that,” the one holding the harpoon said. “We just had to 

catch her. She’ll bring us a pretty penny, too. Look at her eyes. Like pearls—just what the 

ringmaster said he wanted in a mermaid.” 

 I hissed, but the one with the harpoon just patted my head. “Don’t worry, little beauty. 

We’ll get you to the carnival safely.” To the other men, he said, “Tie her down and tend to her 

tail. We can’t have her escaping like the last one.”  

*** 

 They brought me to their campsite, a small affair with two tents nestled amongst the 

ancient conifers that surrounded my home. The harpoon man set me down on the damp forest 

floor, pinning my hands above my and wrapping them with a thick rope. He knotted it several 

times before tying the other end to a branch several feet above his head. I tugged at the branch, 

but it barely bent. He chuckled, squatting down in front of me and tilting my chin up to examine 

me.  



 “You’re just like the legends said you’d be,” he said, his breath muggy on my face. I 

bared my teeth, but he clucked his tongue. “Don’t be like that, pretty thing. What’s your name?” 

 I jerked my head to the side, freeing myself from his grasp. His eyes hardened, and he 

said, “Fine. The other one didn’t talk either. Think you’re too good for us, do you?”  

 He left me to join the others around the fire, and I stared up at the rope that held me. 

They’d cleaned my wound with a salve and bound it with white cloth, but moving my tail still 

hurt.  

 As the sun set, the last of the water dried from my hair. A splitting pain ran down my tail, 

and I screamed, throwing my head back against the tree as my tail split into two. Warm water 

spilled down my cheeks, but it wasn’t enough to stop the transformation. My body shook as I 

sobbed, pounding the rough bark with my fists. The searing pain ran from the tips of my tail to 

my waist, tearing each fiber apart as my lower half remade itself. Then it was over.  

 My chest still heaving, I dared to look down. What I saw nearly made me vomit. Legs 

and feet. Covered in skin and tiny hairs, they disgusted me. I turned away, the water on my face 

cooling. Thicker fluid filled my nose, and I snorted only to expel it onto my legs. The men 

laughed, and I snarled, but my sharpened teeth were gone, replaced with man-teeth. Dull, flat, 

useless things.  

 That night, my sisters’ song filled the forest. Their voices blended to create a chilling 

melody that made flowers shrivel and the trees turn their branches. The men threw rocks at the 

lake to make them stop, but they only sang louder. I opened my mouth to call to them, but my 

voice caught in my throat when I realized what they were singing. A death song. I released a 

single, wavering note in harmony with theirs, and the singing stopped. The warm water began 



running down my cheeks again, and my voice broke as I closed my eyes, hoping that sleep 

would take away the tightness in my chest. 

 The next morning, the harpoon man spread the salve on the edges of my wounds, 

changing the cloth and saying, “It’s looking better. You should be able to walk today.” 

 I frowned, tilting my head in confusion. He untied the rope from the branch, letting my 

arms falls limply into my lap. Heat flooded through them, but just as feeling returned to them, 

the man yanked at the rope, pulling me forward.  

 “Come on. Up on your feet,” he commanded. When I didn’t move, he grabbed me by my 

arm and lifted me up. I lurched forward as soon as he released me, unused to balancing on two 

feet. He caught me, keeping hold of my hair with one hand and the rope with the other as he 

walked me to where the other men were striking their tents. “Ready?” 

 “Nearly,” one of them said, rolling up the cloth of the tent and tying it with rope. Another 

man extinguished the last embers of the campfire with a bucket of water, and every fiber of my 

being ached as I watched the ground greedily consume the excess.  

 Once they were done, the men led me to a strange device. It had a rectangular, flat, open 

body with a small ledge in front, and it was raised above the ground by four large wheels. Two 

horses were tethered to it, and they nickered as the men loaded their tents into the body of the 

contraption. The harpoon man picked me up, slinging me over his shoulder as though I was one 

of the tents, and climbed on. He set me down in a corner and tied his end of the rope to a ring 

that stuck out the floor.  

 The other men climbed in, but one sat on the ledge. He picked up two ropes that attached 

to the horses and gave them a quick snap. The horses raised their heads, whinnying and stomping 

before they started moving. The contraption jerked forward, and I slid against the grainy wood, 



my forehead growing damp and my stomach growing nauseous as I watched the ground move 

beneath me.  

 “Never been in a cart before, little beauty?” the harpoon man asked. I didn’t respond, but 

he nodded. “You’ll be seeing a lot of new things, I reckon.” I remained silent, so he continued, 

“It won’t be too bad at the carnival. There aren’t any more of your kind, but there are other fairy-

folk.” 

 “Oi, don’t tell her too much,” one of the other men protested, but the harpoon man waved 

him off.  

 “Have you ever left the water before?” he asked. After several moments of silence, he 

shook his head. “Still not talking? Won’t you at least tell us your name?” 

 Silence, except for the creaking of the wooden cart as it moved over the forest floor and 

the horses’ hooves clopping with a steady rhythm. 

 “Call her Jamille. That’s what that merchant said meant beautiful, right?” one said. 

 “She don’t look like a Jamille,” the one sitting on the ledge said. “Besides, the merchant 

said ‘Jamilla,” not ‘Jamille.’ Call her Lily.” 

 I shook my head, and the harpoon man laughed. 

 “She doesn’t like that one. It’s too plain a name for her, anyway. Who ever heard of a 

mermaid named Lily?” he asked. He studied me, his beetle black eyes fixed on me as though 

they could penetrate my dried out skin and peer directly into my soul. With decisive finality, he 

stated, “Opaline.” 

 “If you were just gonna name her after her eyes, we should’ve gotten one with blue eyes. 

Then we could’ve called her Sapphire. It would’ve looked better on the posters,” the man on the 

ledge said.  



 “If you don’t like it, take it up with the ringmaster,” the harpoon man snapped. 

 Every few hours, the harpoon man spread more of the salve on my leg and tied it with a 

different cloth. By nightfall, the hole from the harpoon was nearly closed, and the area around it 

was tinged navy blue, spreading outward from the wound in thin veins that vanished after several 

centimeters.  

 The men stopped the cart at the edge of the forest. The harpoon man saw me staring at 

the vast expanse of grass and the concentration of yellow lights in the distance. The wind ruffled 

the grass, making it sway in waves and whisper soft comforts. Straining my ears, I fancied that I 

could hear my sisters singing in the distance, calling me back home. 

 “That’s a town. Do you know what a town is, Opaline?” the harpoon man asked me, 

untying the rope from the ring.  

I snarled in contempt. Of course I knew what a town was. How did he think mermaids 

lived? Holed up in caves, like trolls?  

“I guess so. The carnival visited that town a few months ago. We’re not too far, now, but 

bandits like to roam these roads at night, and we can’t afford to lose you.”  

 He picked me up again, this time holding me in his arms like a child as he descended 

from the cart. Setting me down against a tree, he asked, “Are you cold?” 

 I turned away, but he took off his coat, wrapping it around my shoulders like a blanket. It 

was so long that it covered most of my legs with its time-worn cloth, and it smelled of dirt and 

man—nearly the same smell, as it turned out. One of the other men produced a metal stake, 

which he pounded into the ground several feet from me. The harpoon man tied the other end of 

the rope around it before pulling a rope and length of cloth out of the cart. He bound my 

ankles—an unnecessary action considering that I could barely walk, let alone run—and gagged 



me before helping the other men set up their camp. They didn’t light a fire this time. Instead, 

three of them went to sleep. The harpoon man came and sat by me with a crossbow and a cloth 

sack he’d taken from the cart. 

 “Are you hungry?” he asked, producing a spongy, brown, rectangular stone and a 

yellowish wedge. My brow furrowed, and he broke off a piece of each, holding up the bit of 

brown stone to my lips. “It’s called bread. It’s good, and it’ll fill your stomach. Try it.” 

 I shook my head, so he held up the piece of yellow wedge. “This is cheese. It’s a little 

salty, but it’ll go good with the bread. Just take a bite.”  

 After several more attempts, he gave up, putting the remaining bread and cheese into his 

pouch and tying it again. As the moon traveled across the sky, he changed places with one of the 

other men, who didn’t speak a word to me. By the morning, each of them had spent several hours 

sitting with me. 

 They set out again with me tied to their cart, and within hours, I saw striped tents in the 

distance. Vibrant reds and garish yellows filled that small portion of the horizon, and as we drew 

closer, greens and purples joined them.  

 When we reached the outskirts of the carnival, I saw a band of centaurs, their manes 

matted with mud and their powerful legs shackled to posts.  

 “Brothers!” I called to them in our tongue. Their ears perked up at the sound, but when 

they saw me, their faces fell.  

 “How’d they catch you, sister? Did they fish you out of your pond with pearls and 

jewels?” one jeered, and the others snorting, pawing the ground with their hooves. 

 “What is this place?” I asked, but they’d all turned away. 

 “It’s a prison,” a female I hadn’t noticed before said over her shoulder.  



 The cart slowed to a halt, and the men jumped out. The harpoon man untied me and 

carried me to the edge of the cart. He sat me down there, still holding the other end of the rope as 

he said to one of the others, “Go get the ringmaster.”  

 Men milled about, weaving between the tents, some carrying cages with fairies and pixies 

inside. The fairies’ wings barely fluttered, and the pixies sat still, none of them making a sound. 

Except for occasional growls and roars, the air was filled with man-tongue. It grated against my 

ears, and I pulled my knees to my chest and rested my forehead against them in an attempt to 

block it out. My stomach growled, and the harpoon man offered, “I can get you food. What do 

mermaids eat? Meat? Fish?” 

 I looked at him, and my mouth fell open in disgust. It wasn’t quite cannibalism, but it was 

close enough. 

 “Well, if you’d just talk, I might be able to—” 

 “Is this the mermaid?” a man asked, and I looked up to see another one. This one wore a 

red coat as hideous as the tents, long pants that might’ve once been white, and sturdy black 

boots. He held a coiled whip in his hand, and he stroked the dark stubble on his chin as he sized 

me up. “Opal eyes, just like I asked. Can she sing?” 

 “Yessir,” the harpoon man said, nodding. “We heard her singing two nights ago, but she 

won’t talk.” 

 “People aren’t going to pay to hear her talk. They’ll pay to hear her sing,” the red-coated 

man said, stepping closer and lifting my chin. He smiled, bearing his stained teeth. “Oh, yes, 

you’ll do very well indeed. You’re the first of your kind we’ve managed to catch.” He lifted 

several strands of my ebony hair, rubbing it between his fingers and sighing, “Fine as silk, just as 

the legends say.” Running his index finger along my cheekbone, he clucked his tongue and said, 



“Sharper than in the pictures, but the people will want to see something exotic. Otherwise they 

might not believe you’re real.” 

 I jerked away, but he grabbed my throat, forcing me to look at him. The greasy smile 

gone from his lips, he snarled, “Don’t you try none of that. I won’t tolerate any nonsense from 

the others, and I won’t hesitate to use my whip on you. You’re going to be our main attraction, 

you hear? You’re going to make me rich.” 

 Yanking me off the edge of the cart, he led me into the maze of tents to the enormous red 

and yellow one. Metal structures lined the tent walls, and in the center was an enormous tank 

filled with water. The glass edges reached at least eighteen feet high, and the bottom of the tank 

was littered with sparkling gems and jewels. A boulder sat in the middle of the tank, and a chest 

filled with gold lay at its base.  

 The harpoon man and his men filed into the test after us. The ringmaster gestured at the 

ladder leaned against the side of the tank and said, “One of you put her in.” 

 The harpoon man stepped forward, picking me up and slinging me over his shoulder.  

 “Should I untie her?” he asked, stepping onto the first rung of the ladder. 

 “Don’t bother,” the ringmaster replied as two of the others moved to hold the base. 

 The harpoon man carried me to the top and dropped me in with a large splash. As the 

water rushed against my skin, my legs began to spasm, and I kicked furiously against the 

stiffening of my legs as the transformation drew them together. I screamed, bubbles erupting 

from my mouth as I twisted in the water, feeling the skin over my hips and lower back split open 

as my fins began to grow. Pounding at the glass walls around me, I wailed louder, but it was 

soon over. Looking at the walls around me, I swam to the surface, grabbing the sides to pull 

myself out.  



 Crying out, I released them as blue lines appeared across my palms. Blood flowed out of 

the wounds, disappearing into the water as I turned to face the ringmaster. He smirked, and my 

stomach sank to the bottom of the tank. I was trapped. 


