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	My fellow travelers

You who are spit on

Denied

Erased

This book is for you.

I see you.

I stand with you.

Let our voices drown the sky

In blackened thunder.






	THE LITTLE HOMO SAPIENS SCIENTIST

	
Dr. Alan Zanga is to blame for this.

			He’s forcing me to do it. “They want to see the human side of things, Caddie,” he said to me. “Think of the grant money! People want to know what it’s like to swim with the mermaids.”

			First of all, for anyone listening to this recording, I’m a scientist, not an entertainer. And second, they’re not mermaids. 

			Of course, I said that right to Dr. Zanga’s face, for what felt like the zillionth time. But he just laughed me off. “Oh, yes they are. To the public, at any rate.” And then he told me popular science was here to stay and I may as well get used to it. We argued back and forth for half an hour, and he won because he’s technically my boss. Then he gave me a subvocal recorder to wire into my gear and insisted I use it. “Just record your impressions in the moment. You won’t have to put any extra time into it. Maybe we’ll hire a ghostwriter and get a book out of it—Swimming with the Sirens.”

			What an ass. See, Dr. Z? I just called you an ass. Will that make the book?

			And by the way, they aren’t sirens either. Ugh.

			So here I am, sitting in a Neptune-class deep-sea submarine with several hundred kilos of gear packed in around me, waiting for the depth meter to tick down and for the pressure to equalize, and talking to myself. Dr. Z probably means to drive me mad.

			 

			I suppose if this is going to be recorded somewhere for posterity, I should set the record straight. The ghostwriter will probably cut it all, but hey, it’s the principle of the thing.

			My name is Dr. Cadence Mbella, and I specialize in piscianthropology—the study of atargati culture and society. The popular fascination with the atargati demeans them, in my opinion. They’re an equally intelligent life-form to homo sapiens, and when I say we study them, I mean it in the same way I might talk about the study of a human culture. We respect them, we try to communicate as clearly as we can, and we moderate our activities according to their express permission.

			Though when I say we study atargati culture, what I really mean is that we try to communicate with one sect of atargati in this one place, and add a speck or two to the microscopic amount of knowledge we have about them. The magazines all like to call us experts—ha!—but there’s still so much we don’t know.

			We don’t even have a firm grasp on their level of science and technology. Human arrogance always seems to assume we’re ahead, but I think it’s more likely that their technology has developed along different axes, given their different environment. The fact that they have no nudity taboo and don’t use clothing causes people to underestimate them—but I’ve seen glimpses of how they live that I wouldn’t know how to explain with our science.

			Maybe one day they’ll trust a human being enough to share everything. Wouldn’t that be amazing? God, I’d die to be that person.

			 

			We’ve cycled through the airlock out of the sub now, out into the pressure and the pitch black. And—wow. Okay, that… that is… just listen.

			You know, I don’t actually know how this thing records—I should look it up. But if it picks up outside audio, you hear what I’m hearing, and that’s the atargati singing.

			It’s beautiful. It’s just… indescribably beautiful.

			Gah, maybe I’ll cut that bit before giving these tapes to Dr. Z. I feel almost guilty about it, how stunning atargati song is, because they’re not doing it as a performance. This is how they communicate. But their language is so pitched that we’ve called it “singing” from the start, before we understood what it was, even though we should more properly call it “speech.”

			I get hot under the collar at the way humans have such an exotic fascination with the atargati, and yet every time I come out of the pressure lock and hear this… I almost cry with how beautiful it is. What does that make me?

			Note to self: Cut this bit later, Caddie.

			But seriously, whoever’s ghostwriting this book—more people should study atargati languages. I’m not messing. I know what people say about me—that the reason I’m one of only a few humans who’s been able to learn is that I also just happen to be the only PhD in atargati studies with a mother whose arias were feted at the Central African Opera, Sydney, and the Met. I’m the closest we have to a human researcher who’s fluent in an atargati tongue, and I know that’s the first and often the only thing they all say about me. God, you probably saw that article in TIME last year, “The Woman Who Talks to Mermaids.” Mermaids. I ask you!

			But I think more people could learn. At least to understand it. Listen to how beautiful that is…

			I count three overlapping conversations right now. One is about us—they’re not ready for us to approach, so I’m hanging back, waiting for—ah! There. That’s the invitation.

			It’s something like, “We know you’re out there” and something like the feel of a door opening and—oh, I’m ridiculous at translating because it feels wrong not to capture all the nuance of pitch and tone. But we’re swimming in now, me and Dr. Hansen—this deep it’s too dark to see Hansen. My visual is pitch black, but I’ve got a transmitter to communicate with hir if I need to, and we’re both in contact with the sub.

			I say we’re “swimming” but that’s a misnomer; the equipment is more like a human-shaped submarine. You’ve probably seen pictures. It’s clunky and cumbersome and I always feel like a right fool next to the atargati, who are about as graceful underwater as it’s possible to be.

			That’s not stereotyping, is it? I think that counts as biology. Uh. Shit.

			You know, maybe I won’t strike these bits. Maybe it’s helpful to, uh—hear those questions, about how we think, that sometimes even I’m not sure about.

			Where was I?

			Okay, yeah, we’re closing in on the outpost. I can see the light up ahead: a soft glow diffused by the many layers of water still between us. The light is for our benefit. Remember what I said about atargati technology? They don’t even see on the visible spectrum, yet very early on they realized we did, so they brought bioluminescent lamps. For us. And whether those lamps were a great feat for them to invent or the most mundane of considerations for their guests… well, we don’t know.

			And that’s Òiôaaa, coming out to greet us. She’s some sort of matriarch here. Though maybe only with regard to their delegation to the humans—their greater social structure is still a mystery.

			By the way, I said “she”—that’s wrong, too. Allow me to shatter all your illusions about the so-called “mermaids!” We started using female pronouns for them because their shape imprints as feminine for us, but it’s wrong. Their upper body curves aren’t mammary, and they all identify as one gender—probably a hermaphroditic one. Put that in your fantasies, folks.

			We did try to describe binary genders to them once. Of course Dr. Hansen jumped in and tried to expand the conversation to sex versus gender, and to explain intersex and genderqueer people, and I tried to stop hir because I thought that would be too confusing, but it turned out that part made more sense to them than what we tried to tell them about men and women. They said they understand the biology of sexually-dimorphic species—like I’m always telling people, they must have their own scientists—but I think they were befuddled by a sentient race feeling the need to categorize along those lines. Confused why we’d see it as so defining.

			Hansen was pretty smug after that conversation.

			Hey, I wonder what the public would say if they knew two queer scientists were the ones trying to explain human sexuality to the much-romanticized atargati. There’s something else they’ll probably leave out of the book.

			Of course, being scientists, after that we became even more intrigued about how the atargati reproduce biologically. Say it with me, now: We don’t know. And we haven’t been able to get them to tell us. But I digress. 

			Oh, look—Òiôaaa is almost to us now. She’s silhouetted against the lit outpost. I admit I do see why we wanted so badly to call them female, as her shape does recall that of a human woman—one drawn with some artistic license. The atargati are larger than we are, lean and strong, with dark, mottled gray-green skin from top to tail. They have long faces that are almost featureless, like a human head with a sock over it—if that sock were woven of seaweed—and round seersuckers for mouths. And what we see as hair clouding around them in silhouette is a profusion of fins and tails trailing from a crest that goes from the tops of their skulls to halfway down their backs.

			But their lower bodies are where all the human art gets it right: powerful fins that whip through the water with incredible strength.

			Hear that now? That’s Òiôaaa singing at us. Greeting us.

			I’m going to sing back, and we’ll begin our meeting with them. I don’t know if this recorder will pick up the conversations, but I’m sure they’ll be in the official log reports.

			 

			How can so much change in a day?

			How can my world turn inside out and upside down until nothing makes sense anymore? How can everyone I know and respect be—be evil, be ruthless, be this?

			Thank goodness the subvocal recorder is still here, with my equipment. I need to tell people what happened. To get the truth down somewhere. God knows what they’re saying about us on the surface. God knows what they’ll say we did.

			I’m in the sub right now. I don’t know what will happen when I come back up.

			Where do I begin? I thought we were doing well, in our relations with the atargati. I thought we were sharing the world with them.

			Dr. Zanga accosted me yesterday as soon as I came back up. All excited. “Caddie,” he said, “come to my office right now, I have something to tell you, it’s amazing…”

			I got there and there was this American military guy there. I didn’t know what to think.

			The military guy had all this nondisclosure paperwork for me to sign to give me a security clearance. I kept asking what it was about, and he wouldn’t answer me until I signed, but Dr. Z was practically bouncing on his toes. So I sign everything—bemused—and then Dr. Z bursted out, “We caught one, Caddie. We caught one.”

			“One what?” I said. Maybe I should have caught on faster, but I didn’t—I never would have thought—

			“A mermaid!” he said.

			The first thing I thought was, For God’s sake, they aren’t mermaids! And then my brain caught up to me and I understood what he’d said, and then it stalled out completely because—I just—I couldn’t. You don’t—you don’t catch—

			I think I blurted something out like, “What are you talking about?” and he started going on about how one of the atargati got stranded alone during a storm and some trawling fishermen brought her up injured and how lucky we were to be able to swoop in before any of the other atargati realized and—and—

			I started yelling at him then. About how the atargati aren’t subhuman, they are just like us, that we can’t kidnap one, and had that been our mission all along?

			And then the American military guy said something about how part of the reason the Institute had been founded in the first place was to determine what threat, if any, the atargati posed, and how we could arm ourselves against that threat if necessary.

			“The public won’t stand for this,” I said. “I won’t stand for it.”

			The military guy waved the nondisclosures at me and as much as told me that revealing anything I’d learned here would be considered some sort of international treason. “The atargati are an unknown foreign body,” he said. “This is a global security issue—humanity’s security.”

			Dr. Z started wheedling me then, like I was a recalcitrant child. “We need you, Caddie” and “you’re so lucky I managed to get you clearance for this” and “nobody else can speak their language the way you do.”

			So that was why they’d looped me in.

			I was so close then, so close to tearing into them to their faces, quitting, walking out and calling the first news station I could find. But I stopped myself, thank God. I swallowed it back. Because it hit me in time that if I did that, I wouldn’t be able to learn more. I wouldn’t be able to learn what I needed to so I could stop this.

			I took a breath and pasted on a smile—the same smile I stick on my face in news interviews when they can’t stop asking me about “mermaids”—and apologized for overreacting. I told them it was just such a shock, but of course I could see their point. I think I trowelled it on a bit too thick; the military guy seemed suspicious, but Dr. Z thought I was right with him.

			They took me down to see her.

			They had her in a tank. A tank—good God. Like she was in an aquarium, but worse, because all they wanted to do was study her, pry her apart, and extract all her secrets. She was whipping her tail in a frenzy, flying around the tank from wall to wall with her fins beating the water, back and forth and back and forth.

			Pacing her cell.

			They brought me over to a microphone. “Talk to her,” said Dr. Z. “Gain her trust. Tell her we won’t hurt her.”

			Gain her trust? It was so ludicrous. We didn’t even know if she spoke the atargati language I had learned.

			“We need as much information as possible about the mermaid nations,” the military guy said. “Tell her if she answers our questions, she’ll be treated well. If not…”

			I hope that man dies a painful death. Alone.

			So. I started singing to her. I didn’t know what to say.

			<Are you okay? Have they hurt you?>

			She stopped stock-still in the middle of the pressurized tank. Swam over to the glass, slowly. Put her hands up against it, the webbing fanning out from her arms in the water. She jarred me for a moment, because…

			I don’t know what the atargati aesthetic is. I think I’ve said—they don’t see on the visual spectrum. But to human eyes, she was so—well, she was stunning.

			It sounds so stupid to say that. Especially because I know, psychologically, that part of the reason we find some atargati more aesthetically pleasing than others is that we’re shoehorning them into the template of a human woman, but I—I couldn’t help thinking it. She was tall and slender and muscular, and her crest floated up behind her in a magnificent halo.

			She sang at me.
 
			<My name is Aíoëe. Who are you? What is happening?>

			I tried to convey I was a friend.

			<Help me, then.>

			I took a risk. The atargati—at least the ones I’ve been learning from, Òiôaaa and her delegation, Yÿe and Eà and Ûoëwaë, and the rest I’ve met—they have a very strong tribal mindset. An insider/outsider slant to their culture. It’s one reason, I think, why we still don’t know more than the barest smatterings about them, because humans are Outsiders.

			So I said,
 <They say I can’t>
 but I added the overtone that put me on the Inside with her, made us one tribe, with “they” as the Outsiders. I’ve heard that overtone more than once among the atargati—it conveys anything from ridicule to disinterest about those not Inside and means they are either going to ignore the Outsiders or contradict them entirely.

			The atargati are low-context communicators, but she went still, her crest fanning out in the water. I couldn’t tell whether I’d gotten the overtone right, and if I had, whether she believed me.

			“Ask her about their ability to survive above the surface,” said the military guy.

			“No,” I said back. “You need me to bond with her first. If I start popping off questions like that, it’ll never work.” I made up something about atargati codes of etiquette and culture that didn’t have more than a little bit of truth but sounded good, and hey, who was going to call me on it? Dr. Z already deferred to me in all atargati knowledge. He was standing there grinning, just grinning, and I suddenly saw him for what he was, a paper cutout obsessed with the romanticism of the atargati. Not a real scientist at all.

			The military guy grumbled at me, but I guess they thought they would have all the time in the world, because he told me to go ahead.

			So I sat in that room at that microphone and talked. I didn’t ask her anything else. I told her about me. I told her about everything I’d learned talking to her people. How much I wanted our two peoples to be able to know about each other. But then it almost felt like that was getting too close to the Stockholming the military guy wanted from me, so I started telling her about my life: My sisters, growing up, and how they’d scoffed at me when I’d gone into science, told me I was odd, different… I told her about coming out to my father and grandmother, the years of fights and doubts… losing my fiancée because I put my career first, but how I can’t regret it…

			I don’t know why I’m repeating all this here. I don’t know why I told her all this. I didn’t want to give the military guy time to do anything else so I just kept babbling, and Aíoëe stayed still and bobbed against the glass and listened…

			None of it matters now.

			Now we’re in a stolen submarine headed for deep ocean.

			And when I get back up, I’m probably going to be wanted for treason for doing this. Dr. Hansen, too, and it will be my fault—I’m the one who told hir what happened, looped hir in on this mad plan to steal a military asset, to free a kidnapped person.

			Hansen would tell me it was hir own decision, I’m sure. Ze was just as mad as I was.

			It’s possible they won’t catch hir. Ze’s still up surface-side, after cutting the power to the security grid for us and helping me with the manual overrides, soaked in the dark as we heaved at the airlocks… then ze went to try to erase our presence tonight while I stole the sub.

			We didn’t make a plan for when I get back to the surface. From the look on hir face, I think Dr. Hansen expects to have been arrested by then.

			Ze has a family. I forgot about that when I asked for help.

			 

			Hello. Hi. I don’t know if this thing still works. I grabbed it from the sub.

			Somehow I’ve gotten used to talking things out in these subvocals. I don’t know when that happened.

			So.

			I’m not in jail. I surfaced and went off the grid as fast as possible. They haven’t found me. There’s been no big publicity splash, no news articles—I don’t think they want people to know this all happened. A cover-up.

			Dr. Hansen was okay. Ze was too smart—managed to make our tracks vanish. They know I did it, because I disappeared, but they don’t know how, or that I involved anyone else.

			Small favors.

			And Hansen—Jace, ze keeps telling me to call hir Jace—ze’s been keeping me in the loop. The Institute is locked up tighter than a bank vault, ze says. Sudden new policies, tight-lipped whispers, military from several different countries lurking in hallways and conference rooms.

			Jace thinks they’re afraid Aíoëe is going to bring back word of what happened, and it’ll start a war. But I don’t think that’s likely. The atargati know we can’t reach the deep ocean in any meaningful way. The abysses are safe from us, and I suspect most of the atargati are happy to ignore the fact that we exist.

			Jace hasn’t been able to get back down to talk to Òiôaaa. But ze said our instruments have shown the outpost deserted. In fact, all the contact points we’ve had with the atargati have simultaneously been abandoned. They tried first contact, and now it’s failed.

			My heart hurts. How could we have been so stupid?

			How could I have been so naïve, to think it wouldn’t happen sooner or later?

			Jace got me cash and a forged passport. I had no idea ze had this level of street savvy.

			I don’t know where to go. I don’t know what to do with my life now. I might as well hurl myself into the ocean after the atargati—I have nothing left without them.

			 

			It’s the middle of the night. I’m in a narrow bunk on a cargo ship. It’s pitch black.

			I was just dreaming.

			Dreaming of Aíoëe, the atargati I broke out of our custody.

			God, she was so beautiful.

			 

			I met someone in the hutong today who claimed to be psychically connected to the atargati. Ridiculous, of course.

			It seems like everywhere I go, dusty alleyways or remote rural villages, there’s some fascination with the atargati. Nobody knows they’ve left us, not yet. And the people I’ve been meeting aren’t science-based. Not at all. Folk storytellers and psychics and cultists. I don’t know why I keep seeking them out—I’ve been hard put to keep my mouth shut and let them go on.

			But I’m drawn to them. The atargati were my life.

			I’m still dreaming about Aíoëe. I can’t get her face out of my head. Am I so guilt-ridden about what my race did to her? Or am I just latching on to the last atargati I spoke to before I lost everything? Lost them?

			Where do I go next?

			I like Mandarin. It’s not as pitched as the atargati language, but singing my speech again is at least a wistful comfort.

			 

			Today I heard a tale about a man in Indonesia who can transform humans into atargati.

			I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

			The man telling the tale took great umbrage. “There are more things in this world than you can dream of in philosophy,” he said. “You are stupid if you do not believe that.”

			His bastardization of Shakespeare notwithstanding, he might have had a point if he hadn’t been unknowingly talking to one of the world’s leading experts on the atargati.

			I wonder if Òiôaaa misses me.

			I wonder if Aíoëe misses me.

			Why would she? I probably remind her of the worst experience she’s ever had. I was the one human who barely had a conscience, that’s all. She doesn’t owe me anything.

			Sakhalin is cold. Maybe I shall go to Indonesia.

			 

			I had a disturbing dream last night.

			It’s making me feel… odd.

			I thought I was going to talk about it, but I’m not.

			 

			“Oh, yes, he makes the human into the mermaid,” an old Indonesian woman said to me today. “He is… you know, dukun.” She laughed and said something else in Indonesian.

			“Magic doctor,” a grinning man on a nearby stool translated.

			“Witch,” corrected the girl who put my drink down on the counter. “She said a witch. But they also say he’s a man of medicine, one who studies the sea.” I must have looked skeptical, because she shrugged and said, “So they say.”

			“Witch doctor,” wheezed the grinning man. He seemed to be getting a kick out of my inquiries. “Sea witch doctor.”

			“Thank you,” I said, trying to maintain my dignity.

			“I take you to him,” said the man. “Five million rupiah.”

			 

			I don’t why I’m still recording these. Maybe because it stops me from thinking too much. When I’m subvocalizing to myself, my thoughts have no chance to crawl into dark corners or remind me how my life ended weeks ago. That now I’m only existing.

			What am I even doing here? I’m in a cheap motel room. Tomorrow I see the “sea witch doctor.” I was expecting some sort of purported medicine man in a village, but this particular crackpot has offices in downtown Jakarta. No wonder everyone knows about him.

			I had the dream again tonight.

			Maybe I’m going mad.

			 

			I’m in a daze.

			God. Shell-shocked. I don’t know what to think.

			The “sea witch doctor”—how ridiculous, his name is Tanu, I’ll call him that, though he does style it Dr. Tanu but I don’t know whether he deserves the title—he said it as soon as I walked in.

			“So, you’re in love with a mermaid, are you?” he said, in smooth American English.

			I stopped. I couldn’t think what to say. My mouth flopped open and shut like I was an idiot.

			“It’s the only reason people ever come to me,” he explained. “Well, that or they’re looking for immortality straight-up, but for most people immortality in crushing darkness is equivalent to hell. Anyway, you’ve got that lovelorn woe-is-me angst leaking off you so messy I can smell it.”

			“I’m not in love with a—they’re not mermaids,” I snapped at him. My skin was all hot and prickly, but fortunately I’m dark enough to hide that sort of thing.

			Tanu waved a hand. “Mermaids, atargati—that’s not what they call themselves anyway, so what’s the difference?”

			“‘Mermaids’ is a ridiculous romanticization that encourages preconceived stereotypes,” I shot back.

			I could tell from the expression on his face that he was thinking, Oh no, you’re one of those. The heat under my skin started to turn to rage.

			“And your precious word ‘atargati’ comes from the name of a Syrian fish goddess,” he said, getting up to pull out a chair for me. “Do you call them ‘she?’ Have you ‘romanticized’ one of them enough to want her to rub her curves against you until you scream from an orgasm? I think we can live with the word ‘mermaid.’”

			Fuck him. Fuck him and his vulgar, dismissive, wrong—

			I’m not in love with Aíoëe.

			There are so many, many problems with saying that. The first of which is, she’s not a woman. I know that.

			I came out twenty years ago. It nearly broke me. I lost my relationship with my father. I lost two of my sisters for nearly a decade… and we never quite made it back before I committed treason and disappeared.

			I lost my religion. I lost my whole identity. I had to rebuild myself brick by brick and seal a shield around myself with the label “lesbian.”

			I’m attracted to women. I was born that way. I’ve always been that way. If that’s not true, then my whole life, every relationship, every broken tie—it was all a lie.

			Aíoëe is not a woman.

			She fools the eye into thinking so, sure. Insipid hetero men who don’t know any better have been falling into lust with mermaids—atargati—for centuries. But I know better.

			I’m not going to redefine myself. I’m too old for that. I’ve already lost everything else—my career, my life… my sisters may have never understood me but we still saw each other at Christmas, and that’s gone now. A few stupid dreams are not going to take away the remainder of my identity.

			Not to mention that I talked to Aíoëe for a bare handful of hours, and she hardly said anything back. I don’t know her.

			I’m not in love with her. It’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard.

			 

			I hate Dr. Tanu.

			He’s a gold-digging, insensitive, possibly evil fool.

			And he’s also a genius.

			I don’t know how he’s learned the things he has, or how he’s flown under the radar from the greater scientific community. He claims his was a family business, that his parents taught him everything he knows about the atargati and all he did was give it a storefront.

			Me, I wonder if Aíoëe wasn’t the first atargati kidnapped by humanity—rather only the first one to be kidnapped by a government and then make it back and tell them so.

			But I keep coming back. I sit in Tanu’s office chair that smells of leather and cigar smoke and I listen to him talk with a squirming in my guts warning me that his knowledge might very well be built on the backs of murdered atargati.

			“You know they don’t fuck like we fuck,” he said to me. “Not for pleasure, and not for popping out little mermaids. Some people walk out the door when I say that, but I gotta be up front.”

			He still thinks I’m in love. I haven’t told him otherwise. No matter how perverse his science is, I have to know what he knows—I’m cut off from everything else.

			I sicken myself.

			“It’ll be painful, too,” he continued. “Every bone in your body, you won’t be able to stand it. Like your body’s trying to crush itself from the inside. We’re not able to take you all the way mermaid, just enough, and the human part won’t like it one bit. But you gotta understand, it’s permanent. It’s all DNA manipulation. You know what DNA is?”

			“Yes,” I said. Inanely.

			“Well, once I do it, there’s no going back. You’ll have a fin, for starters, but more importantly, your internal pressure gets jacked, your metabolic processes all slow down, your cell membranes morph over to withstand the pressure. That might not mean much to you, but this will: you’ll have gills. You won’t be able to breathe up here anymore.”

			“What about speaking?” I couldn’t help asking. Not that I was considering this… lunacy.

			“Nope,” he said. “No breath.”

			Of course. The atargati don’t produce sound the way we do—no lungs, no vocal chords. We’d always assumed they vocalized in some way similar to fish, sonic muscles drumming against a swim bladder, or stridulations of skeletal body parts, or some combination. It’s no wonder the song they make is so hard for most humans to replicate.

			Except that I can. I can. I’m the only one. I can sing to them, communicate with them.

			If I were to take my lungs away and replace them with gills… that would all be snatched away. 

			“Now, the other thing you have to know is that your puny human body can’t stand up to all this,” Tanu went on to me. “It’s impossible. The changes and the deep sea pressure—they kill you. You’ll have a matter of months to find your mermaid and meld.”

			I had no idea what he was talking about. “Meld?” I asked.

			And that’s when he looked at me like I didn’t know the first thing about the atargati. Me. A fool.

			“Wait. Why did you come to me?” he said.

			I have to pause here in retelling this. Stop and breathe.

			I’d thought I’d lost everything. It turns out I still had something left—the conviction of my own knowledge, that I was one of the only people in the world who knew the atargati. That I knew them as well as any human could, that I was a foremost expert, like all the magazine profiles said, like the ghostwriter of my book probably would have said if Dr. Zanga weren’t in all likelihood deleting every mention of me from the log books and records. I still had that, until Tanu wrenched it from me.

			How did we not know all this? How do so many laypeople know, folks who listen to stories about mermaids retold on the street, enough that Dr. Tanu thinks the people who come to him are all seeking this one thing? How did they know and I didn’t?

			Maybe he’s lying. Maybe he’s making it up. Maybe it’s only urban legend, something “everybody knows” that isn’t actually true if we were able to study it.

			But he showed me his lab, once he realized I knew a little more than what DNA was. He explained everything he does, and his science—he’s probably evil, maybe one of the most evil men alive depending on how he knows what he does—but his science is good.

			I understand what he meant by “immortality” now.

			The atargati have genetic memory.

			And once you join with that genetic memory, your memory, your consciousness—he called it “soul,” but I am still a scientist—it becomes melded in and passed on to all the offspring. Your awareness exists as long as you have descendants, through all those other selves.

			It sounds—unbelievable. Incredible. And yet, to be a human who might experience that—I’ve spent my whole life studying the atargati. The chance to be a part of them, so intimately, forever—to live among their minds and learn everything about them, be one of them—

			This is idiocy. How does Dr. Tanu know any of this?

			How would I even find Aíoëe again, if I tried? And why would she or any other atargati choose to take a mute, deformed stranger on as a genetic mate?

			 

			I took a risk and contacted Jace. I need some buttress here, some check. I’m so far outside the bounds of my own sanity that I don’t know which way is up anymore.

			I started out by telling hir what Tanu had said about atargati reproduction. Meld, he’d said, and he hadn’t been using the word in a figurative way. According to him, when mating begins the atargati literally burrow into each other, their bodies melting together—like anglerfish, only lacking the sexual dimorphism.

			It’s the third stage of a complex life cycle. They melt into each other and become a… a blob of genetic material, he called it, and for the life of me I cannot think of a better term. Polyps begin budding off it, then, the first stage of the new generation, the parents slowly dying as they give the children life—and living on through them.

			“‘Polyps’ would be the wrong term,” said Jace. “That’s specific to cnidaria—”

			“I tried to tell him that,” I said.

			“But as a description of a developmental phase, I suppose it works,” ze continued. “Fascinating. A stationary developmental phase, the adult atargati we’re familiar with, and then the reproductive phase—if it’s true, it’s a fascinating life cycle.”

			I had to admit I agreed. “But it doesn’t sound—absurd to you?”

			“No more absurd than other deep-sea lifecycles we know about. There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio.”

			Hamlet again.

			I thought about the anglerfish, burrowing into each other, eight males becoming mindless tiny parasites on a single female, melted into her flesh until she needed them for reproduction.

			I thought of Turritopsis dohrnii, the immortal jellyfish, reverting to polyp form over and over and reliving its existence indefinitely.

			Even immortality was already not unheard of in the deep sea.

			 

			It’s time.

			There’s nothing left for me here. I might die, but if I don’t—

			I’ve spent my life learning about the atargati. If this fails, at least it will be a fitting end.

			Even with all the money I have left, and everything Jace gave me, I could only come up with half Tanu’s fee. He narrowed his little avaricious eyes at me and said, “Well then. You’re the woman who talks to mermaids. Before you lose your voice, give it to me.”

			Until that moment, I hadn’t realized he knew who I was. But of course—the magazine articles, and Tanu would have paid attention… I don’t know when he made the connection.

			I’m lucky he didn’t call someone, turn me in, notice I was using a fake name and nose around to see why. But he’s only out for himself—if they’d offered a reward for me maybe it would be different.

			So. He wants a dictionary. Words, phrases, grammatical examples. He wants as much of my voice as I can give him. He wants the tapes I was painstakingly recording for the Institute, all of them, every note of meaning and nuance, and more—whatever I can bring him, whatever more I can record.

			But it’s a deal with the devil. How do I know what he’s going to use this for? How do I know he doesn’t have atargati trapped right now in a pressurized tank below his labs, his own personal lab animals awaiting dissection?

			Language is powerful. What if I’m giving a mad scientist a weapon?

			But I can’t seem to think clearly anymore. I’m hurtling toward this and it’s the only thing that matters.

			 

			Jace flew in with the tapes. Ze’ll give them to Tanu after. It won’t matter if the Institute gets suspicious and tries to see if ze was coming to see me here, because by that time I’ll be in the abyss.

			“I wouldn’t want to be you,” ze said. “But part of me wishes I did. I could never do it—but I envy you.”

			“I wonder if I’m doing this for the stupidest of reasons,” I said. I’d told hir about Aíoëe.

			Ze shrugged. “If you knew you’d never find her, or that you’d find her only to be disappointed—would you still do it?”

			Yes. The answer was yes.

			Yes, I would sign up to die, for even a glimpse of what this would show me. For the slightest chance at joining that vast greater world and knowing something no other human ever could.

			I’d asked Tanu about the other people he’d transformed. Three had died from the operation. The rest, he had no idea.

			“They probably died, too,” he said. “But hey. Love is optimistic, right?”

			 

			I might still be able to subvocalize. I’ve requested Dr. Tanu embed this recorder under my skin.

			He thinks it’s ridiculous, I’m sure. But I’m the paying client.

			This might be my last entry.

			 

			It hurts—oh stop it hurts—please God please help please make it stop—

			Kill me, kill me, please, I want to die—

			 

			It’s so dark.

			 

			I don’t know how long it’s been. The darkness is… complete. A darkness of the senses—no light, no sound, not even the feel of gravity, only a muffling pressure from all sides of me, drifting in darkness…

			I’m in so much pain.

			It’s extreme. Constant. Every breath feels like it’s going to tear me apart from the inside. And I am breathing—I can feel—my face, cheeks, jaw, instinctively moving to inhale the darkness into me. The cold presses through the back of my throat and out the sides of my neck, and pushing it out feels like taking a deep breath in. 

			Part of my brain is trying to chatter about gills and buccal pumping, but the rest of me, the rest of me only wishes I could scream.

			 

			I’m trying to wall off the pain. To… breathe through it.

			I’ve spent a lot of time now trying to stay so still. Every movement stabs. But when I do move…

			It’s amazing. I’m—graceful. The webbing in my fingers pushes against the water pressing in on all sides, and this tail—my tail—

			The muscles are so powerful. It’s stunning. I’d want to feel myself move forever, if every nerve ending weren’t on fire.

			Tanu sent me down in a pressurized ROV. It’s programmed to find an atargati civilization and drop me off somewhere nearby.

			I helped free Aíoëe two oceans away. She won’t be here, I remind myself. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to find her again.

			 

			I think I hear singing. The echo comes through the muffling layers, vibrating against my skin. Atargati song.

			They’ve found me.

			They’re speaking a different dialect from the one I know. I can’t understand.

			Maybe I’ll be their lab specimen now. Why would they take pity on me?

			They’re surrounding me. I think they’re asking questions. I can’t understand.

			I’m shaking my head—I don’t know why—that’s a human gesture, and it’s pitch black anyway; they won’t see. I would touch my mouth, try to indicate something, but they don’t speak with their mouths; it wouldn’t mean anything—and besides, they wouldn’t see—why is it so hard to remember that, when I can’t see either?

			I think they want me to go with them. Do they? They’re surrounding me; I can hear it. I feel a—pressure, of sorts, in the water, and I hear one side of them moving closer—I think they want me to go in that direction, in their midst.

			 

			I’m following. We’re moving.

			Are they rescuing me? Arresting me? I don’t know.

			 

			I’m feeling… other senses. The singing, of course, I can feel the singing, but my skin is—I don’t know what to call it. I have all these new sensations. I don’t know how to interpret them.

			And a sort of­—I don’t know what. Smell, maybe? Taste? I thought at first all I could sense was cold and salt, but there’s more, so much more. My brain is going haywire trying to separate it all; it’s like being in a room full of people shouting in other languages. But I almost feel like—the atargati around me, I can feel them responding to the changes in the water—I think—I think they see, I think these sensations give them a clairvoyance that replaces sight.

			My skin is so sensitive. Beyond the pain and cold and pressure, it’s prickling with all these strange inputs I can’t describe.

			 

			Sudden warmth. What is this?

			We’ve stopped. They turn, ushering me into…

			I don’t know. It’s an enclosed space. I don’t know how I can tell it’s enclosed.

			Why would they have an enclosed space down here? I suddenly wonder. It’s not like there’s rain. For privacy? What would be the equivalent of weather? Detritus drifting down from the upper layers of the ocean? Currents? Do they fear predators?

			Maybe my thought before was right, and it’s a prison. Or a lab.

			Wha—

			I don’t know what just happened—the water slammed against me. I’m moving, moving somehow, and the other atargati are still here, moving with me—the thing we’re in is moving—

			What is it?

			We’ve stopped accelerating, but are still moving; somehow I know we’re rocketing along at a high speed…

			Transportation. Of course.

			The warmth I felt is gone now. It must have been a thermal vent, or maybe the thermal runoff from an atargati power plant that uses one. And now I’m in an atargati car, or train, or… whatever this is, and it’s thrilling.

			I’m too curious. I’m moving over to the wall.

			It’s smooth, but has a slight ribbing to it, a regular striation. An artifact of production? Or a quality of the material? I can’t tell what it’s made of. Do they have industry? Manufacturing? Metal or stoneworking?

			The atargati are talking to each other as we move along. I’m pressing myself against the wall, listening, trying to parse even the smallest bit of their dialect. Trying to push aside everything that hurts and reach out with these new senses I have, feel what’s around me.

			If I even have the senses they do, that is. I don’t know how much atargati I am.

			But oh, God. If I could meld and become my offspring, I would be able to experience all an atargati would. I’ve never wanted something so badly in my life.

			 

			We’ve started slowing. I think we’re about to stop. By my estimation we’ve been going for several hours.

			Yes—yes, we’ve stopped.

			We’re leaving the capsule. I want to stop and swim all around it, feel everywhere, try to figure out how it works, but my escort is moving.

			We’re swimming now—oh!—the water is moving!

			It’s like we stepped into a three-dimensional conveyor belt. It took me a minute to find my balance in it, but now we’re stationary, relatively, just… sculling a bit, while this tunnel of water plunges along.

			More transportation. Something that’s not quite as fast, perhaps? I don’t think it can be natural.

			And now my escort is stepping off. I’m moving with them. It’s a rush, slipping out of the fast-moving water. Now it’s so still.

			I have that feeling, again, like there’s so much more I could sense, if only I knew how.

			Is that—yes!—atargati song, I hear it. All around us. Some of it is the dialect I understand! And one of the atargati is speaking in this direction, speaking to me, but in a dialect I don’t know—

			 

			Oh… oh.

			It’s her.

			It’s her. Aíoëe. It’s her.

			I can’t understand, I can’t understand, I can’t—

			Wait.

			I think she’s repeating the same thing in different dialects. Toward me. I can tell by the cadence.

			She’s saying it again.

			And again.

			How many dialects does she speak?

			And then, there is the one I know:
 <Greetings. Can you understand me?>

			Of course, in the atargati language it’s more like, “Does this language include you?” but oh, yes, yes! I’m trying to react. I can’t speak back. How can I tell her!

			She’s stopped. She’s sensed my reaction.

			<You understand these words? If you hear what I am saying—>

			Oh my.

			I feel something. Some sort of… pheromones? In the water? She’s released—I think she’s realized I can’t speak; I think she’s trying to do a “once for yes, twice for no” thing but with pheromones. But I don’t know if I can replicate that. I don’t know how.

			Oh dear—oh dear—I’m thrashing about a bit, trying to show her I understand.

			She seems to get it, I think—I think so—

			<I am a princess of this sect,>
 she’s saying.
 <The [broadest/longest/deepest/largest] princess.>

			A princess—?

			Of course, that has to be wrong; that’s just the word they use since we told them about the human concept of royalty, of divine right passing down through family lines. It doesn’t mean “princess,” does it? And what was the adjective? What does that mean?

			<I have the most people inside me,>
 she says.

			Oh.

			Oh.

			Genetic memory. She is the longest—the deepest—she has so many ancestors, passed down to her—

			That must be what their social hierarchy is based on: how many consciousnesses they hold.

			Their language, it’s starting to make so much more sense. They have no notion of singular versus plural, so we’ve always just translated what made sense, but Aíoëe might as well have said “we” here. “We are a princess of this sect… we have the most people inside us.”

			She’s continuing to talk. She’s telling me that the ones who found me didn’t recognize me. She’s saying she doesn’t, either. This seems to be—unusual to her?

			Recognize…

			They’re talking as if this is so strange. Why would they recognize…

			Because there aren’t that many of them! Because they may have a huge population of physical bodies, but the number of minds that populate those bodies in so many combinations—they must be able to recognize those same minds in others. How? How? And how many distinct ancestors do they consider they have? How many minds among them? Are they truly a hive mind—telepathic or—or something—or can they only recognize each other, not know each others’ thoughts? Is one mind conscious of being in a thousand bodies at once, or are they more like mental clones who diverge after that point?

			I can’t grasp it. It’s too alien. I have no frame of reference.

			I think they’re excited. Something about… if they meld with me…

			I’m an unknown. I’m new neurons.

			I’m the unexplored frontier.

			Oh fuck, I’m terrified and thrilled and in ecstasy all at once.

			 

			Aíoëe said she was going to have a doctor look at me. But then she was the one who did it. I’m still having trouble teasing it all out, but I think she meant a doctor mind would look me over.

			It’s all so strange.

			Then she took me somewhere else and had me go through several… machines of some sort, I think. I felt different sensations in the water, and sometimes enclosed and sometimes not, and sometimes warmer, or more pressure, or some other difference.

			I don’t know what she was doing, or how they read or interpret the results of their technology. She was very kind when she told me the outcome, gently revealing that my deformities were beyond their medical science to help.

			Ha, I would have been shocked if she could have helped me, though now that I’m thinking about it, I shouldn’t have been. Aren’t I the one who always says they’re likely as intelligent and advanced as we are?

			It’s one thing to insist on that to others, but quite another to feel it all around me. These people have a civilization even being in the middle of can’t help me fathom.

			I will note Aíoëe doesn’t seem to realize I was human. Why should she, though, if she’s never seen this before? She would be far more likely to assume some sort of congenital problems. I seem to be the first unknown anyone’s come across in generations, and I think that means the others of Dr. Tanu’s patients didn’t make it. Died in the deep before they were found.

			It saddens me, but I’m also perversely thrilled. I’m the first human to have this chance.

			 

			They’ve set me up here—wherever here is. Aíoëe is my guide and my caretaker.

			They want to get to know me. That makes sense—no one would desire introducing, say, a sociopath into the population. I gather that when an undesirable has had to be removed from their society, that has meant removing all descendants. Which is… frightening, and makes me wonder what their version of a justice system is.

			Anyway, they want to make sure such a thing won’t be necessary. But they’re so excited at the prospect of new genetic and neural material. I don’t know what to say. I’m terrified I won’t measure up. That I’ll be responsible for destroying an entire species of sapient beings by polluting them with my mind.

			I’m terrified I won’t be able to handle it. That I’ll go crazy and take all of them with me.

			But it isn’t going to stop me. There’s too much I could learn.

			I mustn’t get ahead of myself.

			 

			I remember trying to convince myself I hadn’t fallen for Aíoëe because I didn’t know her. Within the first hour of spending time with her, I knew I was wrong. She’s only talking to me, I can’t talk back, but—she’s everything I yearn for in a person of any species.

			Curious. Cerebral. Witty and caring in the ways I wish I was.

			 

			Ravenous for new knowledge, so much that it makes my own drive feel like nothing.

			She surprises me. Engages me. My feelings might have been superficial before now, but not anymore. Every time I hear her voice my aching body thrills with it. A whole world of people in her head—is she the best of all of them?

			I’m done for.

			 

			Today Aíoëe took me to feel some art.

			I don’t know what else to call it. It’s like music for the atargati senses, a vibrant aesthetic for what our skin feels in the water around us.

			We swam through the piece together, and it changed as we progressed. First there was a deep thrill, like a bass allegro of cellos, or the heavy smell of rain right before a thunderstorm. Next giddy delight, sunlight kissing skin, the faint perfume of daisies. The deep turned darker after that, plunging into the anticipation of adrenaline, the hum of danger, the revving of a race car before it takes off toward a cliff. Then a moment of vertigo—soaring, plunging, heart-stopping—and we ended in a sense of being cradled and safe, the embrace of a loved one or the freeing cleansing of meditation.

			 

			I don’t know how they do it, but I want to know. I want to know everything.

			 

			“Princess” was the wrong word for Aíoëe. I think, back when we noted that word as the translation, they only said it because we were struggling to explain royalty, the notion of the embodiment of a nation being passed down genetically. Aíoëe is that literally. Everyone knows her, because everyone is her. She’s a wise woman and mediator and comforter and leader.

			Only the atargati don’t seem to have leaders, not in the same way we do. We were right about them having a loose tribal structure, but it’s based around those atargati having an overlap of some large subset of minds. I still can’t figure out if they have some sort of—of telepathic share of their consciousnesses, if they truly are part of a hive mind or have simply grown from so many of the same brains.

			Maybe it’s somewhere in between. Maybe it’s all a continuum, and I’m only struggling to understand it because my brain is trying to force it into black and white.

			I’ve been thinking about continuums a lot lately, particularly with regard to myself. I’ve never been attracted to a human man, and still can’t conceive of such a thing. But maybe… maybe I can’t be slotted into a box either.

			Maybe I don’t have a definition.

			I do love Aíoëe. I don’t mean I want to have the human idea of sex with her—I’d no longer be capable of that even if she was or had the desire. I mean I want to know her. Intimately. To share our minds. I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.

			I want to meld with her. No. With them.

			That must be love. That feels like love.

			 

			I have to record all I can. Whether I die or meld—I don’t know how this recording would ever reach the surface, if it is even still working. But I must try. The scientific knowledge I am gaining!

			I will endeavor to be a better piscianthropologist.

			But even living here, discovering how the atargati eat and socialize and how their waste management works (or doesn’t—who needs pipes when you have currents?), even when I’ve fallen into the routine of feeding on the marine snow with them and diving with Aíoëe in the thermohaline upswells, when everything feels like it should make sense… then it doesn’t. And I’m pressing my fingers against a wall, wondering if I’m stuck in human terms and can’t find any anchor of understanding.

			Aíoëe said to me today, she—they said they would want to meld with me if they weren’t waiting for someone else.

			It both buoyed and broke me. Who are they waiting for?

			I don’t even know what they meant. Do the atargati experience love, or only curiosity? Or are those all one to them?

			Who are they waiting for?

			 

			My heart aches. Everything aches. The painful flashes of fire that have been increasing in my skin and joints and flesh seem fitting now, the voice of my desolation.

			Why? Why did this have to happen? Why can I not speak?

			<I am still looking for the one who rescued me,>
 Aíoëe said to me as we swam, only a few minutes before this, before I got away and hid here to let the cold and salt be my tears.
 <Did I tell you of that story?>

			And then they told me—my God, they told me the story of their abduction. It made me want to stab Zanga through the heart and make the American military guy eat his own intestines while he begged for mercy. What was done to Aíoëe—

			But I knew all that. What I didn’t know was… Aíoëe is waiting. Waiting for the day when they can go back and rescue the one who rescued them, and meld with person.

			They think I was an atargati. A peculiar, captured one, and one they didn’t recognize—but that only made Aíoëe more curious. They are waiting to meld with me.

			And I can’t tell them.

			<I would know my rescuer’s voice anywhere,>
 Aíoëe confided in me.

			My voice. The one I gave up to come be here, with them.

			 

			Today—I say “today;” I can’t break myself of the habit—Aíoëe and I went to the races. I could almost not bear being close to them, but we had planned it, so we went.

			We went to watch the atargati notion of a race—though “watch” is a misnomer, of course; we…

			Wait.

			Something is happening.

			Something is—I can feel consternation. Aíoëe is not far. I’m returning to join them.

			I’m making a gesture in the water, which I know they can feel. What is it, I’m trying to ask.

			They understand.
 <There is a newcomer. One we do not recognize, like you. They say…>
 I feel their flutter of unease.
 <They say it is a human.>

			That’s impossible, this deep. Even with gear. Impossible. Unless…

			<They want me to join with this newcomer and meld,>
 Aíoëe says.

			What? My world is shattering, and—humans, they don’t trust humans, how can they tell Aíoëe to do this, how can they say so instantly—

			<They think it will be good for us to incorporate how the humans think. Necessary. They think we must, to survive.>

			I have no words.

			<I don’t want to,>
 Aíoëe says.
 <I want to find the one who rescued me.>

			I am! I want to scream it. I am, and I am human, and you’ve told me I am everything you’d want save those two things, except I am those two things. And I want to be with you, forever.

			But I can’t speak. I’ve yearned and searched for a writing system, a Morse code, any other way to communicate, but I’m groping in the dark, and my experience has not intersected with the tools I need. I only have my tongue, and that is lost.

			I am lost.

			Someone is coming.

			I can sense it. Several someones. And there’s someone new. Someone in the water I’ve never met.

			The person is speaking.

			Speaking.

			With my—with my voice.

			Oh God.

			The recordings I made. The recordings…

			<Greetings,>
 the newcomer says, my voice says,
 <I have come a long way to join your kind. I was human, but I gave that up to be one of you. I will not live long in this body, but I have come to meld with one of you, if you would have me, and bring our species together forever.>

			Aíoëe has swum forward. Gone alert. I can feel them straighten in the water in shock and amazement.
 <It was you,>
 Aíoëe is saying.
 <You were the one who rescued me. A human! It was you!>

			Everything I have, every cell in my body, is pleading for the newcomer to be honest. But they are silent.

			<We shall meld,>
 Aíoëe says.
 <You will become one of us. We shall join our species together.>

			I can’t listen anymore. I’m closing off my senses and sinking into the cold and the deep.

			 

			Tanu, the conniver, told me there was no way to bring any equipment this far down, nothing but the hard, thick hull of the ROV. He must have found a way. He must have discovered some method of stringing together my recordings.

			Maybe the new human-turned-atargati, whoever they are, cannot hold a conversation—maybe it’s a pre-recorded message. Maybe they couldn’t even understand Aíoëe talking back, just came on a quest for immortality equipped by Tanu’s newly-invented gadgets. In any case, the message has done its work. They will meld, the newcomer and Aíoëe. And I… will not.

			Will Aíoëe realize afterward that their mate is not the person they thought? I never figured out how the minds crossover, if they do at all. Can the different minds keep secrets from each other? If the new human might not understand what Aíoëe said, does that person even know they have deceived?

			It doesn’t matter. I cannot stop this from happening. The atargati all want this too badly. Aíoëe thinks they want it too badly.

			I cannot stop them without words, and I have none.

			 

			Besides which, I am dying.

			Only a few months, Tanu said. It has been that, I feel sure. I flex my hands and the joints do not respond. The pain in my muscles is stabbing worse by the minute.

			I am dying. Perhaps one of the other atargati would wish to meld with me—after all, I am still new and unrecognized, new neural material. But they were all expecting it of Aíoëe, and I feel quite sure none of the rest know me well enough yet to draw me into the genetic fold.

			If they knew I brought more humanity to the table, maybe, like the newcomer. If they knew I was dying, maybe.

			Like the newcomer.

			Who is this person? Do they even know what they ask? Do they know anything about the atargati? Could they be a traitor, a military sacrifice, come to infiltrate and learn the atargati secrets?

			Or are they simply a greedy, selfish human taking every risk for that Holy Grail of immortal life? Would that be any better?

			Whoever this human is, if I destroyed them somehow, if I got rid of them without anyone knowing… and then if Aíoëe saw that I was dying, they might be moved to pity, and I might join with the immortal atargati after all…

			…by bringing a criminal and a murderer into their populace of minds. The populace they are so careful to keep clean and honorable. If I did something so horrible, I would not deserve the eternity of learning that would await me.

			I do not know who this new person is. I do not know why they are here. For all I know it could be Jace, or someone like hir, someone willing to sacrifice all to bring our species together.

			As the atargati are.

			I cannot buy my own happiness at the expense of someone who may be innocent, or at the expense of Aíoëe and their kind.

			My kind.

			 

			I left. I could not bear to stay.

			I am dying. It is impossible to avoid that reality now. My right arm has stopped moving, and the water through my gills feels sluggish, drowning me, like I am gasping for breath. I can’t get enough oxygen.

			I’m drifting upward. I will cast myself up to the surface, into the air, if I can get there. Feel the sun on my skin one last time.

			An atargati carcass will be a research boon for anyone who finds it. Perhaps I will be found and studied. If I am, perhaps they will find this recorder, if it is still working, and all the observations I have made in its tiny chip of memory.

			Perhaps whoever finds it will listen, and learn. In the future, our species may not be so different anymore anyway.

			I’m fading. It’s so cold.

			I didn’t get to join with the being I love. I didn’t get the forever of learning I yearned for. But maybe you will listen to these words.

			Maybe these words will become my immortal soul.








	INSPIRATIONS AND INFLUENCES

	I got the germ of the idea for this story way back when I was brainstorming for the Book Smugglers’ fairy tale call back in 2014. 

			What about, I thought, a reversed version of “The Little Mermaid?” One in which a human becomes a mermaid instead of vice versa?

			That suggested science fiction to me instead of fantasy. A world like ours, only with a sentient aquatic species, and then the technology to become one of them… and what kind of species would they be? Deep sea life can be fascinatingly strange by human standards, from, as mentioned in the story, the immortal jellyfish to the way anglerfish reproduce by the males becoming burrowing parasites on the females.

			Designing my “mermaids” was akin to designing an alien species. Language? Culture? Communication? Technology?  What is their social structure?  How do they reproduce?

			What would it mean for a human to fall in love with one of them?

			Because, of course, the love story is integral to “The Little Mermaid.”  But who’s to say my deep sea life form would experience love or any related bonding in remotely the same way humans do?  And who’s to say my protagonist wouldn’t have some insecurity about that herself?  There was so much to explore.

			This was especially true because I knew early on that I wanted this to be a queer retelling. There was no reason my mermaids should treat gender in remotely the same way humans do, so I definitely didn’t want them to pattern after the prevalent human gender paradigms. But especially as someone who’s recently been adjusting to the idea of not being so sexually dimorphic myself, I also didn’t want the nonbinary nature of my mermaids to be something alien. Instead I wanted it to be something my protagonist already understood in human terms, and for the issues she grappled with not to be an acceptance of genderqueerness itself—that is already well within her worldview—but instead the complexities and explorations of her own self-identification.

			The story had to have even more, however. Because even though the love story is integral to “The Little Mermaid,” I’ve see it argued that it’s not the central conceit, that the titular character’s main purpose in joining humanity is not love—although that is one aspect of it—but curiosity.  She yearns to be human because she wants to be human.  In the original Hans Christian Anderson, her primary goal is not the love of the prince, but a human soul, something the mermaids in the story lack.

			And so my human main character became the epitome of curiosity: a scientist.  She wants to join the deep sea not only because she’s fallen for someone, but because of all the new knowledge and understanding she can discover.

			In fact, just like the original Little Mermaid, she gives up everything for it.  Her voice.  Her species.  Her life.

			I have to say, I feel the pull of that, myself.  But then, I’m the type of person who’d volunteer for a one-way Mars mission.  Would diving into the abyss to discover a new world be so different?  After all, even in our world, we know less about the ocean floor than we do about the moon.  

			And hey, the  drive for exploration is sometimes very like falling in love.
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