The Green Leopard Plague by Walter Jon Williams

Kicking her legs out over the ocean, the londy mermaid gazed at the horizon
from her perch in the overhanging banyan tree.

Theair was absolutely il and filled with the scent of night flowers. Large fruit
bats flew purposefully over the sea, heading for their daytime rest. Somewhere a
white cockatoo gave a penetrating squawk. A starling made abrief flutter out to

seq, then came back again. Therising sun threw up red-gold sparkles from the
wavetops and brought a brilliance to the tropica growth that crowned the many

idands spread out on the horizon.

The mermaid decided it wastime for breskfast. She dipped from her hanging
canvas chair and walked out along one of the banyan’ s great limbs. The branch
swayed lightly under her weight, and her bare feet found sure traction on the
rough bark. She looked down to see the deep blue of the channd, distinct from
the turquoise of the shallows atop the reefs.

Sheraised her arms, poised briefly on the limb, the ruddy light of the sun glowing
bronze on her bare skin, and then pushed off and dove head-first into the
Philippine Sea. Shelanded with acool impact and arush of bubbles.

Her wings unfolded, and she flew away.

*k*

After her hunt, the mermaid-her name was Michelle-cached her fishing gear ina
pile of dead coral above the reef, and then ghosted easily over the seagrass with
the rippled sunlight casting patterns on her wings. When she could look up to see
the colossal, twisted tangle that was the roots of her banyan tree, she lifted her
head from the water and gulped her first breath of air.

The Rock Idands were made of soft limestone coral, and tide and chemical
action had eaten away the limestone at sealevel, undercutting the stone above.
Some of the smdler idandslooked like mushrooms, pointed green pinnacles
bal anced atop thin slems. Michelle' sidand waslarger and irregularly shaped, but
it ill had steep limestone walls undercut Six meters by the tide, with no obvious
way for aperson to clamber from the seato the land. Her banyan perched on the
saucer-edge of theidand, itself undercut by the sea.

Michelle had arranged arope eevator from her nest in thetree, just aloop on the
end of along nylon line. She tucked her wings away—they were harder to retract
than to deploy, and the gills on the undersides were delicate—and then dipped her
feet through the loop. At her verba command, ahoist mechanism lifted her in
slence from the seato her resting place in the bright green-dappled forest
canopy.

She had been an gpe once, asiamang, and shefdt perfectly at homeinthe
treetops.

During her excursion, she had speared ayedlowlip emperor, and this she carried
with her in amesh bag. Shefilleted the emperor with ablade she kept in her nest,
and tossed the rest into the sea, where it became a subject of interest to a school

of bait fish. She ate adice of onefillet raw, enjoying the brilliant flavor, seaand
trembling pale flesh together, then cooked thefillets on her smdl stove, egting one
with some rice she' d cooked the previous evening and saving the other for later.

By thetime Michellefinished breskfast, the idand was dive. Geckoes scurried






