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Chapter One
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Horns beep as a lorry four times the size of Owen’s truck hurtles into the traffic ahead of us, driving in the wrong direction. The smashed-up cars slow the lorry down, but fail to stop it. Owen swerves our vehicle onto the grass — partially breaking through the metal barrier before screeching to a stop. I can see the man in the driving seat as the lorry heads our way. His eyes are focussed on us and his expression is serious, like this is what he’s resolved to do — no matter what happens to him. He seems familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve seen him before, maybe because I’m more concerned with the real possibility that he might kill us.

While my attention is on him, I don’t notice Owen unfastening my seatbelt and leaning over me to push my door open. I only realise that’s what he’s done when I’m pushed out of the truck so hard I roll down the nearby embankment, landing in a giant puddle of mud and rainwater.

I don’t see what happens next as I lie there staring up at the sky, but I hear the sounds of the lorry smashing into the truck and I can imagine the rest. I lie there, trying to process what just happened and why Owen would push me out, rather than spend those precious few seconds trying to save himself. I recall the reason for this trip.

“What does it mean?” Bianca asked.

I shook my head, knowing what she meant. I understood the words, but like her, I didn’t understand the prophecy in front of us. Even after staring at it for hours, it only made less sense than it did the first time I read it.

“The mermaid descendant and the shape-shifter descendant will run The Destiny Initiative, but it is unclear which side they will take.”

I understood that part. That’s me and Theo, except I’ve been running the London headquarters since I travelled back to this time, and he hasn’t even been born yet.

Bianca spotted my eyes hovering over the first part, guessing my confusion over Theo’s role in all of this. She suggested the prophecy could have mistaken a shape-shifter descendant for a chameleon descendant. I had to admit, the two share some traits. They both change and adapt in different ways, although shape-shifters change outwardly. Chameleon descendants just take on knowledge or personality traits after watching or reading someone or something just once. 

“Okay, let’s assume they did,” I told her, despite my doubts. “What about the part where four mermaids put the world back to how it’s supposed to be? We don’t know how it’s meant to be, or who the other three mermaids are. And do they mean descendants or actual mermaids? Maybe it doesn’t even mean me at all.”

“Did you even hear me when I said I didn’t understand it?” Bianca asked.

“I heard.” I would have to be deaf not to hear her. We were both sitting at the same side of the wooden table, which filled up a big portion of the pale blue linoleum floor in the middle of the library.

It was taking me time to get used to it. On a couple of occasions since I’d been here, I found myself searching the bookshelves for books that don’t even exist yet. It occurred to me, I could write them, but I had other things to do. Still, it hadn’t stopped Bianca and I having an all-night discussion on whether those unwritten books would be as successful, if I wrote them before their real authors did. Or was their success a combination of literary talent and the actor’s unique personality in that particular time and place?

Rather than return to that discussion, which never reached a conclusion, I focussed on the prophecy. I figured I didn’t need to ask about the part which said, “sacrifices will have to be made.” My whole life felt like one big sacrifice.

Bianca’s arm kept brushing against mine, as she leaned over to reread the prophecy on page eleven of the auburn book containing more than a thousand pages. I supposed the seers had nothing better to do than see, then write about it. The book only had a few blank pages remaining at the back. I wanted to ask Bianca what she thought would happen when the book got full, but we were trying to dissect one prophecy. We didn’t need another mystery to solve just yet.

“We need to talk to a seer,” Owen said from the doorway.

I wondered how long he had been standing there, without either of us realising. I knew Bianca wasn’t aware he was lurking in the wooden archway either. She looked just as startled as I felt.

“Do you know any we can trust?” I asked.

“Yes. We’ll need to take a road trip to Manchester. There’s a seer there called Tamara.”

“We?” I questioned, hoping he meant as many other people as possible would go with us, so I didn’t have to talk to him alone. Better still, perhaps he meant himself and anyone else, except for me.

Of course it turned out that he meant me and him, as in just the two of us. Less than an hour later, I sat in the front passenger seat of the oversized truck as Owen drove us towards the motorway. I tried not to think about what he was over-compensating for with his choice of vehicle.

I caught him looking at me out of the corner of his eye, but he always turned his attention back to the road whenever I looked at him with the intention of staring him out.

“Why pick me for this road trip? Why not Bianca?” I asked.

He looked at me, then back at the road as he turned onto the motorway. I started to wonder if he would answer, before he spoke — ending the long pause.

“The prophecy is about you,” was his only explanation.

I supposed it made sense. Even though I’m meant to be leading the London branch while working towards becoming leader of the whole Destiny Initiative. Bianca is always capable of handling things while I’m gone. What I meant was, why just us two and not me and one of the others, or just him. I didn’t think this would be a father-daughter bonding trip, I told myself. Maybe that was a lie and I did — just a little. It’s not like I expected us to return from Manchester with stuffed bears and candyfloss. I’m too old for that anyway.

I’m jolted back out of my thoughts when I hear a door slam. It’s too close to be Owen’s truck, so it must be the lorry. That means the guy behind the wheel was after us and he’s got to Owen and now he’s coming after me. I force myself to stand, feeling heavy — either from fear or the excess weight of the mud and water I’ve covered in. I run; my brain screams orders to my legs to go faster. I want to look back and see how close he is, but I know that will slow me down.

It’s only when I reach a farmhouse with two cars parked outside it, I dare to stop for a minute. I look around, seeing no sign of the lorry driver — either on foot or in his lorry. I weigh up my options. I could knock on the door of the farmhouse and tell them a half truthful version of events, that someone is after me. He just drove into all those cars to get to me. So, I could be putting the people in the farmhouse in danger, if I drag them into this. The only other option is to steal one of the cars. I’ve seen Theo do it in emergencies. It’s not ideal, but I’m sure if the owners knew it was a choice between losing one of their cars or losing their lives, they’d give up the car in an instant. I don’t have time to explain it to them, not that they would believe me anyway. 

I try the door of the dark blue car, using more force than I need to, not expecting it to open. I almost fall backwards when it does, and I grab for the door to steady myself before climbing into the driving seat.

I put on my seatbelt, then I try to remember what I’ve seen Theo do. I notice the keys are still in the ignition. I guess the owner doesn’t expect their car to be stolen this far from any other shop, house or main road.

It’s as if they never guessed a teenage girl would be running for her life after her deadbeat merman-descendant father was murdered by a truck driver, who obviously doesn’t want her to put the world back to how it should be. Why would they worry about something like that? I can’t help feeling jealous of everyone who gets to worry about things like having their car stolen. I wish I could grow up and have that be my biggest problem in life. 

A thought occurs to me. Will I grow up now? If Owen is dead, shouldn’t I blink out of existence? Maybe I’m never born. How can I still be here? Maybe Owen isn’t dead, at least not yet. If the lorry hit the truck, it’s possible he’s only injured. Our vehicle was probably stronger than the average car, and the maniac slowed after mowing into the cars on the motorway. Maybe Owen is bleeding out and when he dies, I’ll blink out of existence. 

Should I go back? If not to try to save myself, then him. He is my dad in the sense that he knocked up some woman, so we share the same genes. Besides, if I blink out of existence, so does Iris.

“Crap,” I say, turning left towards the motorway, instead of going right and further away from it. I have to get to him and make sure he lives.

I remember the radio in my inside coat pocket, when my hand knocks against it. I take it out and slow down just a little, so I can get in touch with Bianca without being involved in a second crash.

It takes at least ten minutes to get a response. I speak before she can ask questions.

“We were run off the road by someone in a lorry. He was after me. Owen pushed me out of the truck and I ran. Then I realised if he dies, Iris and I will probably blink out of existence, so I’m on my way back to save his sorry excuse of a life.”

“Where are you?” she asks.

“Got to go, if this doesn’t work, I love you. That’s all. Bye.” I turn the radio off and throw it into the backseat.

When I’m back on the motorway, I find myself stuck behind a line of traffic so long that I can’t see where it begins.

“I’m an idiot,” I snap, slapping the steering wheel as I realise a scene like this would lead to a traffic jam. There will be police and ambulances. Part of the road will be shut off, so they can get to those who are injured — and take away the dead bodies.

I look back at the radio. “Sorry, Bianca, I have to save my family,” I mutter, even though it’s switched off and she can’t hear me.

I open the car door and step out onto the motorway. I run alongside the unmoving cars, ignoring the beeping of horns which may be directed at me or the vehicles ahead. It doesn’t matter — none of them are getting anywhere soon.

I keep moving, ignoring the burning in my thighs from all the running I’ve already done today. Yellow tape and cones are everywhere, people are being loaded into ambulances, and others are being interviewed by police officers. At least ten cars are complete write-offs and I see the lorry not far from the embankment. The door to the driver’s side is open; the front and sides are dented from ploughing into the cars and Owen’s truck. The truck is damaged too, missing most of the windows. I run towards it, as two policemen yell at me to get back. I reach the truck as they grab my arms, pulling me away. I crane my neck and see blood on Owen’s seat, not enough for him to have bled to death, but plenty to suggest he’s injured. There’s no sign of him.

“Is this your vehicle, Miss?” the taller of the two policemen asks me.

“No, my dad’s but I think he’s injured somewhere.”

“You weren’t with him in the vehicle?” the other asks.

“Yes, yes.” I nod, racking my brains for a version of the truth I can tell them. “We were knocked off the road and he pushed me out of the car. I must have hit my head somewhere and I woke up in a puddle,” I say, pointing to the remnants of dirty puddle water on my previously turquoise leggings and white t-shirt.

I notice the younger man scribbling notes as I speak. Hopefully, that means he believes my story. 

The other takes a call over his walkie, while stepping away so I can’t hear over his partner, who continues asking questions that I’m too distracted to pay attention to.

When he returns, he says something to the younger man, then they make a note of the fake name and address I give them and say they’ll be in touch.

“Do you need medical attention?” the young policeman asks.

“No, I’m fine,” I say.

When their attention is on someone else, I walk back towards the field, looking for any sign that Owen went this way. He was injured, so I’m looking for blood or anything he might have dropped while fleeing the lorry driver.
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I don’t find anything, but I don’t stumble across Owen’s dead body either, plus I’m still here. I’m assuming that means he’s not dead, wherever he is. I make sure to go in the opposite direction to where I went before — not wanting to end up back at the farmhouse where I stole the car from. At least they’ll get it back, after the police find it abandoned and match it to the owner. Technically, I only borrowed it for a short drive.

“Meredith,” I hear Bianca’s voice calling my name.

How long have I been out here? Not long enough to start hallucinating. There’s no way she could have found me. It doesn’t make any sense. 

“Meredith,” I hear her shout again, closer this time.

I turn around so I’m facing the direction I came from. I see her running towards me. Before I have a chance to say anything, she reaches me, throws her arms around my waist and sobs against my shoulder, while mumbling something I can’t understand.

“What are you saying?” I ask.

She speaks again, but I can only make out something about dead and tracking.

“What?” I ask, pulling away. I wonder if she means Owen is dead, and she or one of the others managed to track down his dead body. “Owen’s dead?”

“No, no, we don’t know. We haven’t found him, alive, or dead. But when you called, I got worried and thought you were about to die, or had gone or whatever.”

“Oh, okay,” I say. There’s still a chance I won’t disappear then.

“Is that all you have to say after calling me like that and after you said...”

“I thought it was my last call,” I reason, cutting her off before she can remind me of what I said to her. Not that I need reminding. I figured if I stopped existing, she wouldn’t remember me or what I said to her. I’m still here though, and this is awkward. “How did you even find me?” I change the subject before things can get more uncomfortable between us.

She looks away — her cheeks tinted with pink — before admitting, “I put a tracker in your watch.”

“What?” I ask, though I’m sure I heard her clearly.

“Don’t look at me like that. We’re in the past and I can’t even call you to check you’re okay, so yes, I put a tracker in your watch, which by the way, took a lot longer to locate you because we’re in the past and The Destiny Initiative has only just started testing out tracking devices on its operatives.”

“Well, thanks for the history lesson,” I quip, still feeling uncomfortable at the idea of being tracked by my on/off girlfriend.

“I fitted them in everyone’s watches, except Owen, because he doesn’t wear one.”

“Well, that makes it so much better then.” I realise that means we can’t track him.

“I put the tracker in his truck instead,” she says.

“He’s not in his truck.”

‘I know, we just passed there.’

“We?” I ask.

I hear someone running towards us and turn around to see Iris.

“You’re awake?” I ask, despite her presence here being the answer to my stupid question.

“She woke up about five minutes after you left. Typical, right?” Bianca says.

“You know...” I begin.

How am I meant to fill her in on everything she’s missed; from us taking over the London headquarters, to her being my sister and Owen being our father? And now his disappearance — which could lead to both of us never existing. Iris throws her arms around me.

“Don’t worry, Bianca caught me up on the way here. I can’t believe I slept through it all,” she says.

I pull away and see her smiling at me. I don’t understand how she can be happy at a time like this.

“You understand that we could just go poof at any moment,” I say, snapping my fingers to emphasise how little warning we would get.

“That won’t happen though. The prophecy says you take over the whole of The Destiny Initiative. You can’t do that if you vanish. And if you don’t vanish, I probably don’t vanish either.”

‘Right,’ I say, stopping myself from pointing out that the prophecy is wrong about Theo, so it could be wrong about me too. She’s my sister, my actual blood-related sister. So, if she wants to feel hopeful in the last moments of her life, what right do I have to take that away from her? “Where do we start looking for my father?” I ask Bianca.

She looks at me, her eyes questioning, most likely because I’ve never called Owen that before. I don’t use the word for my benefit though. For the first time in my life, I have a real family. I don’t mean Owen, but Iris, my younger sister, and I need to look out for her. She clearly wants a father. I wonder if this is what Theo felt like looking out for me all the time. I imagine the way I’m feeling is more instinctive. Theo did his best for me, though I wouldn’t use him as a role model for looking after a younger sibling. I haven’t had time to ask Iris how she feels about Owen being our father, but know it’s something she wants. I wanted a father too, but Owen disappointed me.

“If, I mean when we find Owen don’t be surprised if...” I start to say, weighing up the best way to prepare Iris for the same disappointment.

“I’m not expecting day-trips to the beach and donkey rides,” she cuts me off.

“Okay, good,” I say. 

The three of us walk across the fields, passing sheep and cows until we get to a country lane.

“Sarah will pick us up here,” Bianca says.

I had wondered how we were going to get back to headquarters.

Iris and I look at each other, neither of us saying anything as Bianca looks around — for Sarah, I assume.

“It’s great, isn’t it? You get to have a family,” Bianca says, but there’s something she’s not saying. I’m about to ask what it is when Sarah pulls up in a bright yellow car.

“Not exactly low-key,” I mutter, making a mental note to talk to Bianca when we get a quiet moment together. 

Sarah and the others have been helpful, but Bianca and Iris are the only people I trust in this time. It’s not just because they’re from the future like me. I don’t trust the mind device to keep our team members on our side. I’ve had less advanced versions of it used on me twice. Both times, my memories returned one way or another. As someone once told me, the mind can be unpredictable. We don’t know if or when our team members memories will return to how they were. When they do, the chances are, they won’t be our team members for much longer.

The journey is mostly in silence, as Sarah drives us along winding country roads, then back onto the motorway. By the time we reach the London headquarters, I want to tell Bianca to stop staring at me and my sister. Iris doesn’t seem to mind, or even realise, but I feel like Bianca is just waiting for the two of us to disappear. 

“You won’t remember me if I do,” I say when we enter the building. Sarah and Iris are ahead of us, just out of earshot. 

“What?” Bianca looks at me quizzically.

“You were staring at me and Iris the whole way here, like we were going to vanish, but you won’t remember me or Iris if we did.”

“Haven’t you ever heard the expression; a watched kettle never boils?”

“Yeah,” I say, unsure where she’s going with this.

“Well, maybe a watched Mermaid descendant never vanishes.’

“Are you calling me a kettle?” I ask, trying to stay annoyed, but the smile spreading across her face is infectious.

Martha approaches us, looking nervous. She’s only been with us for a few weeks, after recently completing her final mission as a protector. Her guardian requested to be sent to the Brazilian headquarters, which is unusual. Often, guardians and protectors choose to stay together if they can. I don’t know her all that well, but sometimes when I see her she seems dazed or like part of herself is missing. 

“Is everything okay?” I ask her. 

“Everyone’s talking about sending out search parties for Owen.”

Bianca and I look at each other, then follow Martha into the lift which takes us to the top floor, and the boardroom where the most important meetings are held.

As the three of us stand in the doorway, Martha re-adjusts her ponytail, which I’ve noticed her doing before, usually in situations like this — involving lots of people in enclosed spaces having a heated debate. This war of words looks like it might turn into a physical battle any second. I almost wish I had my own stress combatant.

“What’s going on?” I yell over the shouting. Only a few people turn around to look at me.

I consider asking Bianca for help. She always manages to  get their attention when they won’t listen to me. I’m meant to be the leader though, so I decide I should start doing these things for myself. 

I open my mouth and sing a much louder version of something I’ve been practising, when hanging around pubs and clubs in the early hours of the morning and waiting for people to succumb to violence in their drunken states, before I calm them down. The shouting dies down, so the only noise is me singing. Martha stops playing with her ponytail. Everyone else steps away from the people they were arguing with. Even Bianca seems to stop looking so worried as she stares at me. I carry on for another ten seconds, until I’m sure everyone has calmed down, then I stop.

“Right, okay everyone,” I begin. “I understand you’re discussing sending out search parties for Owen. I want to find him too and make sure he’s okay, because he’s probably injured and in need of medical assistance. But I need suggestions about how we might find him. Otherwise we’re searching blind.”

There are a few seconds of silence before the room erupts again. I open my mouth to sing, but Bianca cuts me off, yelling at everyone to shut up. It works, although in a different way to my method.

“Suggestions please, starting from left to right.” She points at the woman furthest left in the meeting room. “You have one minute each, you go first.”

I’m torn between feeling annoyed and being grateful to Bianca for stepping in. That song takes more out of me than some of my other mermaid songs. I can’t help feeling like this is her way of preparing to take over from me, if I’m suddenly not here.

It’s over an hour later when we’ve listened to everyone’s suggestions, then decided which ones to go with. We only have the tracking devices Bianca placed in our watches and Owen’s truck. So, there’s no other way of tracking him. I miss mobile phones and GPS.

It makes sense that he’s probably injured and won’t have gotten too far without stealing a car. Almost everyone agrees to searching within a ten-mile radius, while a few of us stay behind to contact the local authorities and find out if any cars were stolen in that radius.

“I stole one,” I admit, not wanting anyone to uncover a false lead. I describe the car to everyone, so it can be ruled out.

“Okay, so any car apart from that,” one of the office guys speaks up. 

We split into teams of two. I’m paired with Sarah. Bianca frowns as her partner, Martha stands next to her waiting to be told what to do. I can tell from the way Bianca is looking at me, she wants to say something, but she can’t without explaining why she’s so concerned. Bianca, Iris, Sarah, Owen and I are the only people who know Owen is mine and Iris’s father.

“I’ll be fine,” I promise Bianca, despite having no control over whether I’ll still be here tomorrow.
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The drive is quiet, until Sarah coughs as she glances at me as if wanting to say something, then stares ahead at the road with a level of enforced concentration etched on her face.

“What?” I ask.

“I didn’t say anything.” Her features soften and I could almost believe I imagined it, if I didn’t know any better.

Everyone who works for The Destiny Initiative is taught to lie in the same way primary school children are taught to read. Lying is one of the first things we learn. To get by in the world where most of the population don’t know about the existence of descendants, we have to lie and pretend to be just like the non-descendants.

“I know you didn’t say anything, Bianca’s the last person who looked at me the way you just were. So either you fancy me, or you want to say something. I’m guessing it’s about Owen.”

Sarah hasn’t said much to me about him, since delivering the paternity results. Owen must have sworn her to secrecy. He’s terrified of anyone else finding out.

“I could be your mother,” she says, staring at the road again.

“Don’t worry, I won’t ask you for all the pocket money you’ve missed.”

She doesn’t reply, but it’s possible. If two different kinds of descendants have a baby together, he or she is more likely to inherit the father’s powers. So, being
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