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The Tipping Scales is a dark romance containing mature and potentially distressing content. This includes references to pregnancy loss, school shootings, non-consensual and dubiously consensual sexual encounters, torture, violence, gore, and themes that may be perceived as anti-religious.
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  Part One
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Trayrock, A few days after the storm


“Idon’t think that you understand.” The woman was furious, tapping the toe of her high heel on the sidewalk in a rapid staccato. “I have a very important appointment in Rideten. It has taken six months to get this appointment, and I get charged whether I attend or not.” 
“Tiff,” her husband murmured, his hand on her elbow and demeanour pleading. “It’s for public safety.”
“They can’t keep us prisoner here.” Tiff shook her elbow free of his grip and prodded her finger into the chest of the NES officer. “It’s been a week already and there’s still no power, no internet, and the phone connections are in and out… I can’t even call my daughter in Havermouth, and it’s just a short drive from here! Not that I can drive to see her, because all the roads are blocked, either by your men or the flood, and I want to know what you’re doing about it!”
Lyric adjusted her grip on the cardboard box of supplies she was carrying to her car. The local shops were accepting cash payments, although their prices had become exorbitant. Lyric had restocked a few luxuries that would extend the basics that she grew for herself, and some not-so-luxury items that she suspected would soon become scarce. 
She paused by her Ute, torn between her well-developed survival instincts that recommended keeping her head down and getting out of town quickly, and her natural curiosity that was held enthralled by the developing drama. 
Arthur would have advice for the unwise Tiff, Lyric thought as she slid the box onto the passenger seat. When a bunch of men in uniform and carrying weapons took control of a place, there were certain things that a person should do if that person wanted to live a long and happy life, and confronting one of the men on the street wasn’t one of those things. 
“Ma’am, do not poke at me.” The NES agent’s lip curled in a sneer. “The roads are not safe.”
“How, precisely, are they not safe?” Tiff demanded, hands on hips, undaunted. 
“There are powerlines and tree branches down.” 
“Isn’t that your job?” she replied, sharp as a whip. “To get them off the roads?”
“Tiff…” Vince’s eyes went to where the other townspeople were beginning to slow and gather, and further down the road where the scene had drawn the attention of two other NES officers. “This is not…”
Wise, Lyric finished for the unfortunate Vince. It was not wise, because she was almost entirely sure that the men walking around Trayrock in black uniforms were not NES officers. Who they were, she did not know for sure, but she had paid attention to Arthur’s many tales, and she knew that armed men who moved into a community and took control, suppressing access to the outside world, were not a good sign of things to come.
It was because of Arthur’s experiences that his cottage was self-reliant and off-grid. Unlike most of Trayrock, she had power, hot water, and a battery-operated radio — and what was playing out on the radio waves was so incredible that she wasn’t entirely sure it wasn’t a hoax. 
Not that it wasn’t all believable, she amended. She believed that there was a contaminant in the water. Both because Arthur had been investigating the dam upstream for years for negligence, and because Arthur had always said that the best way to control a population was to control the water supply. Humans could not survive without it after all. 
Which was why the cottage relied on rainwater, despite its proximity to the river.
She watched Vince succeed in persuading Tiff away from the NES officer as his two friends reached them. The three black-clad men followed the couple to their car with narrowed eyes and one made a note of their registration. 
“Time to go,” Lyric told herself. She didn’t think that Arthur’s Ute was registered, nor that the plates on it went with the car, but she didn’t want anyone to look too closely at it, or at her. She slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine as discreetly as possible before reversing out.
Her passage was slow, many of the streets blocked by the occupying militia, and those that were not were crammed with other cars. The black-clad men were everywhere, trying to disperse gatherings of people, close the few shops that were open, and get everyone to return to their houses. 
“You want to control a populace, Lyric,” Arthur would say, “you start by controlling their connection to the rest of the world. Cut them off and isolate them. Then from each other, so they can’t organize against you. Make them scared and alone, and you have them.”
There was an irony there somewhere, Lyric thought dryly as she approached the checkpoint that would release her out of Trayrock’s center and allow her to head for home. Scared and alone was precisely what Lyric was. 
She wound down her window as a black-clad man approached. 
“Where are you off to?” he asked, peering within the cab, his eyes on the cardboard box. 
“Home,” she told him. “I only came in for supplies, now that the storm has passed, and I thought the shops would be open. I’m fairly regional, and with no phones or internet, I didn’t know the NES were here, or that we weren’t meant to be out and about.” Pretend like she was being good and heading home because that was what they wanted, she encouraged herself whilst looking as innocent as she could. “I’m very sorry.”
“What you got in the box?”
“Supplies,” she repeated, trying not to get defensive. “Foodstuffs.”
“Straight home,” he said firmly. “Straight home. Don’t drink the tap water, stay out of the river. Watch out…” he added and hesitated, before bracing his forearm against the roof to lean closer to the window. “There are some strange folks around. Dangerous ones. If someone comes to your house that isn’t quite right, you keep the doors locked, okay?”
His intensity was unnerving. Perhaps there was more to the order to stay at home than appeared, she realized. “Strange folks?” she asked hesitantly. 
“They might be people you know, but they’ve gone wrong. We don’t want to start a panic, and we don’t want to scare people without reason, so we’re keeping it quiet, but there’s word further up the river, and you know the saying.”
“Everything washes out to the ocean,” she finished for him. “Eventually.”
“Yep.”
“Thanks for the warning,” she said, her heart racing. She believed him. 
“You take care now. Go home, lock the doors, and stay inside.” He patted the roof as he stepped back, indicating that she could continue on.
She passed out onto the country road, picking up speed as she did. Not speeding. Oh no, Arthur would not approve. You drove precisely at the speed limit. Too slow, or too fast and you drew attention to yourself. 
There were eight ways to reach the cottage, all requiring a detour designed to prevent anyone from seeing the routine behind her passage and tracing it to the entrance to the property. However, her fuel tank was low. She had intended to fill up whilst in town, but with the power out, and no supply trucks coming into and out of town, the pumps weren’t working or manned. The so-called NES officers had been at all the petrol stations, preventing anyone from entering. 
She did not know how long it would be until petrol was freely available again, and the supply that Arthur kept in the shed would only go so far — and it was needed as a backup for the generator in case the solar power failed. 
That was okay, though, she told herself. She didn’t plan on going anywhere until she knew what was going on. She would stay where it was safe, and keep to herself as she always did, with one ear to the radio. 
She made sure there were no cars on the road for as far as the eye could see, before turning down what appeared to be no more than a local rest-stop, hidden behind the trees. There were faint tire tracks, but nothing too noticeable, as she did not come and go this way often enough to leave more, and these existed mostly because some opportunistic teenagers occasionally parked there to smoke or fuck. 
There were no teenagers parked down the little laneway now. 
She parked and went to open the gate. It was woven with fake greenery. If any of the teenagers cared enough to scrutinize their surroundings, they might have noticed the fake amongst the real, but they never did, nor the way the light caught on the little cameras, and the solar panels that powered them, that were mounted in the trees. 
Once the gate was closed behind her, screening her from the road, she felt the tension ease away. She drove between the trees, the crunch of undergrowth hiding her passage. There was only one way through. Going the wrong way meant even the Ute would struggle with the potholes and the logs and rocks hidden amongst the foliage. This way, however, it was smooth and clear, the grasses whispering against the undercarriage as she passed through them. 
The cottage and out-buildings were hidden behind a screen of trees staggered so as to look natural. From a distance, there was nothing until you passed a certain point, and then suddenly, there before you, appeared the little cottage with its wrap-around veranda and roof obscured beneath solar panels. To one side was the shed that also served as storage, and to the other side was the extensive greenhouse, which augmented the vegetable garden and orchard. 
The cottage had been built well back from the river, but the recent flood had brought the water uncomfortably and problematically close to the orchard and garden. 
If, after all, the water was contaminated, what was it doing to the trees and vegetables? She did not like to think about it but would be making sure that she boiled everything very well before consuming it in the future. 
She parked in front of the house and transferred the contents of the Ute tray and the box from the passenger seat onto the veranda before reversing back to park within the shed, locking the door behind her. 
She used the keypad to unlock the cottage door and swore as she heard a shrill alarm, dragging in the supplies quickly and locking the door behind her, before hurrying down the hallway.
The tiny third bedroom had been overtaken by computers and monitors. The array used most of the solar power, meaning that everything else had to be used circumspectly, but it was a sacrifice well made, in Lyric’s opinion, as she located the alert and silenced the alarm. 
She frowned and tilted her head to the side. Was that a man… with a fishtail?






  
  Part Two
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Trayrock, A few days after the storm


Lyric took a shovel and the shotgun with her. Just in case. 
The storm had broken branches and blown in rubbish from the town to tangle around the tree trunks. In the morning, she would have to come out and salvage wood, leaves, and paper for the fire. Although it was warmer at the mouth than further up the river, the winter still crept in with the dark. Lyric didn’t like the cold. 
She walked past the edge of the vegetable garden and through the sort-of orderly lines of the orchard. Arthur had gotten creative with the spacing, the effect of some of the plants growing in the greenhouse, she suspected. She made her way to where the water lapped against the grass, the calmness of the ripples belying the rush of the water deeper in. 
On a normal day, with a normal river, the water was misleading enough — the surface would often look calm and the waters inviting. However, there was a strong undercurrent that was challenging to a strong swimmer, and dangerous to everyone else, just below the surface, and once you were in its pull, you either conquered or were conquered by it. 
With the flood from the storm and broken dam pushing the water up the banks, the center of the river seethed with the current, all manner of debris swept along in its wake, and the calmer water’s ripples hid submerged dangers, like the barbed wire fence that marked the edge of the property. She was amazed that anyone could survive. 
“Holy fucking crap,” she said as she reached the point where the cameras had signalled the intrusion. It hadn’t been an optical illusion of angle or water. The man definitely had a fucking tail that writhed and flicked through the water. 
He gripped a clump of irises as an anchor, his upper torso just on the bank, and the rest of him in the pull of the current. His very long green-black hair dragged out into the swirling water. The current would claim him soon, Lyric thought, and pull him back to whence he had come… And perhaps that was for the best as he evidently did not belong on land.
However, from the desperate grip of his fingers, the tension of the impressive muscles of his back, the thrash of his silver-shimmering tail… He did not want to re-enter the water, but rather sought free of it. 
“What are you doing, Lyric?” she scolded herself, and yet, both shovel and shotgun were set aside, and she slid into the water with him, under him, gripping the same patch of irises with her fingers, feeling the leaves and stems pull against her hold as the water dragged on her, but also the reaction of the man who suddenly was above her, a shudder passing through him. 
He grunted through his teeth, his other hand shooting out, and clawing into the earth, hauling himself forward, and her with him. He released the irises and took purchase in the soil, dragging them further from the water, whilst she used her legs, her heels, her hands, and her body to lift him, to add to his grip, aiding his purchase on the ground. 
His long, lithesome tail whipped and swirled, writhing as he fought for freedom, and he continued his strong-armed drag along the grass until he was entirely free of the liquid, and lay over her, panting and dripping. It was the strangest thing, she thought, to have what was very definitely a man under her hands and what was very definitely fish between her thighs. 
“Umm,” she said. He was bleeding, the red diluted by water streaming down his skin and scales. “Are you sure you should be out of water? Can you breathe, like, air?” 
She was pretty sure that having a real-life mermaid lying over her made her responsible for his survival, a bit like finding an injured endangered animal. She wasn’t sure though that any veterinarian would take in a merman, nor that any veterinarian would even be open, considering the militia in Trayrock. Maybe an after-hours service? There was no phone service, and that was probably a good thing, as it was not a conversation she wanted to have, as she suspected the emergency service that came would be there for her, not her unexpected fishing haul. 
He groaned and rolled from her onto his back, and his long hair, twined with coral and pearl beads, spread like seaweed over the grass. Several days’ stubble shadowed his jaw, both black and green like his hair. Even the hair on his chest held a greenish tint. 
He was truly and unusually beautiful, she thought. A spectacularly good-looking man, all strong, broad shoulders, powerfully muscled arms... Until you got to the bottom half. There, the trail of hair over his tightly packed stomach muscles where it should have thickened into pubic hair between his hips instead scattered into scale, and his tail rippled with muscle as it flicked restlessly on the ground. 
His eyes were closed, and he gave no sign of having heard her; although, his ribs sucked in and out as he breathed. 
She sat up, shivering. The light was almost gone, the horizon an orange glow, and the air caught in her wet clothes. She looked up at the cottage and decided to head back for clothing, blankets, and her first aid kit. If the merman disappeared whilst she was in the house, then that would be good, she decided. She would no longer be responsible for him. 
“I’ll be… right back,” she told him. He did not react at all. “Shit,” she whispered, shaking her head in disbelief as she turned and began to make her way back towards the house. Her wet jeans stuck unpleasantly to her skin with every step and her socks squelched inside her runners. She would have to start a fire to dry them out again. A fire would be welcome anyway. It had been a long, unusual, and disturbing day and the comfort of flame would be soothing.
In the house, she brought her clothing into the room with the monitors. She could just make him out amongst the grasses by the flick of his tail. “Damn it,” she said as she changed. “Maybe it’s just a hallucination. Maybe it’s a vivid dream.” What else could it be, after all? Mermaids were not real.
The radio reports, however… It had been carefully said, talking of people with unnatural and augmented abilities living hidden amongst the human population, and government meetings on how to manage this revelation. She had thought people had just found a new way to discriminate against each other… But dragging a half-man, half-fish out of the river put a new perspective on things. 
She grabbed the first aid kit and an armload of blankets and made her way back out into the newly fallen darkness. With the rush of the river, the crack and crunch of birds and bats roosting in the trees, and the little sounds of movement through the grasses around her, the night was far from silent, bringing to mind the warning of the black-clad man masquerading as an NES officer. 
“Strange folks,” she whispered to herself. “I think this one qualifies.”
He had rolled back onto his stomach, his fingers clenched into the earth. Leaves, grass, and dirt stuck to his back. He groaned in pain. 
“I’m back,” she told him, kneeling beside him gingerly. 
He stilled, turning his head her way. His eyes were odd, she saw, seeming to shimmer like the scales of his tail, holding an inner light. He did not seem frightened of her, nor did he seem aggressive. She spread a blanket over him, covering his tail. He did not stop her.
“I don’t know what you need,” she admitted as she opened the first aid kit and began to pull out bandages and antiseptic. “I hope I don’t kill you trying to help you,” she added miserably. 
He hissed through his teeth at the sting of the antiseptic, but lay passively, the moonlight catching in his eyes through the tangle of his hair. 
“I’m sorry about the sting. But this will stop you from getting infected,” she hoped. There were scrapes and bruises all over his back. He had been swimming in water filled with debris washed from upstream, she realized. “No wonder you wanted out of the water,” she said with sympathy. “It’s full of rubbish.”
She applied butterfly stitches to the worst, intently involved in trying to see where it was needed by the moonlight. “I should have brought a torch,” she berated herself as she leaned back. “I think that is the worst of it, however. Roll over and I will see what I can do with the front of you.”
As he did so, she realized two things. He could understand her. And he no longer had a tail.






  
  Part Three
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Trayrock, A few days after the storm


“Okay,” Lyric panted as she and the man staggered to the front door, and he braced his hands against the frame. “Almost there. Just a little further.” She closed the door behind them, as they made it into the hallway. 
The blanket had slipped, draping down to reveal that his back was bleeding again and that he had a fantastic arse on him. She pulled the blanket back up hastily, keeping her eyes averted, and definitely not giving in to the urge to see if the front was as well proportioned. 
He was not steady on his feet, swaying from wall to wall drunkenly, and she desperately clutched the blanket to him, feeling skin against the palm of her hand. He stilled, breathing heavily from his efforts, and turned his head to look down at her, his eyes glowing and his nostrils flaring. 
“Sorry.” She removed her hand from his chest. 
He did not move, nor did he break eye contact. 
Her heart hammered against her ribs. For a moment, she was so certain that he would kiss her that she could almost taste the river water on his lips, but then she drew in a deep breath. What was she thinking? she scolded herself. The man was bleeding and barely able to walk, and, just fifteen minutes before, had been wearing a tail instead of legs. Fantasizing about kissing him was beyond ridiculous.
She swallowed hard. “The next door,” she told him, reaching past him to open it into Arthur’s room. “It’s a bit…” It was clean, but she hadn’t been in there since… “I’ll get the bed…” She ducked under his arm when he gripped the doorframe and threw back the covers. “Here…”
He sank into a sit, seeming uncertain until the mattress gave a little beneath him. “Ah,” he said, and it was almost a word, the first that he had spoken.
“It’s a bed.” She wasn’t sure if mermaids slept in beds. Fish just floated, didn’t they? “For sleeping.”
He had let go of the blanket, and as he adjusted so that he was lying, despite her best intentions, she was able to determine that nature had balanced the excellent arse with a generous piece of equipment. 
“Fuck,” she whispered under her breath and willed herself to stop picturing his cock as she pulled the blankets up around him. “I’ll be right back with the first aid kit,” she told him as she backed out of the room and closed the door behind her, leaning her head against the wood. 
“For fuck’s sake, Lyric, what would Arthur say?” she muttered and pushed herself away from the door. Even Arthur would have been rendered speechless by a merman, she thought dryly as she made her way back to where she had left the other blankets and first aid kit. 
The moonlight caught in the shimmer of scales scattered in a trail from the water to where he had transformed into a man. She collected some into her pocket. A reminder, she told herself, that she hadn’t imagined that tail. They were much larger than a normal river fish’s and their opalescent sheen much more brilliant. There was no way they could be anything other than a Merman’s scales.
When she opened the door into Arthur’s room, the Merman’s eyes flared in the light from the hallway. “Sorry,” she said. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
She turned on the lights and saw him flinch. “Sorry,” she said again automatically. “But I need to see what I’m doing.” 
There was blood on the sheets. She covered him back over and rose. His hand catching her wrist was so quick that she did not see him move. Her heart thundered. “I… I will get a cloth and some water,” she told him. “I will be right back.”
He released his hold reluctantly and his hand dropped back onto the covering. 
She was shaking as she filled a bowl with warm water, but it wasn’t from fear, she admitted to herself. That would be a more normal reaction. Fear made sense. This… arousal… Yes, arousal, she forced herself to face it. Well, it made no sense whatsoever. It was almost grotesque. He was injured and… “A Merman,” she said out aloud to make it seem more real, and reached into her pocket to take out one of the scales. It was beautiful, transparent at the tips, delicate and so light that if she could not see it in her fingers, she would not know that she held it. 
Fear would make sense, she repeated to herself as she carried the bowl back into the room. But it definitely wasn’t fear, she added wryly. In the light, and spread against the white pillow, the green sheen to his hair was even more evident. He watched as she crossed the room and set the bowl on the bedside table. 
He lifted his hand as she folded back the sheets, his eyes on her face. As she used the cloth to explore the wounds on his chest, she flicked glances up, taking in the details of him, the old scars paler in the bronze of his skin, the way the pearls contrasted with the dark silk of his hair, and were echoed by the numerous piercings in his ears. 
“You were scraped up pretty badly by the debris in the water,” she said softly. “Was that why you left it? Too dangerous?” There were scrapes all over him, his chest, hands, arms, and shoulders, and she continued her cloth bath, wiping them clean and deciding which needed intervention and which would be all right left to heal. 
He didn’t answer.
“I know that you understand me,” she told him. “It’s okay. I’m not… dangerous to you. I’ll just patch you up, and then send you on your way, all right?” There were tattoos on his arms just a couple of shades darker than his skin tone, that were revealed as she washed away the mud and blood. “Aren’t 
Mermaids sea creatures?” she asked, though truly she knew nothing more than fairytales. “Though I guess we’re at the mouth of the river here. Maybe the water is salty enough.”
He turned his hand over in her hold and their fingers laced. 
She looked up at him in surprise as her heart danced dangerously within her. And then frowned. His face was pale. She pulled her hand free and leaned forward to touch his forehead. He did not pull away, submitting to her touch. The skin was hot and clammy to the touch. 
“Shit,” she whispered. “You were in the river. We were in the river,” she amended. “But I don’t think that I drank any of it,” she said, mostly to reassure herself. Her upper half had been free of the water, other than that which had dripped from him over her, but she couldn’t recall having gotten any of it in her mouth.
“The water is polluted,” she continued, taking up her cloth and wiping at his skin again, washing his face. “It is making people sick.” She finished cleaning and bandaging his arms and chest and reached for the first aid kit. “I don’t know how to treat it.” She flicked through the containers. “You are hot, and your skin is clammy. I don’t know if your people go hot or cold when they’re sick. If I give you something to control your temperature and help with the pain, will that make you sicker?”
He reached out and put his hand over hers, stilling her frantic motions. Their eyes met and held, and she released her breath. “You’re right,” she murmured. “I’m having a panic attack. This… You… The tail… It’s very not normal for me. And there are other things. The militia in Trayrock. The water sickness… Something is going to happen soon, and I think it’s going to be bad.”
He released her hand and flicked back the covers, revealing his legs and… Everything else. 
She stared at his cock, her mouth falling open. It was hard, displaying the tattoos that swirled up its sides and the pearl-tipped piercing through the frenulum. 
His lips curled smugly as he took the washcloth from the bowl and began to wash a gouge on his thigh. 
“Oh,” she realized why he had pulled back the blankets. There were wounds on his legs. She prepared antiseptic and tried to keep her eyes off the decoration on his cock and her speculations as to why and… She turned her mind from that thought firmly and concentrated on wrapping the bandage around and around and around… How did a man who barely seemed to know how to use his legs have ones so thick with muscle?
Shit. 
“Do Mermen… people… Mermaids,” she stammered as she taped the bandage off and pulled the covers back into place. “Do they have, like, magical powers?” That made normal humans lust after them?
He leaned back against the pillow, and although his face was pale and his forehead beaded with sweat, his eyes were knowing and his smirk smug. 






  
  Part Four
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Trayrock, A few days after the storm


He was really sick. 
If this was the water sickness, Lyric was grateful that she had escaped it. He sweated and tossed and turned, moaning his way through the night. She checked his temperature, but it was very difficult to tell if he was running one as she didn’t know whether Mermen were normally hot or cold. If he had been human, he would be feverish, however, and as he looked human, that worried her.
If she gave him paracetamol or ibuprofen, would he react to it as a human would? Did she dare take the risk? If she didn’t, and he died for lack of something so simple and easily provided, would she be to blame for not administering it? 
She didn’t know, and the not knowing held her indecisive, until there reached a point during the night when she was just so exhausted and he seemed so ill, that she took the chance and administered both to him. 
And then hoped. 
He seemed to find ease in the medications and slept somewhat naturally. She nodded off, waking to find herself curled at his side, her cheek resting on his shoulder and her hand over his heart, monitoring that he lived, even in her sleep. His head was bowed, and his face was in her hair, his breath warm against her scalp. 
She stayed very, very still. She was on top of the covers, but she knew that just below them was a very big and very naked man with a pearl-adorned cock. A man that she did not know. A man who was half-fish and that she had just dragged out of the river the night before. A man who would not speak to her. 
Fool, Lyric, she scolded herself. It was a foolish thing to bring this man into the house and to fall asleep next to him in the bed.
His hair surrounded them. It had to come to his waist and was thick-stranded. In the daylight, the strange green-black of it was even more obviously unattainable through a bottle of hair dye. His chest hair echoed the colour, and his skin caught the light just a little like the shimmer of scale below the smooth surface. 
Was he dangerous?  
She did not feel unsafe with him.
She eased away, carefully sitting up, and put her hand on his forehead. He was still running hot, his face pale, and his mouth bracketed with lines of pain. He opened his eyes, but they struggled to focus. 
She swallowed hard. “You’re really sick,” she told him quietly. “I wish you would talk to me. I’m not sure that I am helping or harming you. What do you need to get well?”
He sighed heavily. “Water.” His voice was deep, smooth, and heavily accented even on such a simple word. “With salt. A pool of it.”
“A pool of salt water?” She stared at him. Where did he expect her to get such a thing? 
“The river has been poisoned.” It was exhausting him to speak. She could see the drain of energy from his face, and he seemed to sink into the pillows. “A magical and biological taint. I must wash it from me.”
“Poisoned,” she repeated. The water sickness. Magical and biological? “Right,” she said slowly. “Would a bath do?” She couldn’t precisely drive him to the ocean, not with the militia blocking the roads, but she did have a couple of bags of sea salt in the kitchen larder and a tank of rainwater.
He didn’t answer but his hands clenched on the bedding.
“Mermaids probably don’t have baths,” she realized. “Okay.” She hurried out to the bathroom with its claw-footed tub and began to run the water, hearing the generator kick in. As the bath filled, she retrieved the salt from the kitchen and placed it on the vanity. 
She was thinking through the problem of getting the very big Merman from the bed to the bath when he appeared in the doorway, naked but for the bandages that he wore. He looked… thinner, she thought in surprise. His ribs were starker against his skin, his hip bones jutting… 
“Oh,” she said in surprise, almost falling over the washing basket as she stepped back. 
He picked up one of the bags of salt, opened it, tasted a granule, and pulled a face but emptied it into the bathtub. Ignoring the bandages that clung stubbornly, he stepped into the bath and sank into the water, bringing it sloshing to the rolled edge. 
She reached over hastily to turn off the tap. The last thing that she needed was to flood the bathroom. She did not have the skills to make repairs. 
He sank into the bath water, submerging his head, his hair snaking out onto the surface, and his knees poking up like islands. 
“I guess water isn’t the magic ingredient that turns a man to a Mermaid,” Lyric noted to herself. She saw his eyes open underwater and realized that he had heard her. He surfaced slowly, sliding his knees back under the water, and braced his arms on the rim of the bathtub, resting his head back. His hair dripped a steady stream of salted bath water onto the tiles and Lyric used her toe to nudge a towel into a growing puddle. 
“The taint from the river has been carried out into the ocean,” he murmured. His eyes were closed. There were thumb-sized bruises beneath them, and the sockets seemed deeper, the bone standing out. “As with all things from the land,” he continued, his lip curling in a sneer, “it is we in the seas who must suffer your carelessness. But this… this is different,” he told her. “I swam upstream to locate the source of the taint, to end it, but I could feel it sapping my strength and I was forced from the water.”
He opened his eyes and slid her a slight smile. “We control the shift; it is not due to submersion. However, it does take… energy and concentration. The taint in the water temporarily robbed me of my ability. I am grateful for your kindness.”
“Sure.” She clutched a towel to her chest, forcing her gaze to stay on his face and not venture lower. “So… does the paracetamol and ibuprofen help?”
“Your medicines?” He peeled one of the sopping bandages from him and let it sink into the water. “They seemed to assist. However, it is best not to experiment too greatly.”
“The salt water is helping.” She could see that his expressions were becoming more energetic, his eyes brighter, and his posture more relaxed and at ease, the pain stripped from it.
“Yes,” he agreed. “It helps.”
There was nothing more that she could do, and the longer that she lingered in the bathroom, the more pervy her doing so seemed, so she set the towel down upon the stool and edged towards the door. “So… I will… Go and make some food.”
He closed his eyes, relaxing back against the bath. 
She closed the door behind her and berated herself under her breath as she walked to the kitchen. What did Mermen eat? She wondered as she reviewed the larder. 
A shrill alarm sent her running down the hallway to the third bedroom. A black 4WD was making its way along the driveway to the cottage. Someone had found their way past the gate on that side of the property. 
“Nothing to worry about,” she told herself. There was an old house at the top of the driveway. Long abandoned and falling into decay, Arthur had left it to rot as anyone who did find their way onto the property and came that far would assume that they’d reached their destination, and finding nothing of interest, would return the way they came.
The 4WD stopped and two men in black got out to look at the house.
“Shit,” she said through her teeth. They were militia from Trayrock. “Nothing to see here,” she whispered. “Turn around and go back please.”
They consulted a device and one pointed past the house, towards the cottage. “Fucking hell,” she exclaimed. They knew where they were going. How? The cottage was not visible from above, and not marked on any map. They had not entered the same way she had returned from Trayrock; therefore, she hadn’t been seen… No, there was only one explanation. Someone had tagged her car.
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Trayrock, A few days after the storm


Lyric muted the alarms that triggered as the 4WD picked its way through the fields, finding the tracks worn into the grasses, pausing so one of the men could get out to open the gates. Their arrival was inevitable. 
She needed to keep them out of the cottage. The room of monitors would start questions that she didn’t want to answer, and she had a merman in her bathtub. 
“Fucking hell.” She opened a drawer and took out the handgun within it, checking that it was loaded, although she knew that it was, before putting the safety on and hooking it into the back of her jeans. 
She grabbed the shotgun by the front door as she stepped out onto the porch, setting it into the bushes near the steps where she could retrieve it if she needed, but it wouldn’t be immediately in sight. She began to pick garbage blown in by the storm out of the garden, creating a pile weighted beneath a broken brick, trying to ignore her racing heart. 
The sound of the engine broke through the backdrop sounds of river and birds, and she placed the last piece of rubbish under the brick before straightening to stand with one hand shading her eyes as the 4WD pulled up and the two men got out. 
It was the militia officer from the checkpoint, she thought grimly. That casual pat on the roof that she’d taken as him indicating that she could pull away had been him adhering a tag. She hadn’t even thought to check. Stupid mistake.
“Hello.” The militia officer exchanged a smirk with his partner as they strolled towards her. “This is a secretive little hideaway that you have.”
“How so?” she replied evasively. 
“Off the beaten trail would be an understatement,” the second man commented. 
“Are you alone here?” The first man asked. 
“What’s it to you?” she replied, frowning at him. 
“She’s alone.” The second man was smugly superior. “If she wasn’t, she would answer the question.”
“Does anyone know that you live out here?” The first man looked at the roof of the cottage. “Solar power and a generator, Chris. Rainwater tanks. Greenhouse and an orchard. Pretty self-sufficient here, aren’t you?” he said to her. 
“What are you thinking, Lee? Hippy or prepper?” Chris speculated.
“I’m thinking hippy,” Lee decided. “We could check her armpits for hair, and that would answer the question for us.”
“What do you want?” Lyric demanded defensively as they came uncomfortably close. “Why are you here?”
“Our job,” Lee told her, reaching out to touch her hair. 
“Well, I don’t need the NES.” She pulled her head back, dragging her hair out of his hand. “I have everything here under control. You can go now.”
“She’s not one of them.” Chris held a device in his hand and stuck it back into his pocket.
“So, safe,” Lee said, and they stepped closer together, pinning her between them. “We thought you might like some company.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “Pretty little thing like you shouldn’t be out in the middle of nowhere all alone.”
“Holy fuck.” Chris’ jaw dropped, his eyes on the porch. “She’s not fucking alone.”
“What the fuck?” Lee echoed as he turned and saw the very, very naked, and wet merman standing with one hand braced on the doorframe. “What the actual fuck?”
“Look, man,” Chris stepped back, palms out. “We didn’t know that she wasn’t alone.”
“And that makes it okay?” Lyric snapped at him. 
“Is his… hair green?” Lee’s hand went to his weapon. “Test him, Chris. I think he’s one of them! Step away from the house and put your hands up—” he cried out as Lyric kicked out with the heel of her foot, his knee buckling. She shot Chris in the stomach with Lee’s weapon, a messier shot than Arthur would have approved of, but it was more important to disable him whilst she took care of Lee than to kill him cleanly.
She shot Lee in the head, and he collapsed face forward onto the pile of rubbish in a mess of brain matter. 
“Please.” Chris was on his back, his bloodied hands over the wound in his stomach, and his eyes pleading. “Please…” 
The bullet made a neat hole between his eyebrows, and his face relaxed, his eyes losing their spark. 
She sighed heavily and put the safety onto Lee’s gun. “You should return to the bath,” she told the Merman as she searched the bodies for anything useful. “This is going to take some cleaning up.” 
Lee had a tattoo on his shoulder. A symbol that she recognized, of a God’s Eye held within the layered letters of a V and H. “Shit,” she whispered. She had seen that symbol many times in Arthur’s research notes. Not just any militia, she corrected herself absently as she searched Chris for the same tattoo, finding it on his hip. The Order of Nexsis militia. Had what Arthur always feared actually come to pass, and were they enacting their plan for domination?
“I will help,” the Merman said, reminding her of his presence. 
She glanced up and raised an eyebrow. “You can barely stand,” she pointed out. “Don’t worry. This is not my first time disposing of bodies. I’ll drag them to the midden hole and cover it over. I’ll have to dig a new one, but that’s a problem for another day. We will have to move today.”
There was no other option but to retreat to the bunker and wait for whatever was going to happen, she decided. 
“Move?”
“Yes,” she stripped off Lee’s trousers and boots and carried them over to where the merman still stood in the doorway. He was looking better, she thought as she stepped up to him. “See if these fit. You will need clothes, and Arthur wasn’t as big as you.”
“Arthur?” He held the clothing pinned against him with one arm; his head tilted to the side. 
“Arthur was… Well,” she sighed heavily. “He was my father. He got sick six months ago and died.” He had refused to go see a doctor, dismissing the illness as a bad cold. One morning he had not gotten up, and when she had gone to check on him, he had passed in his sleep during the night.
“I am sorry for your loss,” the Merman said softly.
“Thank you.” She turned away. “Go back to the bath. There isn’t one in the bunker, so if it is helping, you might as well soak for as long as possible. I will dispose of the bodies and then begin moving from the cottage. It’s possible that someone will come looking for these guys, and we don’t want to be here if they come this far.”
She really did not want The Order of Nexsis looking too closely at the property. Hopefully, if they came, they would think it was abandoned. She would give it six months or a year in the bunker, before returning to the cottage, and improve the alarms around the property, maybe add a few traps. Arthur had taught her how to make them but had preferred not to use them because they were perilous to the wildlife, and unmistakable if discovered — which would raise the question in the mind of the discoverer as to why the traps had been made and what they protected.
She grabbed Lee by the heels and dragged him around the house and between the trees. Traditionally, a midden was a mound of rubbish, but Arthur being Arthur, he had preferred to dig a deep hole and dispose of household waste down it — not that there was ever much wasted, but what there was went into the hole and dirt was added over top to stop scavengers and pests from being attracted to it. 
She had dug this midden the month before, and it was still nice and deep. She shoved the half-dressed corpse in before returning for Chris. It took a while to fill in the hole after, and she was sweating and filthy by the time she was done. 
She erased the trail of blood and gore by pouring water over it. It wasn’t perfect, but it wouldn’t attract wildlife and might not be noticed if anyone traced the men to the cottage. 
She removed the tag off the roof of her Ute, crushing it to pieces between two stones before considering the problem of the 4WD. She doubted that Mermen could drive, and so wherever she dumped the 4WD it would have to be within walking distance. 
She needed to shower first, she decided, and that meant using the bathroom. “Shit,” she grumbled. The shower was separate from the bath, but it still meant being naked in the same room as the already-naked Merman. 
Well, it couldn’t be helped, and she didn’t want to handle the food from the kitchen with blood and brains combined with mud into a paste on her skin. She left her shoes on the porch and padded into the bathroom. The Merman had followed her advice and had returned to the bath.  
“I cannot move with you,” he said, opening his eyes as she entered. “I need to trace down the source of the water contamination and understand its nature. I fear for my people what prolonged exposure to the toxins will mean. Although it will dilute in the great seas, we have learned from the many chemicals that humans put within the water that the delicate ecosystems of our waters can suffer extreme damage from even just a little poison.”
“I understand,” she said. “However, you can barely stand, let alone walk. I do not think that you want to return to the river to continue swimming upstream, or you’ll end up far worse than you already are. And you probably can’t drive, even were the roads not blocked. So, you don’t really have much choice.”
She turned on the shower water. “Do not look as I wash,” she told him sternly.
He closed his eyes again, and she waited a moment to make sure he would not peek before beginning to undress. “Something is happening that is very dangerous,” she continued. “There is a religious order whose goal is to control the world and convert everyone to their religion. The two men who came here are members of that order. My father always feared that this day would come. He spent my entire life preparing me for it.”
She stepped under the spray and closed her eyes as the water flowed over her. She had become sceptical, she admitted to herself. She had begun to wonder if Arthur had been wrong. Well, he had been vindicated by the tattoos on the two soldiers, and she would do as he had always directed her and go to the bunker. 
The merman would have to come with her. If The Order of Nexsis came to the cottage in search of their missing men and found him there, they would kill him. “There is a dam just outside of Havermouth which burst during the flood.” She raised her voice over the hiss of the spray. “It’s very likely that the contamination originated from there. But you cannot walk the distance as sick as you are. Come to the bunker with me. I will show you how to drive. You can take the 4WD that the men brought here. It might get you past any checkpoints.”
“I cannot wait.”
She gasped at the closeness of his voice and opened her eyes to find that he had left the bath and entered the shower with her, standing, looking down at her. “You…” She covered herself with her hands
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