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      Thunder cracked outside my window, startling me awake for the third time that night. I groaned and folded the pillow over my head. All I wanted to do was sleep. Clearly, that wasn’t in the cards tonight.

      Another crack of thunder reverberated throughout the house. The crystals hanging from my lamp shade jingled together. Then, just like that, the rain pelting against my window slowed to a light, quiet drizzle. The lightning vanished as if someone turned off the switch to a strobe light.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d slept at all in the last two hours.

      Though I welcomed the quiet, I couldn’t bring myself to fall asleep. By the time the rain completely stopped tapping against my window, I was still staring hopelessly across the room at my dresser, where my shell collection and jars of sand art sat. At some point, the clouds cleared, and the moonlight shone in through my window to illuminate the silhouettes of my furniture.

      The small analog clock on my nightstand ticked in my ear, reminding me of the minutes I’d been lying awake. It was almost worse than the thunder. Almost.

      I didn’t know how long it’d been, but eventually, I caved to the mocking tick of my clock. I tossed the covers off my body and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Sleep wasn’t coming, and lying there praying it would wasn’t going to help anything. I needed to take a break and try again later.

      I tiptoed around a stack of textbooks and the laundry basket full of stuff Mom had bought me for my dorm room. I was moving into the dorms next week and hadn’t started packing yet. It wasn’t like I couldn’t come home if I forgot something, though. The school was just on the other side of town.

      I snuck out of my bedroom. On my way to the back door, I peeked into my parents’ room. Their still bodies and quiet breathing indicated that they’d somehow slept through the storm.

      I didn’t bother with shoes as I tiptoed out of the house and down to the sandy beach that came up to touch the back patio. I always went barefoot on my late-night walks when I couldn’t sleep. The wet sand squished between my toes, relieving some of the tension in my shoulders. I inhaled a deep breath, which felt heavy in my lungs after the rain, but the salty scent of the ocean calmed me even more. My white nightgown danced in the light breeze, and the only sound I could hear was the ocean waves softly lapping over the shore.

      Cool water rushed over my toes. I wiggled my fingers, and tiny beads of water rose into the air at my command. I smiled as I let the droplets rain back into the ocean. It was when I was one with the water that I felt most alive.

      The moon shone just bright enough to guide my path. I passed by my neighbors’ houses and spotted the pile of rocks that rose from the sea ahead of me. Those rocks marked the public beach up ahead, where teens like me hung out most days.

      In Sea Haven, California, we lived for the beach and the ocean. The sea was where we came from. It was part of who we were.

      I spotted a rock up ahead and decided I’d turn around once I hit it, then try sleeping again. As I neared the tall rock in front of me, a new figure took shape. I’d been to this beach enough times that I knew every single rock. Anyone could pick up a stone and I’d know if it was out of place. So, what was that lump on shore that wasn’t supposed to be there?

      Something must’ve washed ashore in the storm. A clump of seaweed? A dolphin? A treasure chest?

      I crept toward the shape carefully. The lump of… whatever it was… was slightly bigger than me. It was longer than it was tall, which almost made it look like a sunbather lying on their back. Actually, the bumps and curves made it look like the shape had a head… and a nose… OH MY GOD!

      I rushed the last several yards to the figure and dropped to my knees near his chest. A person! It’s a person!

      I frantically searched for signs of life by pressing my ear to his chest. His heart was still beating, and my relief came out sounding like a small shriek.

      Only when I confirmed the man was alive did I pull away to inspect his features. In the moonlight, I saw that he had long hair and a matching beard. My gaze trailed down to his muscled torso. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just a necklace with a blue stone.

      I had no idea who he was or how he’d gotten here. I knew everyone in Sea Haven—maybe not by name, but by face. I was born and raised here. It wasn’t like anyone came and went from our town—not when we had to hide our magic from the rest of the world.

      Maybe he was a sailor who got caught in the storm. When my gaze traveled toward his legs, I nearly toppled over in surprise.

      I inhaled an audible breath. “No. Fricking. Way.”

      The legs I was searching for weren’t there. In their place was a fish-like tail with green scales that reflected the moonlight. How hadn’t I noticed these beautiful scales from a distance? His tail extended longer than I would have expected. The end split in two directions and lay motionless in the sand while the waves licked the bottom few inches.

      I didn’t know how long it took me to finally breathe again. Merfolk weren’t real—not anymore.

      I knew the stories.  My people were descended from merfolk, but our ancestors had died out centuries ago. We could still manipulate water to our command, commune with sea life, and breathe under water, but we no longer had tails, and we’d long since lost the supersonic scream and siren call of our ancestors. Everything I’d ever known told me this man shouldn’t exist.

      I involuntarily reached out and ran my fingers along the merman’s scales. They were smoother than I expected. I inspected the area where his scales met his skin, as if I expected to find a seam that would tell me his tail was fake. But his tail and torso blended together so perfectly that there was no mistaking it.

      If this was real, if it wasn’t some twisted dream or sick joke, then how was it that Sea Haven residents had been led to believe for so long that our ancestors were extinct? I’d always thought we were all that was left of them.

      There was no way the Sea Haven Council knew about this. If they did, they would’ve told us.

      I had to tell my dad. He worked at City Hall and knew people on the council. He’d be able to help the merman.

      Before I could get to my feet, the man twitched. I froze just long enough to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. His hand twitched again in my direction, and I grabbed it.

      “Are you okay?” I asked desperately.

      His eyes opened just a sliver, just enough to see I was there. He lifted his opposite hand, and it shook as if he was using all his strength to reach out and touch me. I remained frozen as his cold fingers lightly grazed my cheek. The man forced his eyes open wider. They focused on mine as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing, like he wasn’t sure I was actually there.

      Those blue-green eyes left me speechless. Somehow in the moonlight, they shone brighter than they should. It was as if the magic behind them defined their color, their brightness. They were the color of the ocean, and staring into them felt like home.

      My left hand came up to meet his right, which still touched my face. His fingers were icy cold, and for some reason, I felt obligated to warm them for him.

      “What’s your name?” I whispered.

      He spoke in a deep, raspy voice so hoarse I could barely understand him. “Tristan.”

      “Tristan? I’m Bree.”

      The corners of his lips twitched as he attempted a smile. I was about to ask him if he was hurt, but before I could, his eyes rolled back into his head, and his hands went limp in mine.

      A string of curse words escaped my lips. I sprang to my feet and took off running down the shore. I didn’t think I’d ever sprinted so fast in my life. I was in such a hurry that when I flung open the glass door and hurried across the kitchen floor, my wet feet slipped out from under me. My elbow cracked against the tile, but I didn’t have time to process the pain or assess the damage. I scrambled to my feet and ran toward my parents’ room.

      “Dad!” I heaved in his doorway.

      No response.

      It took three wide steps to make it to his bedside, where I shook him awake. “Dad!”

      He blinked a few times and gazed up at me in confusion.

      “I need your help. Now.”

      Noticing my urgency, he sprang up in bed, scooped up his phone from his nightstand, and followed me. He didn’t ask any questions. He just raced barefoot out the door with me.

      I attempted to fill him in as we hurried back down the shore, but I doubted I was making any sense. I managed to get in a few fragments of the story. “Couldn’t sleep. Went for a walk. Merman. Dad, they’re real! Needs help. Didn’t know what else to do. The council has to know about this.”

      I didn’t slow as I approached Tristan. I only stopped when I dropped to my knees next to him. He remained unresponsive, and that made my racing pulse speed up even faster. Was I too late?

      “Tristan.” I shook his shoulders. “Tristan, I brought help.” My voice cracked out of desperation. I jumped when my father placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “Bree,” my dad said gently.

      The sound of my father’s voice eased my anxiety. He guided me away from Tristan. My father took my spot in the sand next to him to inspect for injuries.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I demanded.

      After confirming that Tristan was still breathing, my father turned to me. “I have to tell the council about this. We have no idea what this could mean for our people. Go home. Don’t tell anyone about this, okay? Not even your mother. Merfolk have engaged in war with us before, and we don’t want to start a panic until we know more.”

      “But Dad—” I started.

      “He’s going to be okay,” he promised, resting a hand on my shoulder for reassurance.

      I trusted my father wholeheartedly. So when he promised that Tristan would be all right, I believed him. I turned away and headed down the beach.

      My father’s voice grew distant, carried away by the light breeze. When I glanced back at him, I could just barely make out his outline illuminated by the moonlight. He held his phone to his ear and talked into it. I couldn’t make out his words, but there was no way in hell I was going to walk away from this.

      I snuck behind a rock and watched. I watched as Carson Ray, head of the Sea Haven Council, parked his black sedan next to the beach. I watched as he crossed the sand and knelt next to Tristan and exchanged words with my father, though I couldn’t hear what he said. I watched as another vehicle—a van—drove up a few minutes later. I watched as two other men stepped out of it and met my father and Carson next to Tristan. I watched as all four of them hoisted Tristan up and placed him in the back of the dark van.

      Chilly night air crept over my skin as I peeked from behind my rock. Carson Ray slammed the back door of the van, then turned to survey the beach. My heart hammered as I ducked behind my rock, pressing my back to it and squeezing my eyes shut tightly. The breeze caught my nightgown, blowing it to the side. I grabbed the hem as quickly as I could and pulled it close to me, praying Carson Ray hadn’t seen. I held my breath, until the sounds of tires retreated into the distance.

      I peeked back over the rock to find myself alone in the night. I had no choice but to head home. If I wasn’t home by the time my father arrived, I’d be entering deep waters.

      Somehow, I already knew I was in deep. I couldn’t get my father’s warning out of my head.

      Don’t tell anyone about this, okay? Not even your mother.

      Those didn’t sound like promising words. They sounded like a warning.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” my best friend Liana insisted the next day.

      “I’m dead serious.” My eyes widened from where I sat on her bed.

      “Christina did not say Sam was hotter than Dean.” Liana turned back toward her mirror, where she was brushing out her long blond hair.

      I held several strands of my own dark hair out in front of my face and absentmindedly picked at the split ends. You’d think with magic running through my veins, I’d be able to mend a few split ends, but I couldn’t.

      I wonder what Tristan can do, I thought. Legend said our ancestors could control the oceans, but after they settled in Sea Haven and began mating with humans, their magic grew weaker with every generation, until our people sealed off the town. No one came in. No one came out.

      Okay, that wasn’t completely true. We had suppliers and contractors who came and went, but we tried our best to remain as self-sustaining as possible. That’s why there was a small university in town with a select few graduate programs so that some of us could learn to become doctors and stuff instead of having to reveal the secret of our magic.

      And it’s not like no one ever left. There was a guy a grade ahead of me, Noah Starr, who left for school outside of Sea Haven last year. It’s not like we can’t leave. We just don’t want to. Keeping to ourselves and not welcoming outsiders was what was going to preserve the last bits of magic we had left.

      Our magic was everything to our people. Our economy was built on the exportation of fish and other seafood, and we used our magic to maintain marine populations and ocean health. Our favorite pastimes were on the water—fishing, surfing, boating, swimming. Every year, Sea Haven put on Sea Festival, a three-day sporting event with swimming competitions, fishing derbies, surfing tournaments, and the best seafood on the coast. Everything we did came back to the water.

      “Bree,” Liana called. “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Huh?” I raised my brows and let my split ends fall back to my chest. “Yeah, I’m listening. Dean is hotter, hands down. But I mean, come on. You can’t say Sam isn’t hot.”

      “Oh, sure. I mean, they’re brothers. They share the same DNA.”

      I looked at her sideways. “You do know they’re actors, right? We may be freaks of nature, but Supernatural is fiction, Li.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned to me, leaning her arm up against the back of her chair. “You know what I meant. But we’re agreed, then? Dean is the hottest guy we know?”

      I sighed. Tristan sure could give Dean a run for his money.

      Tristan.

      The thought echoed through my mind. I’d only met him last night, but already, the whole thing was starting to feel like a dream. Only, since I’d lain awake the entire rest of the night, I knew I hadn’t dreamt it.

      I wanted to tell Liana about him. I’d already almost blurted it out a couple of times. But my dad had warned me not to mention anything, and until I could get more answers out of him, I was keeping my mouth shut. I didn’t want to put Liana in any danger.

      I’d wanted to ask my dad about it this morning, but when I finally pulled myself out of bed after struggling for hours for a lick of sleep, he was already gone.

      He’d told me to pretend like nothing happened, and so I did.

      But all I could do was pretend. That didn’t keep the reality of the situation from burrowing itself into my mind, taking up a home in every thought of mine. Our ancestors were out there.

      “Bree,” Liana complained again, pulling me out of my thoughts again.

      “Yes,” I said. “Dean is the hottest guy we know. Though technically we don’t really know him.”

      In one swift move, Liana leapt from her chair and pulled the pillow I’d been leaning against out from under me. She aimed an attack straight at my face, but I dodged it, nearly toppling off her bed.

      “Don’t you ever say he’s just a fictional character!” she shouted playfully. “You’re ruining all the fun.”

      She took another swat at me, but I quickly sank off the edge of the bed and onto the floor.

      “You’re going to have to be faster than that if you’re going to catch this girl,” I snickered.

      She jumped onto the bed and aimed the pillow at my face. I rolled across the carpet just as the pillow made contact with the floor right where my head lay a split second ago.

      “You’re as slow as a sea horse,” I teased.

      “Gah!” She shrieked and grabbed the pillow again to take another shot at me. “Stop calling me a sea horse.”

      She gritted her teeth, and I smiled in triumph as I dodged yet another one of her blows. I raced to the other side of the room, but she now had two pillows in her hands.

      I glanced around in search of my own weapon, but as soon as my gaze fell upon the ocean outside her window, the fight we were having suddenly didn’t matter anymore. I froze in front of the window, staring out at the waves. My memories flickered back to the previous night, first to Tristan’s green scales, then to the blue-green color of his eyes, and then to my father telling me to go back home. To tell no one what I saw.

      Something hard smacked into the right side of my face. It was so unexpected that I tumbled to the ground. I caught myself with the palms of my hands. When I looked up to see what had happened, I found Liana standing above me, her jaw hanging open.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you so hard. Are you okay?” She dropped the pillows to her feet and offered her hand to help me up.

      I grumbled but took her hand anyway. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “What were you looking at?” She narrowed her eyes out the window, searching for anything out of the ordinary.

      I shrugged. “Just the ocean.”

      She sighed softly. “It looks so peaceful out there.” Her tone quickly became more upbeat. “Hey, want to go for a swim?”

      My heart lifted. A swim was exactly what I needed. “Absolutely.”

      Liana slipped into her swimming suit and had her beach bag packed within minutes. We made the short walk down the sand to my house, where I dressed in my own swimsuit and packed up my towel.

      Liana inhaled a deep breath as we stepped out my back door. “It’s such a nice day today.”

      She spread her arms wide as if that would help her soak up the sun.

      “It’s been a nice summer,” I remarked.

      Liana kept her eyes on the crowded beach ahead. “Except last night. Did that big crack of thunder wake you up?”

      “That big crack of thunder?” I repeated. “You mean the two-hundred cracks of thunder?”

      I thought back to Tristan, how I’d walked this same path last night
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