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I should’ve known New Year’s morning would split my life in two.

First I kicked my ex out of my dreams.

Then I saved a life.

And then—Jason.

He found me before I could find him. Before I could decide what I’d say, how I’d hold myself, how I’d pretend I didn’t still care.

Again.

I didn’t see Jason first that morning. I saw him later—when it mattered. The day started somewhere else entirely, back before dawn, in my dreams—where Jasper thought he owned me.  

He always showed up the same way—like smoke creeping under a door. Hands too cold, smile too sharp, the kind of presence that looked holy until you realized it was hollow. I used to wake with the most delicious feelings from those stupid paper dreams with him. It took me too long to discover the truth—that they weren’t really dreams at all but invasions. Just another way for Jasper to prowl around pretending. It made me angry for so many reasons. This time, I was ready. This time I told him to get the hell out. Then he laughed like he owned me. He always laughed like that.

I bit the inside of my cheek. “When I wake,” I told him, “you’ll be nowhere, and this will be nothing. This means nothing!” Frustration bubbled hot in my chest. “What do you want from me? I’ve torn down these dreams, I’ve asked you why you keep showing up here, and now I’m telling you this: I will find out how you’re doing it, and I will put a stop to it. You are uninvited to my dreams. You can’t haunt me anymore.”

“I love it when I find you in the water, Ginger,” Jasper said, his voice poison dipped in honey. “That’s when you have your tail on.”

“Go away, Jasper.”

“Aww. But you miss me,” he called as I shook myself trying to wake up. “I’m your favorite mistake.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing I’d once whispered those exact words in a moment of desperation early on, back when the dreams began. Back when I thought they were really just dreams—not...whatever this was. At first I was glad to see him, glad to hug him, glad to hear his voice. Back then seeing him was comforting like an old story, something familiar, back when I still thought he felt like home. Even then I woke up confused by those feelings—knowing they weren’t mine, not really. Because I’d never felt that way about him, he wasn’t my home and the things I saw in my sleep weren’t memories, they were something else entirely.

“They have your eyes, don’t they? The boys.”

My stomach turned to ice. I didn’t answer.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t find them?”

I startled awake, hand pressed to my racing heart as I opened my eyes into the dark, cold waves of my new home on the Gulf.

What people don’t know that they think they know is that night water has its own color—bluer than bruise, darker than ink. It’s beautiful beneath the undulating waves, but today it wrapped around me like a warning. Winter made the Gulf mean, changing it from a welcoming blanket of warmth and comfort into unloving spears of cold. I made myself float for a while, facing the sky, just until my breath turned to normal. I stayed like that a beat longer than I should have, there on the surface, listening for the echo of the Jasper-the-ex, angry at him for intruding again. But he wasn’t there—only my heartbeat and the quiet thrum of the town’s solar farm onshore.

I rolled and dove once, a hard, fast swim that burned my lungs clean. The kind of swim I often did out here, alone, before the sun rose. I needed this tiny, secret ritual in the water to help steel myself for another day on land. 

When I surfaced, the world smelled of tide-grass with a faint tinge of pine. The terraces above the beach twinkled and pearled with tiny lights. The re-imagined fort was now an ivy-wrapped stadium, its shadows and panels catching the last smear of darkness like flattened dragonflies. Farther down, a pier lamp flickered not far from where the Art Bar perched across from the water, its music and lights gone for now, waiting for another day.

I should have turned back. Winter belonged to the deep. But the water had gone cold in more ways than one. I was tired of the cold, tired of the dreams, sick of feeling helpless, and old enough to know better. I sighed. Morning was coming, and the modern world was waking. I knew better than to linger.

That’s when I saw her.

A girl, too far out for a human to be, alone and flailing. Arms like broken wings, head bobbing once, twice, then vanishing under. I wanted to ask why? Why swim out this far, why was no one with her? But I knew better than to spend more than a breath pause thinking. 

When someone’s drowning, you don’t ask, you move. 

Now and fast. 

This wasn’t my first rescue. I’d saved a lot of people through the years. Mermaids don’t love to watch people drown, despite what the misguided myths say.

I closed the distance fast. The girl’s nails found my arm, clawing, panicked, dragging me down with her. Which was fine...for me. If she saw me with my tail, in my true form, that would be nothing. There would be no consequences for me but for her, it would be deadly. A tail isn’t something easily explainable to the human mind. That’s why most humans who see us don’t survive long after—they can’t reconcile what they think is impossible with what is real. I closed my eyes and concentrated long enough to form legs from my tail just in case she glanced down and remembered. I hated having legs in the water. 

This drowning woman needed a supported swim back to shore, or at least to be taken to other humans. So I did what I could. I hooked my arm under hers and swam hard, keeping her head above water as I angled us toward the beach. Her weight dragged at me, thrashing panic pulling her back under, but I fought it. Humans are funny that way—they fight against you even as you’re saving them.

Then he appeared.

Broad shoulders cutting the water, not like a hero in a story but like a man who’d spent years in practice drills—steady and efficient, with no wasted movements. Dark hair slicked back, jaw tight, his eyes locked on me like he recognized something he couldn’t place. That moment of recognition passed with the blink of an eye, as he evaluated and shifted to the work of helping support the woman I held. He didn’t shout or hesitate; he moved in with the kind of calm you only get when you’ve been trained to keep people alive.

We didn’t need words—we shared a look, and moved together, pulling and encouraging. His grip was steady and sure. I guided while he lifted, and between us we dragged her toward the shallows. The girl was sobbing but alive.

Sand scraped my knees as we pulled her onto the beach. Jason knelt beside her, rubbing circles on the woman’s back, murmuring comfort. His voice was warm and human. My eyes trailed across the woman’s form as I turned to go, not meaning to glance at Jason, not wanting to, but my heart didn’t listen.

That’s when I saw them.

Tattoos, dark and wet on his forearms: a pair of eyes. My eyes. The shape and shade...my reflection was unmistakably there, staring back at me. 

My breath caught sharp in my throat. He didn’t know— but he’d been carrying me with him all this time.

Because he couldn’t have known about... me...right?

For a second I wondered if my family was behind it—one of their tricks. They do love those. 

Sometimes.

A part of me wanted to speak, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to craft any questions or answer any of his...or hear his excuses. Because he would have them—Jason always had them, his ‘reasons.’

The truth clawed up my chest, ready to break free. There was still a part of me that wanted to reach for him and trace the ink. Another part of me wanted to scream “You’ve seen me before! You know me! Look at my eyes on your arm, Jason!” But the words died on my tongue. I didn’t want to say that, either. Not really.  

I shoved back from the sand, swallowing it all. I glanced around quickly, evaluating: the girl was alive, Jason was here, and I couldn’t stay.

I slipped into the waves without a word.

Of course I knew who he was. Sirens rarely forget a face—especially the face of the man who once broke me, lifetimes ago, when I was someone else entirely.

That’s right—I was Medea, long ago. But they got our story wrong.

That’s what happens when men are the ones holding the pen.

But every myth gets rewritten, sooner or later—and that New Year’s, I started rewriting mine.
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Five days later, I was wiping down the sticky tables at my temporary gig at the Art Bar, grumbling under my breath as Ella arranged her trays. I couldn’t believe what I was doing with my life now, and wait till my mom or my aunts found out. They would have so many questions and if I were being honest, they wouldn’t like my answers. They had always had different strategies for problem solving than I did and that was one of the biggest reasons I was here at all, doing this. 

I stood up and tried to refocus on the day ahead. “There is no way people will be lining up for these ‘king cakes,’” I snapped off but froze mid-sentence.

Outside the window, a crowd had already formed with people standing around in bright beads and scarves, kids bouncing on their toes, and the air humming with music and laughter.

“Oh.” I stammered. 

Ella’s grin widened as she slid a sugared braid into the display case. “Told you. People love their traditions. The Art Bar bakery’s king cakes are a thing.”

Apparently so. The group spilled across the block, a wave of purple, green, gold, and anticipation. I’d spent many lifetimes among gods and men but never once had I seen humans look this eager over a pastry.

Ella unlocked the door and the bell immediately jingled as customers rushed in.

I turned around, steeling myself for the brunch rush, which was a completely new idea for me, but it was already too late. Because Jason was there. 

He filled the doorway like a storm you weren’t ready for, only he wasn’t made of clouds or rumbles, but sunlight. The shock of his presence hit before I could look away, before I could shield myself. And he wasn’t alone. Beau was with him, too—broad, quiet, and carrying the weight of the world in his stance. Finn trailed after, laughing like he belonged to the moment, easy as a slow moving current. 

My chest tightened. I’d only just met Beau and Finn at the New Year’s Eve party I crashed—late, reluctant, desperate for someone who might know how to get Jasper Clade out of my dreams. Ella had invited me and I’d agreed to go but I wouldn’t have if I’d know about his connection to the hosts. I hadn’t wanted to get involved with Jason or anything tied to him.

Yes, I wanted to see him. But I didn’t want him to see me. Theía Circe had already bent time around us once, and if she’d had centuries of time pass around us, I didn’t know what that meant for Jason. All I knew for sure was that my family of gods and goddesses loved to play games.

I busied myself with napkins doing anything to keep from meeting Jason’s gaze.

“Hey, I know you!” he exclaimed, approaching the counter, not taking the hint that I wasn’t meeting his eyes. 

Yes, you do. Or you did—lifetimes ago, when you abandoned our family for another woman. And, sure, from a few days ago when you helped me save a drowning woman. 

But I’d never say any of that. I leveled my eyes at him and braced myself for the fallout as I exhaled deeply. Of course I would be the one working the counter today. Of course he walked in now. I rolled my shoulders, trying to unfurl my wings—an old habit. I shook my arms out. That wasn’t something I could do anymore and it wasn’t something I would ever do. Not here, not anywhere. The gods were laughing at me.

“Sorry,” I shrugged, “I must have one of those faces.” 

Jason’s expression shifted from surprise to something he quickly buried—was it regret? I didn’t know. From his expression I could tell that he knew that he knew me, but he didn’t know why or from where. 

Jason stayed there, staring at me. Finn broke the silence. “How do you two know each other?”

“We don’t,” I said instantly.

“It feels like we should,” Jason said at the same time. He gave a little shrug, like he was trying to play it casual. “That was weird, huh? Us both answering like that at the same time.” He tried to lean in with a grin but knocked over some toothpicks instead. I stared at the toothpicks on the floor but I didn’t move. 

The overlap hung between us like a net dropped too fast.

Beau’s eyes flicked from him to me, reading currents he didn’t name. Then he gave a low laugh and shook his head. “And here I thought we’d be celebrating the end of your glory days underwater.”

Jason didn’t smile at that. Neither did I. 

We stood there, locked in a stalemate.

But then Ella swept in with three plates, placing them on the counter between us with their crowns of sugared dough, green and purple sprinkles gleaming like treasure. “Careful,” she teased as I tried to look anywhere else in the room, “there’s a baby hidden inside one of them.” 

Beau and Finn chuckled. For them, it was a joke. For me, it was a knife. An unexpected stab, right into a part of me that was raw. Tears sprang in the back of my eyes as the words ripped out of my mouth before I could stop them: “Or sometimes there are two babies and you can abandon them both just the same.”

My gaze snagged on Jason’s and held again, heat and history sparking between us until Ella’s laughter floated through the room, breaking our silence. Her presence was warm and easy as cinnamon sugar. Around us, the line of customers pressed closer, waiting for their slice of tradition.

I pushed past Ella, muttering something about needing air, and fled out the back. My heart hammered and panic pressed against my ribs as I pushed out the back screen door. The cold hit my face like a slap, sharp and clean, reminding me that no matter how far I swam or how fast or how long—the past is always moving with me, just beneath the surface, just like it always had.

The past liked to linger. 
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I didn’t expect to see her again.

Five days ago, she’d been a blur in the surf—fragments of spray, current, and struggle as saltwater burned my lungs. Her face had been half-shadowed then, but just as familiar as it was now, standing behind the counter of the Art Bar like she’d always belonged there. Only I knew she hadn’t. The place was open for brunch on special occasions, and everyone in town came here at least once a week after work—including me. I would’ve noticed her before now if she’d always been here. I tried to catch her eye, but she wouldn’t look at me. Instead, she glared at the napkins as if they’d personally betrayed her.

“Hey, I know you!” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

She still wouldn’t look at me, instead she just shrugged then muttered something about having “one of those faces.” But I knew she was lying. I knew because the recognition in my chest hit harder than any waves had the other morning.

For a second it felt like time bent. Like I was staring at someone I should remember but couldn’t.

Finn filled the silence. “How do you two know each other?” he asked, sipping his first cup of joe, seeming oblivious to the tangle between me and her.


“We don’t,” she said.
“It feels like we should,” I admitted.

The overlap stung, as if we’d
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