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Harrison

“I’m so fucking gassed about going fishing on the weekend. I feel like it’s been forever since you’ve been out with the boys,” Seth sighed as he threw his hard hat in the back of the ute. 

It was true. It had been forever. I knew the guys thought it was because of Skylar that they didn’t hang out as much. Part of that was genuine. Skylar took up loads of his attention, but it was because of his little brother, Angus. He was getting bigger and more complex to handle. Angus had been born with Autism. He was non-verbal and often acted out violently when he couldn’t make people around him understand his needs.

Their mother had given up work to focus more on Angus, especially considering the school wouldn’t let him attend. His behaviour had become out of control. Angus stood at almost six feet. He was a big kid and, at seventeen, had a load of hormones racing through him. He couldn’t communicate what he needed, making everything more difficult. As a result, I spent as much time at home as possible. When I wasn’t at work as an electrician, I was at home helping Mum. I gave her money to help with the bills, especially seeing as Dad often spent money that he didn’t have on booze. But I was looking forward to getting away for the weekend. I hadn’t wanted to go at first, but Mum insisted.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. Have all the guys said they are coming?” I asked as I climbed into the passenger seat beside Seth.

Seth bounced his head up and down and grinned. “It’s going to be wicked. Alex is bringing some booze, so I hope you’re ready.”

A slight frown pulled at my brow. I hated drinking. I saw what it turned guys into. Some were happy and easygoing, but there were guys like my father. He was a mean drunk. Most of the time now, he stayed away from home when he was drinking. I suspected that he had a girlfriend on the side. Mum, of course, just ignored it. I think she was just happy he didn’t come home. I often wondered why my parents stayed married. They should have broken up years ago. Obviously, Mum saw something in Dad that none of us could see.

I forced a smile to my lips and nodded my head. “Yeah, man, it will be good.”

Seth glanced over at me and chuckled before shaking his head. “You don’t have to drink, man. Just walk around with an open bottle, and the guys will think you’re joining in.”

I hummed and bit into my bottom lip. The drinking didn’t necessarily bother me as much as the thought of being on the boat with a bunch of drunk dickheads. I inhaled deeply and let it out, shaking my head slightly. I was too tightly wound up. I was taking on a responsibility that wasn’t mine to take. 

By the time the weekend arrived, I was ready to get out of the house and into the ocean. Angus had been in an atrocious mood, and Mum was in tears.

“He will be alright,” Dad said with a sigh. “It will do you good to be separated for a while.”

The respite carer had come and picked up Angus that morning. Angus had, of course, thrown a massive fit. He didn’t want to go. He wanted to stay home. But Dad and I forced him out of the house. I could see that it had taken a toll on Mum. She hated it when Angus got upset. But Dad was right. We needed a break.

When the guys were pulling up from my house, I practically vibrated with the need to escape. The place was sober and uncomfortable. I couldn’t stand it any longer. As I leapt into the car's back seat, Seth slapped my hand and smiled.

“Bad morning?” he murmured.

I nodded my head. I didn’t talk much about Angus to the guys. It was never an easy subject to talk about. On the outside, people saw a kid whose behaviour was terrible. They didn’t understand Angus. They didn’t know the frustration he felt every time he tried to communicate with us and couldn’t. Shit, I can’t say I would have behaved any differently.

“You’re mum, okay?” Seth asked. He looked at me with concern on his face.

I sighed and nodded. “Yeah. Angus is gone on respite for the weekend. But he didn’t want to go.”

Seth winced and nodded his head. Seth, more than anyone, had seen Angus at his worst. We had been best friends since we were toddlers. He knew me better than most people. We worked in the same company and did our apprenticeships together. He knew what it took for Mum to let Angus out of sight for over a minute. But he also understood how much our family needed this.

“They are expecting calm seas and blue skies,” Alex yelled back to us from the driver’s seat.

“Fantastic,” I sighed. “I can’t wait to work on my tan.”

Alex chuckled and nodded his head. “Yeah, man, it’s going to be awesome.”

I settled into the seat and watched the world slip away as we headed toward the coast. Nothing would prepare me for that weekend. Not even in my wildest dreams would I imagine the upheaval my life would end with.
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Luna

“Mama, can I please go and play with Caspian?” Tyna whined.

I stopped bottling the pickling jam I had prepared for the migration season. The tuna was about to be on the move, which meant that business would soon be booming. I had a more significant order than usual. When I’d last visited Theo, he told me he had more boats ready to go out than usual. More boats meant more fishermen, meaning they would need our pickling jam. Since I’d lost my mate, it was on me to be able to feed my family. The more pickling jams I sold to the humans, the better life I could give my children.

“Does Caspian want to have you hanging about?” I asked as I folded my arms across my chest. Tyna dropped her eyes and smiled a secret smile, making me smirk. “I take that as no.”

Tyna looked at me with wide blue eyes and pouted her plump bottom lip. “Mama, it’s so boring. I just want to play.”

I sighed and chewed on my bottom lip. Caspian, my eldest child, was fifteen years old. He had friends and was growing up. It wouldn’t be long and he would have his own mating ceremony and start his family. I’d seen the way the girls in the school. I would see them watching Caspian as he walked and moved through the streets. Their hormones were everywhere and always made me smile as I recalled my teen years. Tyna was only seven and still not old enough to be part of the other sirens and mermen crowds. 

“I tell you what. I will let you go down to the park to see if the other kids are there, and I will send Caspian down a little later to pick you up.” It didn’t make me feel comfortable knowing she would be going there alone, but I also knew I had to start giving her more freedom. The park was only at the end of our street. Tyna wouldn’t be far away, and it would give me a chance to continue pickling in peace. Or maybe I was just telling myself that so I didn’t feel so worried.

Tyna pumped her fist in the air and gave me an award-winning smile. I giggled at her antics as she raced to the front door.

“Thanks, Mama,” she called out.

“Be careful and keep an eye on your surroundings. And stay at the park,” I yelled as the door slammed behind her.

I sighed and shook my head. Nerves swilled about my stomach, and I bit my bottom lip as I thought about letting Tyna go to the park alone. I stared out the front window. The kelp swirled in the tide, and my eyes were unfocused as disaster scenarios ran through my mind. 

I shook my head again and sighed. “Don’t be silly,” I whispered as I returned to the kitchen. 

It didn’t take long before I was lost in the action of pickling, and all of my worries had floated away. I was lucky to have the children I had. They had never caused me any trouble. Unlike some other sirens and mermen, they could have been right terrors. After Cato died, I wasn’t sure I could get through it. That was when I was introduced to Theo. I wasn’t sure how Theo came to know the sirens and mermen that lived in this area, but he was our go-between. For centuries, there had been rumours of our existence in the human world, but we’d been taught that humans wanted to kill us. 

Sadly, for the majority, it was true. There was some kind of wife tale in the human world that a human could live forever with a siren's blood. It was all just a fairy tale, but it appeared to us that humans were stupid and believed everything they were told. This meant that there would always be humans that hunted us. It was silly, really. If humans actually knew how many sirens and mermen walked among them. Their fairytales told stories of mermaids and mermen with fish tales and unable to get out of the water. Of course, the ocean and river systems were vital to us. Our natural homes were underwater, but we were nothing like the human stories. We didn’t have fishtails; we could shapeshift, and I suppose stupid humans thought our shifted being looked like the tale of a fish. We could breathe underwater and live in cities beneath the waves. But humans were a joke. Theo wasn’t like that, though. He realised that we could work together. We would sell him our products, and he would give us gold coins in exchange. 

I was grateful for Theo. Without him, I probably would have been homeless and living outside the school. I would probably have to give the children up for adoption. While the merfolk was well advanced, we still had a long way to go. We were ruled by one family. A greedy family meant that while we could live comfortable lives if we were mated as a single woman, it was very different. It was why mermen were so valuable to the school. Mated sirens weren’t allowed to work. It was a very patriarchal society. One that was antiquated and really needed to get with the times. As far as I knew, we were one of the only schools still practising the old ways. 

I sighed as I spooned more of the jam into the jar. I had wanted to pack the children up and leave, but by the time I’d made enough gold coins to make it possible, Caspian was already thirteen. He was well-established and had a life in the school. I stared out the window. My heart ached. I missed Cato with every breath. It was cruel. We had done everything for this school. Cato had worked hard to protect Tullius and his mates, who were well cared for. Cato worked as Tullius’s primary protector. I still didn’t completely understand what had happened. More often than not, Tullius’s life was at risk because other kingdoms wanted to take over our region. That was all part of living. Greedy kings wished to take over another school. I hated that Cato worked the job he did, but that was another thing about our school. Mermen didn’t have a choice of the job they did. The royal family appointed them their job at seventeen, in this case, Tullius. 

Cato had been strong. He was muscular and big. It was natural that Tullius would choose Cato to protect him. I had never expected my mate to stand before the lightning bolt aimed at Tullius. Tears welled in my eyes as I thought about my mate. It hurt just as much as the day Cato’s friends came to tell me what had happened. 

I shook my head and wiped my face. “Cato, I will never understand.”

I looked up out at the kingdom through my kitchen window. Tullius was an awful man. While most kings took more than one mate, Tullius didn’t take the sirens who were fated to him. Tullius took women who he wanted. Bile rose in my throat as I thought about how often he chased me. He had been relentless. Thankfully, he decided to step back, but I always wondered how long that would take.
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Harrison

Alex was already a six-pack of beer and singing at the top of his lungs. I sometimes questioned why I hung out with him. He always got like this when he was drinking. There wasn’t anything necessarily inherently wrong with his behaviour. It was just annoying. I wanted to fish. I tried to focus on fishing. I didn’t want to bother dealing with the bullshit that came with a drunken dickhead. It made me nervous whenever he got closer to the back of the boat. I was terrified he was going to fall out.

“How are you doing?” Seth asked quietly.

I sighed and shrugged. “I’d rather have stayed back at the apartment, honestly.”  

Seth nodded. “Yeah, he’s being a dickhead. He always gets like this when he’s pissed.”

We stared back at Alex, dancing and singing a song that only he could hear. Levi and Koby sat laughing at Alex’s antics like a pair of hyenas. I sighed again, turned my back to the show, and stared at the endless sea. I’d often wondered what it was like to be allowed to roam above and under the waves. The sea was calm, and the tide had only a slight roll. The sun was hot as it shone down on my naked shoulders. It was the perfect day.

“Any luck?” Koby asked from behind me as he came to stand with Seth and me at the back of the boat.

“With all the noise that cunt is making?” Seth snorted as he nodded his head back toward Alex.

Koby chuckled. “Yeah, he’s gone a bit stupid. Don’t worry. He will be hungover tomorrow and probably won’t even leave the apartment.”

I nodded, feeling a sprinkle of hope well in my stomach. I turned my attention back to my rod and the line that disappeared into the blue depths below the boat. Staring into the water, I tuned out the noise in the boat. My mind floated back to Angus and how he was doing. I hoped he had calmed down enough to enjoy some respite time. Worry still gnawed at my gut as I thought about him. He hadn’t been happy, and I was worried they wouldn’t be able to control him enough to keep him. Mum needed a break. 

A splash at the end of the boat snapped me out of my daydream, and I turned just as Alex swore and shouted. I looked over the edge where he was flailing his arms.

“Shit,” Seth growled as he raced to the front of the boat. Koby and Levi were leaning over the side, trying to reach Alex.

“For fuck’s sake,” I growled as Alex’s head disappeared under the water. Without another thought, I dived off the edge of the boat and swam over to where Alex was bobbing and swinging his arms around as he tried to prevent from drowning. I’d always been a strong swimmer. Mum called me a merman. She was sure that I belonged in the water rather than land.

She would tell many stories about how I was the clumsiest kid on land, but get me in the water, and I was in my element. Once I reached Alex, I grabbed him around the waist. Alex let out a scream and tried to elbow me. I grunted as his arm caught me in the side of the neck.

“Alex,” I roared. His eyes widened, and he stopped moving. He was still struggling, and his heart was pounding through my hand that was braced around his chest. I propelled us through the water and toward the boat.

Koby held his hand out and grabbed one of Alex’s arms. Levi took his other arm, and we got him back on the boat with me behind him. Koby led Alex over to one of the seats on the beat and grabbed him a towel that he wrapped around his shoulders. Seth and Levi reached out and helped me onto the boat.

“What the fuck where you think?” Levi growled to Alex. “You know you can’t fucking swim, and yet you get fucking drunk on the boat, refuse to wear a fucking lifejacket and then be a dickhead right on the fucking edge.”

Levi’s face was red with anger. Alex dropped his face and shrugged his shoulders.

“Let’s just go back home,” Seth suggested.

I nodded and went to the back of the boat to grab the rod. Slowly, I started to wind the line in. The line felt heavier. I wasn’t sure if that was because I was tired or because of the adrenaline release I’d just had. The closer the line came to being wound in, the heavier it became.

“Shit,” I growled. “There is something on the end.”

Seth was beside me as he leaned over the edge of the boat. “I’ll grab the net, I can see something.”

Seth moved and took hold of the net as I struggled to pull in whatever was on the end. Finally, whatever I’d caught reached the surface of the water. I gasped and felt all the colour drain from my face. My blood turned cold, and I felt bile rise in my throat. 

“Oh Jesus,” Seth groaned as he looked over his shoulder toward the other guys. “Get the coast guard.”

“What?” Koby asked as he stood and ran to the end of the boat. With shaking hands, I lifted the catch onto the back. “Fuck.”

I nodded silently. Laying in the back of the boat was a girl no older than seven or eight years old. I felt tears burn in my eyes. This was somebody's daughter. Dumped in the ocean. How anyone could do that, I would never understand. Everything seemed to move at hyper speed as I sat on the boat floor and stared at the little girl. What the fuck was going on?

I dropped to my knees and started CPR on the girl's tiny body. Silently, I prayed to every god in existence that she would begin to breathe. I could hear the others racing around the boat, calling the coast guard and grabbing blankets while I pumped my hand into her chest and breathed air into her mouth.

“Please, breathe,” I groaned. “Please.”
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