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    To those that kept telling me to do this. Here you go.
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Chapter 1:  A Crack In Mira’s Tank
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The morning began with a negotiation. Ricky leaned over his kitchen counter, he was staring down at his nemesis: the coffee maker he’d bought at a garage sale ten years ago. It had been older than dirt then—a beige plastic relic, that always had an error code on it and it had to of been from the Carter administration, it seemed to run on spite and hard water. It was currently making a sound like a cat coughing up a steel wool hair ball. 

“Don’t do this to me,” Ricky whispered, his hands gripping the edge of the counter. “I descaled you  I bought the expensive beans. I even wiped your little warming plate.” The machine gurgled defiantly and blinked its red light ERROR. ERROR. Spite.

Ricky sighed. He closed his eyes. He dug deep, tapping into the primal beast that lived within his soul. His shoulders hunched. His upper lip curled back just enough to show a flash of canine tooth. A low, guttural growl started in his diaphragm and rumbled up through his throat—a sound of pure, predatory threat that vibrated the countertop. 

Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr

The coffee maker shuddered. Whether from vibration or genuine mechanical terror, something clicked deep inside its plastic guts. 

Gurgle. Hiss. Drip.

The machine surrendered, spitting a stream of hot, muddy liquid into his chipped mug.

Ricky straightened , flattening his t-shirt. “That’s what I thought.”

He picked up the mug. The text on the side read World’s Okayest Werewolf—a gag gift from Vida last Christmas that his a little too close to home. He took a sip and immediately regretted the choices that led to this moment. It tasted like hot, brown water filtered through a gym sock.

Cup in hand, Ricky shouldered open his aluminum trailer door and stepped into the morning glare.

Dead End Row Mobile Home and RV Park stretched out before him in all its ramshackle glory. Heat waves were already shimmering off the cracked asphalt, smelling of tar and pine needles.

Ricky leaned against his doorframe, sipping his gym-sock coffee, and watched Mira making her rounds. 

The park’s mail carrier was impossible to miss. Her wheelchair was a custom job—a marvel of engineering where the seat had been replaced by a reinforced acrylic fish tank. Her teal hair caught the sunlight like a beacon as she moved from trailer to trailer, catching up on the morning gossip.

Her first stop was the Henderson’s double-wide. Olga Henderson, a massive Bigfoot woman wearing a floral apron that could double as a car cover, was leaning over the railing. 

“Here’s your electric bill, Olga.” Mira chirped, handing over an envelope.

“Thanks dear,” Olga rumbled. “Oh, say. I was just reading Home and Fur magazine, and I found a lovely recipe for tuna noodle casserole.”

Suddenly, Olga’s large, hairy hand flew to her mouth. Her eyes went wide. 

“Oh my heaven’s! I am so sorry, Mira! I wasn’t thinking! Talking about cooking fish in front of you....is that offensive? Is that like...cannibalism?”

Mira laughed, the sound bubbling up like water. “Oh no, Olga. Tuna is one of my favorite foods. It’s delicious. I usually eat some of the neighbors whenever I visit family back in the ocean. Tuna makes for a yummy light snack.”

Olga sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I’ll save you a plate whenever I make it.”

Mira rolled on to the next lot, where Polly Lawson was frantically trying to sweep her porch.

“Morning, Polly! How are Emily’s singing lessons going?”

Polly Lawson, a banshee with hair that looked like she’d stuck a fork in a taster, looked up wearily. “Oh, you know. She’s doing great, actually. She managed to sing “Happy Birthday” yesterday without shattering any windows. The dog’s ears started bleeding a little, but the glass held.”

“Progress!” Mira beamed, handing her a flyer for an ear plugs sale. “You might need this.”

At the next trailer, Chen was standing stiffly by his mailbox. “Morning Chen. You look.....remarkably preserved today.”

“Thank you,” Chen droned, taking his mail with a hand that was slightly gray. “I have an appointment with my mortician later. Little Tony says he has a new embalming fluid that smells like lavender. I’m hoping it covers up the...musk.”

“Lavender sounds lovely,” Mira said politely. 

She rolled onto the next lot where Wanda Torrent was scrubbing a scorch mark off her siding.

“Everything okay, Wanda?”

Wanda sighed, wiping soot from her forehead. “Oh, it’s my daughter again. The school called. She set the trash can on fire in homeroom again.”

“Oh dear.”

“Well,” Wanda shrugged, “at least she didn't set the kids' pants on fire like she did the last time she was being bullied. We have to count our blessings, right?”

“Absolutely.”Mira agreed, rolling on. 

She reached the back of the property where Dale sat in his relic of a lawn chair, the mountain of empty cans glinting beside him. He held his eternal white generic BEER can in one hand. 

“Mail call, Dale,” Mira said. 

She handed him a stack of utility bills and, tucked in the middle, a glossy copy of Beautiful Home magazine. It seemed wildly out of place in his greased-stained hands. “I still find it weird that you subscribe to that magazine.” Mira admitted.

Dale cracked open the magazine to look at a spread on throw pillows. “Didn’t pay for the subscription. Won it with the answer to a trivia question: What’s the capital of North Dakota?”

“And you knew it?”

“Bismark.” Dale grunted. “Everyone knows that one.”

Mira shook her head, smiled, and rolled onto the next lot.

Inzo, the self proclaimed balloon animal artist was sitting on his steps, twisting a long pink balloon.

“For you, my lady!” Inzo announced with a flourish, handing her the balloon. It was a straight line. Mira stared at it. “It’s a snake,” he clarified.

“It’s always a snake, Inzo.” Mira laughed. “In ten years, I’ve never seen you make anything else.”

“Snakes are noble creatures! Minimalist design!” he said. “And I can make them in any color you want.”

Mira waved goodbye to Inzo and finally turned her chair toward Ricky’s trailer. Ricky watched her approach, taking another sip of his gym sock coffee. 

“Morning, Ricky.” Mira hummed, rolling up to his porch.

“Morning, Mira. Good haul on gossip this morning?”

“Just the usual. Bills, complaints, and balloon snakes.” She held up the balloon. 

Ricky stared at the balloon. “Getting better, I see.” 

She handed him his mail. “Here you go.”

Ricky took the envelopes, but his eyes drifted down. He frowned. 

“Mira?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t panic, but...” Ricky pointed a finger at the asphalt behind her. 

A thin, dark stream of water was trailing behind her wheelchair, painting a wet stripe down the center of the road like a leaky radiator.

Mira twisted her torso, her tail flashing in sudden alarm. Water was weeping steadily from a hailing fracture near the base of her tank, dripping onto the hot asphalt with a hiss. The water level was already visibly lower than usual. “Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.” Her hands fluttered uselessly near the crack. “How did I not notice this?”

“Come on, let’s get you back to your place before you drain out.” Ricky dropped his mail and grabbed the rubber handles of her wheelchair. He started pushing. The water sloshed violently with every bump in the uneven pavement.

“WOULD YOU TWO KEEP IT DOWN OUT THERE?”

The screech echoed from the blackened windows of the trailer in lot 2.

“Some of us are trying to live through a morning hangover.

Ricky didn’t break stride. “But you’re always hungover, Vida!”

“It’s not just a hangover, you dog-breathed loudmouth!” Vida screamed back from the darkness. “I pulled a double shift at the Barbed Wire last night! I broke up three biker fights and had to clean puke off the pool table!”

“But Vida—”

“I am trying to sleep off a synthetic O-Positive hangover!” she yelled, her voice trembling with exhaustion. “Do you know what synthetic does to your stomach after eight hours of serving whiskey to truckers and bikers? It feels like I swallowed a bag of nickels! Keep it down or I will come out there and bite something!”

“But, Vida. Mira has a crack in her tank! It’s an emergency! She’s losing a lot of water.”

Silence hung heavy over the trailer park for three seconds. Then, a dramatic, suffering sigh vibrated through the warped aluminum walls, followed by the sound of something heavy being kicked.

“Of course she does,” Vida’s muffled voice groaned from inside. “Of course, Because apparently, I’m not a vampire, I;m a 

24-hour concierge service for supernatural disasters.”

The door creaked open just a crack, emitting a puff of stale air and incense.

“I swear to the dark lord.” she muttered, fumbling with the chain lock on the door. “Broken water heaters, werewolf shedding season, and now a leaking mermaid. Why does everyone come to me? I just want to rot in the dark like a normal person. Is that too much to ask? I’m 300 years old! I should be in a crypt somewhere, not a maintenance supervisor for a bunch of misfits who can’t keep their hulls water tight!”

Inside the pitch-black sanctuary of her 1960’s single-wide—a rust bucket being held together by faith, duct tape, and black spray paint—Vida grabbed her heavy rubber duckie robe and a massive floppy hat onto her head. She grabbed her oversized sunglasses. 

As she reached for the handle to step out into the blinding, hated sun, she caught her reflection in a cracked vanity mirror. She looked at her pale, annoyed face, then thought of Mira–sweet, bubbly Mira—bleeding life-support onto the pavement.

A small, genuine smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, softening the exhaustion in her eyes.

“My perfect little weirdos,” she whispered to herself, her voice suddenly devoid of the bite.

Then, she shoved the door open, the smile vanishing instantly as the light hit her. 

“GIVE ME A MINUTE! I KNOW A GUY!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

She emerged into the daylight like a vampire bat fleeing a fire, squinting against the sun. She dialed her phone with one perfect manicured finger.

Five miles away, at Jerry’s Aquatic Maintenance, chaos reigned.

The shop was in the back of a warehouse that smelled of algae, fish food, and wet dog. Tanks every size lined the walls, bubbling and humming.

Jerry, a wiry man who looked like he lived on caffeine and cigarettes, was currently waist-deep in a Koi pond, scrubbing slime off a filter.

“BRANDON!” Jerry screamed, his voice echoing off the corrugated metal roof. “Step away from the gator tank!” 

Brandon, wearing a tie-dye shirt and an expression of pure vacancy, was standing in front of a massive, reinforced tank labeled BABY GIRL—DANGER. He was tapping on the glass with a screwdriver.

“But she’s smiling at me, boss.” Brandon said dreamily. “Look at those teeth. It;s a grin. She vibes with me.”

“That’s not a smile, Brandon! That’s a menu plan!” Jerry wiped slime on his cargo shorts. “She’s an eight foot alligator! She doesn’t vibe! She eats!”

“Nah, man, I think we have a connection. A spiritual tether.” Brandon leaned his forehead against the glass. Inside, Baby Girl hissed, her reptilian eyes locked on Brandon’s jugular.

“Get away from there!” Jerry scrambled out of the koi pond, dripping wet. “Leave Baby Gir; alone! She is the only bitey thing in the entire shop that I actually like! And I swear to god, Brandon, one of these days I am going to let her eat you for bothering her

Brandon blinked slowly, turning to look at Jerry. “Whoa. dude.”

“What?”

“That would be so surreal.” Brandon whispered, his eyes widening. “To be eaten? Like, to become part of the dinosaur lineage? To merge my consciousness with the apex predator? It would be a spiritual experience, man. To be digested... to become the gator. It’s the circle of life, bro. A crunchy spiritual circle.”

Jerry stared at him. “You really are useless.” He shook his head. “Go count the goldfish.”

“On it, boss.” Brandon drifted away, muttering about the metaphysics of digestion.

Jerry’s phone rang. He snatched it up with a wet hand. “Jerry’s Aquatic Maintenance. We make your water wet.”

“Jerry cut the crap.” Vida said. “I got a situation over here.”

“Vida! Baby, sugar doll! To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I have a neighbor who needs her tank fixed.” Vida deadpanned. “It’s leaking pretty fast.”

“Alright, alright. I can be there in thirty.” He responded. “What are we looking at? Salt water, fresh water? Koi pond? If it's a koi pond, it will cost her extra.”

“It’s a tank on a wheelchair that carries our mermaid mail carrier.”

There was a long, heavy pause. Jerry looked over at Baby Girl, who was snapping her jaws at the glass where Brandon had been standing.  

“Ugh, really Vida? You know I hate working on tanks with bitey things in them.”

“It’s fine, Jerry, I’ll vouch for her.” Vida told him. “She’s nice. I promise.”

“Thats exactly what you said about that tank that had the piranha in it.”

“He was just a little nippy! Look, are you coming or not?”

“Fine. But I’m bringing my assistant with me. That way if she gets bitey, I’ll just let Brandon handle it. He wants to be part of the food chain anyway.” A beat.” See you in forty five.”

“Jerry, you said thirty.”

“That was before I knew I was dealing with a bitey thing.” 

CLICK.

Jerry hung up and sighed. He looked at Brandon, who was currently trying to high-five a goldfish through the glass. “Hey, grab the tool kit, Brandon. We’re going to the weird trailer park.

“The one with the rubber ducky lady?”

“That’s the one.”

“Awesome. I love her robe. It speaks to me.”

Back at the park. Vida hangs up the phone. “He’s on his way.”

“Uh, Vida, how do you know a back alley fish tank guy?”, Ricky asked her.

“Ricky, I am 342 years old.” she responded. “It’s called networking. You should try it sometime.”

“I network,” he replied.

Vida pulled her glasses down just enough to see him over top. “Barking at the UPS guy does not qualify as networking.” she waved her hand, as to brush them off. “Call me when Jerry gets here, or don’t,” she stomped up her steps. “Better yet don’t. Take care of it yourselves.”

Exactly one hour later, Jerry had to stop for a breakfast burrito, the rusty white van rattled into Dead End Row, coughing black smoke. The words Jerry’s Aquatic Maintenance were painted on the side in what looked suspiciously like red barn paint applied with a mop.

Vida, sensing the disturbance in the force (or hearing the van’s backfiring engine), had dragged herself back out to the deck to supervise.

Jerry emerged first, wiping crumbs from his tank top. 

Brandon tumbled out of the passenger side a moment later, moving like he was walking through water. 

He stood there a solid thirty seconds, staring at Vida’s rubber ducky robe like he’d never seen fabric before. “Dude.” he whispered into the wind. “Those ducks are so... colorful. They’re watching me.”

“Brandon, make yourself useful and grab the tool kit,” Jerry barked, already kneeling by Mira’s chair so he began to inspect the damage.

“Right. The tool kit. On it boss.” Brandon wandered to the back of the van, opening doors and staring at the contents like he was discovering Narnia. 

Jerry sighed the sigh of a man who’d sighed this exact sigh at least a hundred times before. “Brandon! The tool kit! That big red box!”

Once the tool box was retrieved, Jerry held out his hand. “Flashlight.”

Brandon picked up the heavy Maglite. But instead of handing it over to Jerry, he paused. He turned it over in his hands, eyes widening in genuine wonder.

“Dude.....dude.”

“Brandon.”

“No, man, seriously. Feel the weight of this thing. It’s got, like , perfect balance. The distribution is insane. It’s not just a light, it’s a tool of destiny.” He held it up and looked at it. “It’s functional art, man.”

“Yes, Brandon, it's a nice flashlight. Now hold it still!”

“I can do that. I was born for this.” Brandon gripped the light with both hands, his face a mask of intense concentration.

For forty-five seconds, they were a well-oiled machine. Jerry applied the first coat of industrial marine sealant, muttering about polymer bonding. Then, Brandon noticed a spiderweb in  the corner of Mira’s ramp.

“Whoa,” he breathed. “Look at that architecture. The symmetry...it’s infinite. Do you think spiders understand the ancient art of geometry, or do they just, like, vibe with math of the universe? Because if you think about it—”

CLUNK.

The heavy maglight hit the pavement and rolled under Mira’s wheelchair. 

Jerry’s left eye twitched. “Brandon.”

“My bad, boss. I got distracted by the sacred geometry.”

Jerry rubbed his hand over his face. “Brandon, go sit over there before I decide to finally feed you to BABY GIRL.”

“You got it boss.” Brandon shuffled to the bottom of her ramp and sat down heavily. Immediately, he spotted a rock near his sneaker. He picked it up, turning it over. “Man, this is a nice rock. Flat on one side but turn it over and it’s bumpy on the other. Tactical.”

While Jerry applied layer after layer of sealant, the neighborhood began to congregate. 

It started with Mr. Henderson, the Bigfoot patriarch, lumbering over. Then Ricky trotted back over. Then Chen, the local ghost, flickered into view. Then Mr Lawson and Inzo. 

They formed a semi-circle around Jerry, hands on hips, like a council of dads judging a thermostat setting.

“You know what would make that chair better?” Mr. Henderson rumbled, his voice sounding like rocks rumbling in a dryer. “Off road tires. Mud flaps. Really chew up the turf.”

“Or a cup holder,” Chen croaked, adjusting his jaw which was hanging slightly to the left. “Can never have too many cup holders.”

“Maybe some underglow,” Ricky suggested. “Neon purple. Safety first. Plus it looks cool when you’re drifting.” 

“Or maybe some flames.” Inzo put in. “Flames will make it go faster.” His hand was on his chin, like he was thinking.

Even Dale appeared, the mysterious old man from the shed at the back of the park, shuffled into the semi-circle, clutching his white BEER can. He took a sip, nodded at the drying glue, and spoke. “Yep, that's a crack.”

The group murmured in agreement. Profound wisdom. 

Suddenly, Brandon looked up from his rocks, blinking slowly. “Does the fish lady have a name ? Or do we just keep calling her the mermaid?”

Mira, who had been watching this circus from inside her tank with the patience of a saint, smiled. “It’s Mira.” she answered.

“Mira,” Brandon repeated, testing the mouth-feel of the word. “That’s pretty, man. Very aquatic.” He looked back down at his hand, where he had now collected three distinct stones. He held up a jagged blue one. “My name is Brandon. And this...is Jeff.”

Jerry stood up, wiping his hands on a rag. “Alright, that should hold it.” He stuck the rag back into his pocket. “Brandon, pack it up.”

Brandon stood, scooped up the heavy toolbox with surprising strength, and marched toward the van. He made it three steps before his hands “quit”, dropping the box with a crash that shattered the morning peace.

As the van finally rattled away, Jerry leaned out the window. “Bill’s in the mail!”

Vida raised her thermos in acknowledgement. She needed to get back to her dark room. She had to be in about 5 hours to get ready for her shift at the Barbed Wire.

It was a rough biker bar, sawdust on the floor and barbed wire on the sign, but she actually loved the place. Mostly, she loved the regulars. There was Big tiny (who wasn’t), MD (short for Mad Dog) and his son Mad Dog (because why change a good name?), Then there was Knuckles, Chewie, Cheesy and a few others who would lay down their lives–or at least their livers–to protect their “Bar Momma”.

It was funny, really. She was 342 years old, older than the country where they rode their Harleys through, but she could still pass for 30 any night of the week. That, combined with the structural engineering of her favorite leather bustier to show off “the girls” made for excellent tips.

She found if a new customer got rowdy, she didn’t even need to use her vampire strength. She just leaned over the bar, let gravity do the talking, and the situation usually defused itself. If that didn’t work, Knuckles would step in and turn the guy into a pretzel.
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