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One


Samantha





Stars fill the sky and treetops rustle in the breeze. It’s quiet. Peaceful. All day I’ve waited for this run. No customer calls or meetings, and no social media distractions. Katie would be furious if she discovered her little sister runs alone in the middle of the night. I run up the slope and continue over the Selkirk bridge, a pale blue and grey canopy over the Red River. Male voices chuckle on the other side. It was bound to happen, eventually. Bars close for the night and out comes the crazies. 

Against the rail at midpoint, I pause to catch my breath. Five men enter the walkway on the other side of the bridge. Crap. If I wasn’t alone, I’d keep going. Instead, I head in the opposite direction and veer off the road, following the path alongside the Red River. Men’s laughter carries over the water; is it me they are laughing at? Or some ridiculous joke that wouldn’t be entertaining while sober? This wasn’t in my plan, but it’s not worth the risk returning until they’re gone.

Shadows from the trees tower over me, hiding the path, and I am enveloped in darkness. My right foot finds something unexpected making me trip and fall forward, and my head smacks a hard object. Pain seers through my skull. Damnit. I sit up and touch my forehead to find warm liquid coating my skin. Blood. Of all the stupid things I could do… 

There’s no one around aside from the drunken men stumbling across the bridge; they’ll be of no help. I crawl towards the moonlit river but my ankle throbs, so I stop. My cell phone is sitting at home on the coffee table, not the most useful place to leave it. What now? I can’t just stay here. Tears trickle down my cheeks. No one knows where I am. Regardless of how intense this pain becomes I have to keep moving.

With a deep breath, I continue toward the river while avoiding any pressure on my right foot. Under the moonlight, I stop to inspect the damage. Grass sticks to my bare knees and mud blotches my hands. The men are no longer on the bridge, most likely searching for the next house party. Maybe I should have called to them. They could have had a cell phone I could borrow. Now, if I call for help, no one will hear me.

Movement in the water startles me. A head emerges. It’s a man, staring at me.

Am I dreaming? There was no one here a second ago.

The man scans the area, as though to make sure no one else sees him, then continues out of the Red River. His dark skin shines and sparkles in hues of deep green beneath the moonlight.

Are those scales? Wow, he’s tall. Muscular.

As he nears, the scent of catfish surrounds me. Around his neck is a silver chain holding a seashell, like the ones you hold against your ear to hear the ocean.

Oh, my gosh, he’s like a catfish monster! “No!” I try to crawl away but the pain my head becomes worse when I move.

“Don’t be afraid, I can help.” Though his voice is deep, he speaks gently. “Please stop moving.” He kneels in the mud as though it doesn’t phase him. Without pants on it must feel cold and sticky, but can he feel anything through his unusual scales? Is there any sensation, at all?

“Who are you?” My voice is feeble, trembling from fear.

“I’ll explain after. First, we need to move away from sight.”

“Why? What are you going to do to me?” I drag myself away from him, my head throbbing.

“I promise, I won’t hurt you. You can trust me.” The fish man’s eyes brighten like green gemstones when they catch sunbeams, even without a light source.

My heart races. “Right. Sure, I can. You just came from… nowhere. Like the bottom of the river. And now I’m supposed to trust you. Are you part fish?”

The scaled man sighs, frustrated. “I’m not much to look at but I’m harmless. Please. There’s no one else around to help you.”

The trees are the only shapes in the darkness, backdropped by a cascade of stars. “You mean there’s no one to hear me scream.”

“Fine, we’ll do this the hard way.” He stands.

“No, please. Don’t!” I hold my hands out in protest, but it does nothing to stop him.

Without pause, he lifts me in his arms, skin slimy and cold.

Pressure builds in my head from the movement. I shut my eyes and groan, accepting there’s little I can do to stop this. Not in my current state.

“Sorry about that,” he says, carrying me into the darkness. “What’s your name?”

“Sam.” Don’t give him a last name.

“Like Samantha?”

I nod.

“I’m Thomas. Sam, why are you out here on your own?”

Was that concern in his voice? I gaze upward at his black silhouette. “I was out for a run.”

“But why?” He sets me on the ground.

The wet grass is soft, a welcomed cushion to my sore limbs. “To clear my head.”

His eyes cast a green glow around us, revealing more of his scaled body.

I gasp. “Are you like… the real Aquaman?”

The man shrugs. “Not sure who that is. Think of me as a River Dweller.”

“A what?”

“Hold still.” A large leaf in hand, he opens his mouth and breathes on it. Blue smoke clouds around it, leaving a shiny blue residue on the leaf.

Taking a deep breath, I touch the throbbing injury beneath my hair. “I really hit my head hard.”

“Yes, you did. Now hold still so I can help.” As he places the leaf on my head, the pain dulls. He prepares another and places it next to the first leaf.

“Are you real?” I touch his scaly chest, the world spinning around me. Although he’s cold at first, the longer I hold my hand against him, the warmer it becomes. Beneath his dark green scales is a warm core. The pressure of my touch brings heat to the surface.

“Are you?” A smile stretches across his face.

Our gaze meets and I blush.

Maybe he isn’t a monster after all. In fact, he is amazing. Strong. Unusual. Mysterious.

“You hurt your ankle.”

I nod, my focus shifting to the mentioned pain.

“I must take this off.” Thomas picks up my foot and slides off my runner, followed by my sock.

“Are you using another leaf?”

Thomas shakes his head and lifts my foot closer to his face.

My stomach flutters. Is he going to kiss my toes? Would I like that? This dream is insane. Please don’t wake up.

He breathes out the blue smoke, and my ankle tingles.

“Is that magic? Again? But magic isn’t real. I must be dreaming.”

Thomas smiles. “Magic exists only when necessary.”

“But in Selkirk? I can’t believe I’m seeing this. Please tell me this is a dream.”

“Sam,” he says, touching my cheek. “You’re not dreaming, but I need to get you home to rest.” He lifts me and the green glow dims. “Where do you live?”

As I give him directions, I feel dazed. “I can’t see straight.” Did I explain it well enough?

“That’s the magic working. Just let it take you. Don’t fight it, Samantha.” His last words are a whisper.


      [image: ]My cell phone alarm blares on the nightstand, and I sit to swipe it off. It’s Saturday, why the heck didn’t I turn off my alarm? I touch my head. Well, that was a crazy dream. I slip out of bed and walk down the hallway to the bathroom. There’s no pain in my ankle, not from pressure or movement, so it was definitely a dream. I flick on the light and glimpse my reflection. “Why am I still wearing yesterday’s clothes?”

A leaf sits on the side of the tub. I move for a closer look. Streaks of blue stain the large green leaf. Holy crap, it was real? I return to the mirror and examine my skull. No marks. I run my fingers through my hair. No blood.

Memories flood my mind, though in jarring puzzle pieces. Thomas carried me inside, brought me to the bathroom and washed my hair. His touch was gentle. I run a finger along my face and remember how his scales felt against my skin. Thomas tucked me into bed, then left. He was real.

I brush my teeth, change my clothes, and run out the door, all the while ignoring my grumbling stomach. In my small blue Focus, I drive towards the Selkirk bridge where I park on the side of the road, then I get out and walk closer to the water. An older couple walks hand-in-hand along the path, and a group of cyclists cross the bridge. There’s no way he’d come above water with this crowd. I stare down at the river and imagine Thomas standing before me, with his perfect, yet scaled, body. “Thank you, Thomas. I hope to see you again one day.”

My cell phone rings.

“Hey Katie,” I answer.

“Where are you? You’re late.”

Am I missing something? “Late for what?”

“Breakfast.”

“Oh, crap. It’s Saturday. I’ll be right there.” That explains the alarm. I should truly start labelling those. I end the call, slip my phone in my pocket, and get back in my car.

The server delivers my omelette with a smile. “Can I get you anything else?” She pulls out the notepad from her belt and clicks the end of her pen.

“No, thank you, this is perfect.” I glance at my sister’s stack of syrup coated pancakes. “Unless she wants more whipped cream.”

“Oh, never you mind.” Katie grabs a spoon and plops piles of the white cream on top of the already unhealthy mound. “You only live once, you know?”

I laugh. “Yes, I know, but that much sugar isn’t good for you.”

The server smiles and walks away.

“You used to pile on the whipped cream, too.” Katie shakes her head at my healthier dish and picks up her utensils to dig in.

“Yeah, but then I grew up.”

She pauses her attack on the pancakes to glare at me. “Is that a shot, baby sis?”

With a grin, I pick up a piece of bacon. “Could be. Take it as you will.”

She shoves a fork-full in her mouth.

“Say, have you ever heard of River Dwellers?”

Katie’s eyes widen with a question while she chews a massive bite. Syrup drips from the corner of her mouth.

“You know, people who live in the river.”

She swallows her food. “What are you on? Did you fall asleep watching some creepy science show?”

“Just forget I said anything.” I sip my coffee.

“You seem really distracted today. What’s up?” Katie drizzles extra syrup on her stack. “A little dry,” she breathes.

“Nothing,” I reply with a shrug.

“Bull-crap. I know that look. Who is he?”

I cannot fight off the grin from my face.

“I knew it! There’s a guy. What’s his name?”

Fork and knife in hand, I cut my omelette into bite-sized slices. “Thomas.”

“Where’s he from?” Another bite fills her mouth.

I pause a moment. “The Red River Valley.”

Katie leans on the table, a look of excitement on her face. “Okay, so he’s a local. Perfect. What’s he like?”

With a sigh, I picture the scaled muscles on his arm, and the vibrant green of his eyes. “Dreamy.”

Katie swallows. “Well, that’s vague. What else?”

I shrug. “Tall. Strong. Gentle hands. Loves the water.”

Katie’s face brightens. “He sounds amazing, when can I meet him?”

My smile melts away. “No, I don’t think I’ll see him again.”

Her expression hardens. “Did he hurt you, Sam?”

I shake my head.

“Then what is it?”

I sigh. “Too good to be true.”

Katie rolls her eyes. “Probably has a girlfriend, anyway. All the good ones are taken.”

“You’re probably right.” I push a forkful into my mouth to avoid further conversation. Could there be a river-girlfriend? If I was her, I’d be pissed with him for helping another woman, never mind tucking her into bed.


      [image: ]At night I go for a run, hoping to see Thomas again. Across the bridge I pause for a moment to watch the water rushing below. It’s Saturday night, and music blares in the distance while cars speed past. I flick on my key-chain flashlight and follow the pathway to where we met. It isn’t as muddy as the last time, much to my relief. I watch for movement in the water, but there’s nothing.

“Thomas, are you there?”

Still, nothing.

I raise my voice. “Thomas!”

“Oh, no, Thomas, where are you?” A male voice laughs behind me.

I spin to face a group of six teenagers, each carrying bottles of beer. Two girls linked arm-in-arm approach.

The brunette makes a sad face. “Did someone fall in?”

“No.” I force a smile. They are young and under the influence, clearly making fun.

The blonde sways back and forth, then almost falls over. “Who’s Thomas?”

“No one,” I reply. “You kids be safe out here.” With a friendly wave, I walk away, feeling suddenly much older than my twenty-four years.

The group laughs at my words and mocks me.

Done with their game, I run back to my car and get in. “So much for that idea.” After one last glance at the Red River, I drive away.
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