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      It’s happened again.

      Someone is dead.

      The city officials think it’s the same shark they suspected before.

      But I know it’s not, because I saw it with my own eyes.

      Another mermaid has come to Mermaid Cove.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. I need to start from the beginning.

      It’s been six months since the attacks that took my mother, my father, Adrian Walker, Percy Andrews, and the lifeguard who tried to rescue him, and six months since I slayed Dagana, whom I thought was the last mermaid to exist in Mermaid Cove. It is now spring, the middle of June, and hot as can possibly be in South Texas. Naturally, people have chosen to flock to the beach to try and stave off the heat.

      And that’s when the nightmare began anew.

      I was sitting on the pathway that leads up the dunes from the beach and that runs behind my house when it happened. Talking, idly, on the phone, with my best friend Samantha, I’d been staring out at the ocean and trying my hardest not to think of the months that had passed when I noticed a disturbance on the shore. At the time, it was getting dark, but not dark enough to warrant any caution from anyone on the beach. The sun had just been setting, and the lone surfboarder who had been attempting to catch the waves rolling in from the ocean fell off his board. I remember laughing, in part because it was such a comical display—he, losing control of his board; his board, flying straight into the air; his body, as it went falling into the ocean. Samantha had asked what was going on, and why I was laughing.

      “It’s just the surfboarder,” I’d said. “He just took a major spill.”

      “And you’re laughing?” Samantha had asked.

      I’d laughed once again. “Yeah. I am.”

      Samantha had gone on to tell me about something that had happened earlier on the day — and though I’d been paying attention at least in part, my gaze was set on the ocean and the surfboarder in the water. I watched him swim to his board, take hold of its surface, and tried to lift himself up onto it.

      That was when he cried out.

      “Jessica?” Samantha had asked. “Did you hear what I just said?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I⁠—”

      He’d cried out again, and this time, tried pulling himself onto the board⁠—

      Only for a pair hands to shoot out of the water and grab him.

      I’d stared, part in horror and another in shock, as he was dragged under the water—as something, and I wasn’t sure what, began to thrash about.

      At first, I wasn’t sure what to think. I’d thought that maybe it was just a friend playing a joke on him, and that he was just startled. But the longer I looked—and the longer I stared—the more I realize that this wasn’t a joke, nor was any kind of prank.

      No.

      This was an attack.

      I yelled for my aunt and uncle—for someone to call 911.

      That was when the blood started to pool out from around his body.

      I thought, at first, that maybe it was a shark attack.

      But then I saw it:

      The tail.

      The tail.

      Long like a dolphin’s, but smaller than a whale’s, its black form breached the water for only a moment before the surfboarder was dragged into the water.

      I didn’t see him after that.

      My friend Samantha was screaming on the other end of the phone, asking, “What’s going on?”

      But before I could finish, my aunt and uncle had come barreling up the path beside me.

      That was when I realized what was truly going on.

      As the reality of the situation began to settle in, I found myself lowering my phone at my side, and turning my head to look at my aunt and uncle.

      They asked, “What happened?”

      I only had one reply.

      “It’s happening again.”
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      I stand before the metal bars that divide the beach from the city and try my hardest not to tremble. Bone cold on this day, in which I realize that the nightmare is beginning anew, I watch as police officers section off the beach with yellow do not cross tape, and divers come to try and retrieve the body.

      Beside me, Officer Clive Jamison looks on with sad eyes, his hands wrapped around the metal in front of him. He has remained silent for several moments—simply watching, simply staring. Slowly, though, he says, matter-of-factly, and in a small and quiet voice: “I didn’t think it would happen again.”

      “What?” I ask, turning my head to look at him. “This?”

      The man nods. “Yes. This.”

      I say nothing for several long moments—attempting, with all my might and willpower, not to break down in fear. Regardless, though, I can’t help but tremble, especially as the past six months, rushing back to me.

      My parents⁠—

      Adrian Walker⁠—

      Percy Andrews⁠—

      The lifeguard⁠—

      Me and Chase as we went to the Mermaid Lounge, Valentina Flores as she told me of Dagana⁠—

      Samantha’s doubt, Chase’s fear, my worry⁠—

      I’d dove into those waters, braved that chasm, slayed that mermaid. But for what? For this all to begin again?

      Maybe it’s not what you think it is, something inside me says. Maybe you were just seeing things.

      No. I wasn’t just seeing things. I’d seen those arms, that hair, that tail.

      Standing here, looking out at the ocean, with Officer Jamison at my side, is enough to confirm my darkest fears.

      Another mermaid has come to Mermaid Cove.

      But from where?

      Frowning, I reach up to run my hand through my hair and listen as Officer Jamison sighs and says, “I’m sorry you had to see that, Jessica.”

      “I just… I thought that it was over.”

      “Me too, kid. Me too.”

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I reach down to grab it. Lift it to my eyes. See the message from Samantha in all its horrible detail.

      She asks, What the hell is going on?

      To which I reply by typing, I’ll tell you in ten.

      Officer Jamison turns his head to regard another police cruiser as it comes rolling up, only to say, “I think we’re done, Jessica. Thank you for giving your statement. We’ll take it from here.”

      “You’re… You’re welcome,” I say, a bit hesitantly at that.

      Then I turn and begin to make my way up the road.

      As I walk, and as I struggle to piece together what I will do now that I know what is going on, I dial Samantha’s number and lift my phone to my ear.

      She answers almost instantly. “Jess? What are you⁠—”

      “It’s happening again,” I say.

      “No,” Samantha says, her voice small, her voice weak. “It can’t be. You must be mistaken.”

      “No, Sam. I’m not.”

      She starts to laugh—nervously at that. It turns into maniacal sobbing soon after. It’s obvious that the realization is just beginning to settle in, and with it, her nerves are set ablaze once more.

      I ask, “Does Chase know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That there was an attack on the beach.”

      “I’m barely just talking to you, Jessica. It’s just…” Samantha trails off.

      “Just… what?” I ask.

      “Too unbearable to think about.”

      I readjust my phone against my ear as I continue to make my way up the street, glancing, cautiously, out my peripheral, to determine whether or not I can speak freely. Though the cries of the dying man had attracted attention, it is the police cruisers arriving at beach that draw people’s attention even more.

      Samantha says, “Please don’t tell me⁠—”

      “That we have to do something? Yeah. We do.”

      “Jessica—”

      “We need to call Chase. Let him know what happened.”

      “I—”

      I see my aunt and uncle standing on the balcony to our house and cut Samantha off before she can continue. “Let Chase know what’s going on. I have to go.”

      “But—”

      I end the call before she can say anything further.

      My Aunt Kacey and Uncle Peter look on at me with sad eyes as I approach.

      Uncle Peter speaks first. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “At least, I think I am.”

      “And we thought this whole ordeal was over,” Aunt Kacey says, and sighs.

      My uncle doesn’t respond to her. All he says is, “Let’s go inside.”

      Inside our home, we huddle around the kitchen island and try our best to make sense of the matters at hand. I know it isn’t just me suffering flashbacks from months past. My aunt and uncle are, too, and that’s what’s upsetting—knowing that I can’t help them with anything, let alone tell them the truth. They’d think I was crazy, especially if I told them about how I dove into dangerous waters to kill a monstrous mermaid.

      They’d do more than kill me, I think. They’d commit me.

      I try my hardest to remain stone-faced, but try as I may, I can’t help but let my emotional barrier fall.

      I’ve just seen another person die—and by the same kind of monster, no less.

      But, the question remains:

      Where did it come from? And how, I wonder, did it avoid detection this whole time?

      Rather than think on it, though, I turn my head to face that the stairway, and say, “I need a timeout.”

      “We’ll let you know when dinner is ready,” Aunt Kacey says.

      I don’t bother to wait for her to clarify otherwise. I simply walk up the stairs and make my way down the hall.

      Once in my room, I close the door behind me, sit down at my computer desk, and log into my social media app.

      My schoolmates are already speculating on what’s happened.

      Is it starting again? one person asks.

      It was a shark, someone else adds. It has to be.

      Who was the surfer?

      A detailed look at several of my classmates’ posts reveal that the surfer is not anyone we knew, or even anyone that lived in this town. He—a man by the name of Theo Baker—was a tourist looking to explore what is considered to be an exotic landmark in the Gulf of Mexico. Unlike South Padre Island, Mermaid Cove is more readily accessible, especially to someone who is looking to spend several days or even a few weeks in a hotel. It’s what’s driven the town’s tourism industry for years on end. Now, though…

      It appears we’ll be on the map for a new reason.

      More brutal killings.

      Sighing, I reach down to grab my phone just in time for a message from Chase to come in.

      It simply says: We need to talk. All of us.

      Tomorrow, I type back. When we can all get away from home.

      Chase’s only response is to type okay.

      He doesn’t need to say anything more. The truth is already here.

      We have a problem, and only the three of us knows how to deal with it.

      

      I cannot get a hold of Valentina Flores. Though I try several times to leave her messages throughout the early evening and night, her voicemail box says it’s full. This leads me to one of two conclusions: that she’s either ignoring my calls, or is no longer in possession of that number.

      All I can think is: Dammit.

      I toss my phone on my bed and tug at my hair in frustration.

      The reality is just beginning to settle in.

      Without Valentina Flores on our side, it will be up to me, Chase, and Samantha to deal with this problem. Doing it on our own, however, will never be in our best interests, especially if this mermaid is just as ferocious as the last one.

      Rather than think on it anymore, I turn to make my way into the bathroom—and hope, and pray, that a hot shower will alleviate my stress.

      It doesn’t.

      Come time I slide into bed, I feel as though I will burst.

      Thoughts of what Dagana did to my parents instantly rush into my mind.

      My father, disemboweled⁠—

      My mother, her throat ripped open⁠—

      Percy Andrews, missing one leg⁠—

      Adrian Walker, his body in pieces⁠—

      Even the thought of having to go through this again is terrifying beyond belief. I want so badly to just wake up and realize this was all a bad dream. But I know it isn’t, and I know I won’t.

      No.

      Come time I wake up the following morning, I will be going to meet with Chase and Samantha at the Mermaid Lounge to devise a plan about how we can deal with this new problem of ours.

      My only question is:

      Can we handle it?

      

      I wake up the following morning with the knowledge that the three of us will soon meet to determine what exactly we will do. Unsure how I will face the day, and even more unsure about how I will face my friends, I throw the covers off my body, make my way into my attached bathroom, and prepare for a nightmarish day.

      One thought keeps flashing through my mind:

      What happened to Valentina Flores?

      A quick check at my phone shows that she has not returned my call, nor has she answered any of my text messages. Chase and Samantha, however, have texted me to let me know that they will be at the Mermaid Lounge at exactly eight AM. That leaves me more than enough time to make my way there.

      As I make my way down the hall, I pause for a moment to consider whether or not I should wake my aunt and uncle to let them know where I’m going, then decide against it.

      I’ll leave a note, I think.

      Besides—the last thing I want is for them to think I’m up to something.

      In the kitchen, I scribble a note, pop a slice of bread into the toaster, wait for it to cook, then slather peanut butter across its surface before making my way out the front door.

      There’s no denying that, in less than half an hour, my life will change once more.

      I can only hope that I can withstand the storm.

      

      “So,” Chase says as I settle myself into the chair opposite he and Samantha. “What are we going to do about this?”

      “I’m gonna order some migas,” Samantha says, obviously trying to direct the discussion into a new direction. “You guys want anything?”

      Chase and I stare at her.

      Samantha lowers her menu and says, “What?”

      “Be serious,” I say.

      “I am. Do you want migas or not?”

      “Sam—”

      “Migas it is!” she says, and beckons our waitress over.

      We give the employee our drink orders and wait for her to stalk off before settling our gazes back at Samantha again.

      “We can’t think on an empty stomach,” she says.

      “You’re trying to dodge around this,” Chase replies.

      “No I’m not.”

      “Yes you are.”

      “No I’m⁠—”

      “Can we please discuss what we’re going to do?” I ask. “It’s not as if the monster is going to kill itself.”

      With a nod, Samantha sets her menu down and places her hands flat on the table before saying, “We need help.”

      “From who?” Chase asks.

      “That lady Jessica talked to, for one.”

      “I can’t get a hold of her,” I say. “I tried last night. I left about a dozen messages and couldn’t even get through to her voicemail.”

      “You didn’t say⁠—”

      “No. Of course not. I just said I wanted to talk to her.”

      “About the thing,” Samantha stresses, lowering her head so she can glare at me. “She knew why you were calling, Jess. That’s why she wasn’t answering.”

      “I—”

      The waitress returns with our drinks, then takes a moment to take Samantha’s massive order of migas. When she darts off to submit our order, I turn my gaze back on Samantha, and say, “I think something’s happened.”

      “Like what?” Samantha asks.

      “I don’t know, but I’d like to get to the bottom of it.”

      “How? It’s not as if we can exactly go to your house.”

      “Why not?”

      “Do you even know where she lives?”

      “I do,” Chase says.

      Samantha and I turn our gazes to look at him.

      Chase offers a small, sheepish smile before saying, “She lives right up the road from me.”

      “How convenient,” my best friend says, and rolls her eyes.

      “It’s only convenient if it helps us,” Chase says. “For all we know, something’s happened to her.”

      “You don’t think… something did? Do you?”

      “It’s hard to say. You never know when your time is up.”

      Though truer words have never been spoken, I can’t help but shiver at that statement.

      All I know, in the end, is that we need Valentina Flores’ help. Because if we don’t get it…

      I don’t know what we will do.
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      The three of us leave the Mermaid Lounge behind and go in search of Valentina Flores. Walking the streets of Mermaid Cove with little more than our hopes and wits about us, we proceed up the road with the knowledge that only the three of us stand in the way of the monster that has come to ruin the lives of those inhabitants of a small South Texas town.

      We have to do this, I keep telling myself.

      If we don’t, there’s a chance that this all will end in bloodshed and misery.

      One person has already died at the hands of this new monster.

      How many more have to die before we change the course of history?

      I shake my head to distract myself from the thoughts permeating my conscience and slide my hands in my pockets shortly thereafter. Beside me, Samantha fiddles with the loose threads on her blouse, while ahead Chase leads us with the stallwart determination a young man would. Fact is: I know both my friends are scared—horribly, horribly scared. But the truth the matter is that they don’t know what I saw on the water, how close I came to witnessing Dagana in her flesh.

      But this isn’t Dagana, I think. This is something else.

      I can only hope that Valentina Flores has the knowledge we need to locate and then destroy this creature. Because without her…

      No. I can’t think about that. Won’t think about that.

      Sighing, I lift my eyes to look at the back of Chase’s head, and ask, “How much longer until we’re there?”

      “My house is just around the bend,” Chase says. “Then it’s just up the road after that.”

      With a nod, I withdraw my phone from my pocket and fire off a quick text to Aunt Kacey to let her know that I’m hanging out with friends, that it may be a while before I return home. I can only hope, and pray, that they don’t think anything suspicious is happening.

      As we progress up the road, then around the bend in it, I lift my eyes to look at the high hill at the far edge of the lane, then set my eyes on a gorgeous house built from cream and red brick.

      “That’s it?” Samantha asks.

      “Yes,” Chase says. “It is.”

      We pause for a moment at the end of the street, allowing ourselves the opportunity to process what it is we will soon be doing. Samantha hasn’t even seen Valentina Flores. Chase, on the other hand, had seemed skeptical of her presence—at least until he realized that the mermaid was, in fact, real.

      When it comes time for us to move on, I allow Chase to lead, all with the knowledge that we will soon be playing this cruel and unfortunate game once more.

      We come to a halt at the edge Valentina Flores’ property.

      “What are we gonna tell her?” Samantha asks.

      “The truth,” I reply. “That there’s another monster in Mermaid Cove.”

      Samantha doesn’t reply. She merely nods, and waits for Chase to take the lead.

      At the door, Chase lifts his hand, knocks, then lowers his palm until it’s flat at his side.

      Minutes pass. The birds sing in the trees, the squirrels bicker over acorns, a dog barks across the street. We stand here for what feels like ages in silent anticipation, in existential dread, in complete and utter terror.

      “There’s no car here,” I say.

      “Maybe she went to run an errand?” Samantha offers.

      “No.” Chase shakes his head. “She doesn’t have a car—at least, not as long as I’ve lived here.”

      “So… What do we do? It’s not as if we can just —”

      I lift my hand and press it to the door.

      “Knock,” Samantha continues.

      The heavy wood shifts beneath the pressure of my palm.

      The door then swings inward.

      “This doesn’t look good,” Samantha says.

      “It’s fine,” I reply, hoping to ease her nerves as well as my own. “She just forgot to close the door. That’s all.”

      “And you’re just gonna… what? Go in?”

      “We have to see if she’s all right.”

      “Why wouldn’t she be?”

      “People don’t just leave their front doors cracked,” Chase says, then takes a step forward.

      “Missus Flores?” I call as I push the door open wider. “Are you all right? It’s me. Jessica Pruitt. We spoke at the Mermaid Lounge all those months ago?”

      No one responds.

      Tentatively, I make my way into the home, and lift my eyes to survey my surroundings. The walls of the front entryway are covered in pictures of both Valentina Flores and of a man who I can only assume is her husband, who was slain by Dagana before the killings in Mermaid Cove began. The red wallpaper with the white crown molding makes the home look incredibly attractive, but it isn’t its aesthetic that I’m paying attention to. No. It’s for signs of a potential break-in.

      “I don’t think is a good idea,” Samantha says from behind me. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      “Shh,” I say. “Be quiet.”

      Samantha’s purses her lips as she draws up beside me, and doesn’t speak further. Rather, she tightens her hands into fists at her side and continues to follow me into the home alongside Chase—first toward the kitchen, which stands at our left, then to the living room which rests to our right.

      The home seems fine—tranquil, even.

      It isn’t until I smell cigarette smoke that I accept that something is wrong.

      “Missus Flores?” I ask once more. “Are you okay?”

      “She’s in the chair,” Chase says.

      He’s right. She’s sitting in the rocking chair directly in front of us. But she isn’t moving.

      No.

      The rocking chair is as still as it can be.

      Chase moves to step forward.

      I extend a hand out to stop him.

      “But—” he starts.

      I shake my head before he can finish.

      I know what’s coming before I even step forward. Seeing it, though, is still shocking nonetheless.

      Valentina Flores sits motionless in her chair—her hands slack at her sides, her gaze set directly ahead. Her eyes are glassy, her mouth is agape, her last cigarette burning in the ashtray beside her.

      I swallow the lump in my throat before I speak.

      The only thing I can say is: “She’s dead.”

      “Dead?” Samantha asks, her voice bordering on the edge of panic. “Are you sure? Are you absolutely, one hundred percent⁠—”

      “I’m sure, Sam.” I don’t need to explain how I know. I’ve seen enough dead bodies to know one when I see it.

      Sighing, Chase lifts his phone into his hand, then says, “Come on. Let’s wait outside.”

      

      An ambulance arrives not long after Chase makes the call. Accompanying it is none other than Officer Clive Jamison—who, with a frown on his face and a notepad in his hand, considers the home behind us with uncertainty in his eyes.

      The first question out of his mouth is: “What were you kids doing here?”

      “Jessica wanted to know about the history of Mermaid Cove,” Samantha says, quick to fill in the lie necessary to keep our cover. “She’s spoken to her before. She said she lived right up the road from Chase, so we just thought that, maybe, we could stop in, see how she was doing.”

      “The door was open when we got here,” I add.

      Again, Officer Jamison frowns, but jots this on his notepad before lowering it and saying, “There doesn’t appear to be any forced entry. We’ll have to wait for the forensic analysis to come back in to be definitively sure, however.”

      “Do you think she…” I start, then trail off before I can finish. I swallow, then add, “Died naturally?”

      “We won’t know until the toxicology reports come back. Now—if you kids would please go home, I have business to attend to.”

      “Yes sir,” the three of us say. Then we turn and begin to walk back down the road.

      We are barely out of earshot when Samantha says, “I told you going in there was a bad idea.”

      “What were we supposed to do?” I ask. “Just leave her in there? With the door unlocked? What if she’d been choking to death? Or having a seizure? Or… or something?”

      “At least we wouldn’t have to be worry about the police,” Samantha offers.

      “We didn’t do anything,” Chase says. “Therefore, we have nothing to worry about.”

      “But what if they want to fingerprint us? What then? How are we going to explain that to our parents?”

      “We’ll just say what you did,” I reply. “That I was there because I wanted to know more about Mermaid Cove. That’s all we can do.”

      Samantha doesn’t say anything. Rather, she lowers her eyes, takes a deep breath, then sighs and says, “Okay” before trudging along the road with me and Chase.

      By this point, the police have attracted the attention of onlookers. From windows, to front porches, to even the sidewalks, people have come to look and see what has happened to Valentina Flores—the old, some say batty woman known as the town mythologist. The fact that someone has died is always unsettling, but the fact that it could’ve happened by unnatural means? That chills me to the bone.

      With a sigh, I lower my eyes to the ground beneath me, and try my hardest not to tremble.

      Deep down, I know that something is wrong.

      Horribly, horribly wrong.

      

      Chase, Samantha, and I part ways near the edge of town, and make our way to our separate homes on our own. Head down, hands in my pockets, I try my hardest not to think of what I’d seen, and find myself thinking just that.

      Some people die, my conscience offers, a bit morosely at that. That’s the way the world works.

      Still—it seemed too unlikely, and too odd a coincidence, that Valentina Flores would die six months after Dagana had been slain.

      Maybe she died of a broken heart, a part of me says.

      Or maybe, just maybe…

      I shake my head.

      No. That’s impossible. What reason would someone have to hurt Valentina Flores, and end her life with foul play? She may have been known by some as the strange old woman at the end of Chase’s lane, but she didn’t seem capable of hurting anyone, not even with her knowledge. That leads me to believe that her death, as coincidental as it have to be upon our arrival, was completely, and utterly, natural.

      No foul play was involved.

      So why do I feel so unsure about that?

      I shake my head as I begin to make my way up my street—first past the beach, then the swell in the earth that leads up the dunes. As I walk, I take note of my neighbors, some of whom are old-fashioned, hanging their laundry on lines in front of their homes, others just sitting on their porches and enjoying the summer breeze. I nod to some, wave at others, and in all, feel like things are mostly normal.

      But they’re not. No. For them to be normal—for them to be ordinary—the killings would have to stop, the unnatural deaths to cease happening.

      Everything seems so strange at this point in my life.

      Is this, I wonder, my new normal?

      “Of course it’s not,” I tell myself. “You’re crazy if you think otherwise.”

      I come to a halt in the middle of the road and sigh, then turn my head to look at my home in the distance.

      The sight of it is enough to fill me with dread.

      Will my aunt and uncle ask where I’ve been? What I’ve been doing? Who I’ve been with? I told them that I was going to see Chase and Samantha—that we were going to have breakfast and go walk around the town—but will they question me after everything that’s happened this morning?

      I don’t know—and that, in the end, is what bothers me.

      Rather than think about it, though, I make my way up the front drive and then step onto the stairs that lead to the porch.

      Then, I enter my home.

      Tibbles waits for me in the window, his tail flicking as he watches my approach.

      “Hey,” I say. “You okay, boy?”

      He meows and makes his way around the countertop toward me.

      I’ve just reached out to touch him with the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs enters my ears.

      “Jessica?” Uncle Peter asks. “Is that you?”

      “It’s just me,” I say, hoping that he won’t sense the doubt in my voice, the unsurety in my tone.

      “Okay. Good. I was worried, especially after… Well… You know.”

      “I know,” I say. He doesn’t have to explain further.

      I take hold of Tibbles and lift him into my arms before pacing over to the barstools and settling down atop one. The cat snug against me, his claws digging into my shirt, I hold him tight as I consider everything that I’ve gone through this morning, and try my hardest not to tremble. Whether or not my uncle notices my reaction is up to anyone’s interpretation, but I’ve always taken Uncle Peter to not be very observant. I’m not sure if that’s just because he’s a man, or if it’s just his personality.

      Either way, I don’t dwell on it for long.

      Within moments, a black car is rolling into the drive, and Aunt Kacey is stepping out.

      “Where did she go?” I ask.

      “Into town,” my uncle says. “She wanted to get out of the house for a little while.”

      “I don’t blame her. I hate being cooped up myself.” I frown as I consider what I just said. “Uncle Peter?”

      “Yes?”

      “About Aunt Kacey…” I pause. “Is she… I dunno… Resentful… About staying down here?”

      “What do you mean resentful?”

      “I mean, you guys used to live in Galveston. It’s not like Mermaid Cove is the pinnacle of modern society.”

      “If you’re asking if she’s having trouble adjusting to life here,” Uncle Peter says, “then yes, she is. However—she’s not in the least bit resentful, especially not toward you. If anything, she’s mostly been concerned.”

      “About what?”

      “You. Your life. Your recovery. Let’s not talk about this now, though. She’s about to come inside.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      It doesn’t take long for the door to open, and for Aunt Kacey to step in, a number of shopping bags in her arms. “Jessica?” she asks. “I didn’t expect to see you until later.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just…” She pauses, then turns her head to look at her husband. “I heard talk that someone died up near where Jessica’s friend Chase lives. The cops were all over the place and everything.”

      Oh God, I think, and close my eyes.

      You had to love small town gossip.

      “Really?” Uncle Peter asks, looking from me, his wife, then back to me again. “Where did you say you and your friends went, Jessica?”

      “The Mermaid Lounge,” I say. “The three of us had breakfast.”

      “And then?” he asks.

      Damn, I think.

      It figures my Uncle Peter would be on to something, or at least suspect that something was wrong.

      Sighing, I lift my eyes to face my aunt and uncle and say, in as convincing a voice as possible, “About that…”

      Both of them stare at me.

      With a frown, I clear my throat, turn my gaze to look at the nearby window, and say, “Chase wanted to walk for a little bit—just to talk, you know? We ended up going up the street his house is on and came across a home with an open door.”

      “An open door?” My aunt frowns.

      “Yeah. An open door.”

      “And you… What, exactly?”

      “Samantha said I should just leave it alone. Chase wanted to call the cops. But I…” I lower my eyes to my hands. “I thought it would be best if we go in and see if whoever was in there was all right.”

      “Jessica,” Aunt Kacey says. “You couldn’t have known what was in the house. What if someone had broken in?”

      “That’s what I thought after I went in, Aunt Kacey. But I… I just had to know what was going. To see if whoever was inside was okay.”

      “But they weren’t. Were they?”

      I shake my head. “No. She wasn’t.”

      Uncle Peter sighs and turns his head to look out the window—a frown on his face, a narrow set to his eyes. He stares out it for several long moments, as if trying to gauge what it is he will say, before finally saying, “What did the police say?”

      “Officer Jamison said that they would have to wait for the toxicology reports to come back before they announced anything definitive, but for now… It looks like she just died in her chair.”

      Both my aunt and uncle frown.

      With the story now told, and my confession, if somewhat fabricated, now given, I lift my eyes to face the two of them and try not to feel on the verge of panic, but try as I may, I am still shaken up by discovering Valentina Flores’ dead body.

      My aunt asks, “Are you okay?”

      To which I reply by saying, “Yeah. I… I think I’m okay.”
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