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      There is no way for me to adequately prepare for the storm of emotions that come. Standing here, in Victor DeLeon’s mansion, looking on at the man who has just irreversibly altered the course of our small town’s history forever, I try my hardest to keep from succumbing to the primal rage that courses through me, but find myself failing regardless.

      For a short, barely distinguishable moment, I am deathly quiet.

      Then, I scream.

      It is the release of agony. Of frustration. Of grief. Of anger for what has happened, and fear over what could now occur. Like a dagger piercing through the night, it rips through my body and lays bare all the pain I have suffered with for the past six months.

      My mother⁠—

      My father⁠—

      My Uncle Peter, and all those who have suffered along with them⁠—

      It is only Chase and Samantha’s strong hands and combined strengths that keep me from lashing out at the man standing before us.

      “How could you?” I scream, desperate to free myself from their grips. “How could you?”

      “What’s done is done,” the man says. “Now, we will let nature take her course.”

      “Are you crazy?” Chase asks. “People have died! Are dying! And you just go and let her go?”

      “How could you?” I manage through a sob. “How… how could…”

      You, I want to think.

      But something happens—something that prevents me from speaking further. At first, I’m not sure what it is, because it’s so inconsequential that at first I feel like I’ve lost my breath. But slowly, though—slowly—I feel it: that crack, breaking through my subconscious, and spreading, ever so slowly, across my mind. It’s a single, jagged countenance at first, visible only as a shard of light. But soon, the crack expands, branching off in one direction, then  another.

      For a moment, I feel I will shatter.

      Then, a short second later, the cracks are filled, and I see nothing but darkness.

      Darkness.

      

      I awaken what feels like a moment later.

      But I am no longer in Victor DeLeon’s basement.

      No.

      As I come to awareness, I find that I am lying prone on warm ground, and that there is not concrete beneath me, but cobblestone.

      Cobblestone? I think. That can only mean that I’m⁠—

      “Outside,” I whisper.

      A pair of hands touch me, and a voice whispers, “Jessica? Are you awake?”

      I open my eyes to find Chase kneeling before me, his strong hands on my shoulders and his piercing eyes staring into my own.

      Swallowing, I dart my eyes from him, then to the space behind him, and ask, “What happened?”

      “You blacked out,” Samantha says.

      I turn my head to find that my friend is sitting on the ground beside me, her back against a brick wall that sections off the roundabout from Victor DeLeon’s courtyard.

      “What?” I ask, startled.

      “We think…” Chase starts, but then trails off, a sigh cursing his speech. He takes a moment to glance at Samantha again before finally saying: “We think you had a break.”

      “A break?”

      “A psychotic break, Jess,” Samantha says.

      I manage a laugh. Me? A psychotic break? That’s ridiculous.

      And yet, a small part of me says, it all makes sense.

      To think that the nightmare was over. To have had victory within my grasp. Only to have it ripped away by a madman?

      The thought, troubling as it happens to be, is the only thread that makes sense—the only part of the web that has managed to remain in place.

      As I allow the notion to settle into my conscience, I turn my head to look at the DeLeon mansion, only to find that the front door is closed. “Where is he?” I ask.

      “Locked inside,” Samantha says, “and probably disposing of any evidence he has.”

      “We need to leave,” Chase adds. “We’ve already overstayed our welcome. We don’t want him to call the cops on us.”

      “Can you stand?” Samantha asks.

      With a nod, I push myself upright, only to have my world spin around me.

      “Easy, Jess,” Chase says, pressing a hand against my upper back to steady me. “We’re here.”

      Closing my eyes, I take a long, deep breath, then extend a hand. “Help me?”

      Chase is quick to help me to my feet, while Samantha is careful to steady me in the event that I lose my balance—or worse: black out.

      I’ve never had that happen before, I think.

      Even through all the trauma, and all the hardship that has occurred the past six months, I never once been physically, mentally broken—at least, not like this. But here, though, now…

      I had broken.

      Like a china doll in a glass case, I muse, whose world has collapsed out from under it.

      Trembling, now, in fear rather than in anger, I turn my head to look at the DeLeon mansion and find that it’s façade is a thorn in my side, a troublesome rock that has embedded itself into my foot. I want so desperately to do something—anything—to get back at him: to seek revenge over his complete dismissal of human life. Knowing I can do nothing, however, is a cancerous feeling that threatens to swallow me whole.

      As Chase and Samantha lead me off the DeLeon property line and onto Mermaid Avenue, I find myself looking back on everything that has happened the past few months, and realize that I had been so ignorant.

      To think that this was over⁠—

      To believe that this was over⁠—

      To think that a girl like me could stop it from ever happening again⁠—

      I want to scream. I want to cry out. I want to rant and rage against everything I have ever known about my life.

      But I can’t.

      No.

      If I did that—and if I prematurely caused the scene—my whole life could be destroyed: that metaphorical rug ripped clean out from under my feet.

      So, with that in mind, I do the next best thing I can think of:

      I allow my friends to lead me away, all with the knowledge that we will soon be wrapped with an entirely new conflict.

      It is as Victor DeLeon had said.

      The breeding season has begun.

      But just what will it do to the small town of Mermaid Cove?

      That, I know, remains to be seen.

      

      My Aunt Kacey and Mark Benchley are nowhere to be seen by the time we reach my house. For that reason, and with worry over what may now happen in my heart, I let the three of us inside and go to work preparing us a small meal. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches may not seem like a lot to most people, but to me, they are the greatest thing I could have ever possibly eaten, all things considering.

      As we sit at the kitchen island, silently munching on our food, I turn my head to look out at the darkness and wonder, deep down, just what my aunt and friend are doing.

      What do you think they’re doing? a part of me asks. They’re finding her a home.

      Her, I think.

      The merchild birthed by the second spawn.

      It seems juvenile to think that I would prefer her dead. But the fact remains that, without the second spawn’s body, and her living child safe and sound, there is no way for the scientists at the Oceanographic Institute of Mermaid Cove to declare there is a new species within the Gulf of Mexico. I could easily see the body being discounted as nothing more than a prank. But the living, breathing thing? That can’t easily be dismissed.

      “We got lucky,” I say.

      Chase and Samantha turn their heads to look at me.

      “In a way,” I continue, “it’s a good thing that she gave birth… Even if I hate the thing she gave birth to.”

      “It’s proof,” Chase says, “that there’s something actually happening.”

      “They can’t ignore it now,” Samantha adds.

      No. They can’t. At least, not anymore. Not with one live specimen and her dead mother being taken to the Oceanographic Institute of Mermaid cove.

      Though that should be enough to console me, I find that my heart is aching, my mind racing, my body slowly but surely plummeting from the heights of adrenaline, only to sink into the lows of hardship.

      A part of me wants to sigh. Another wants to cry.

      I know, however, that I must remain strong—if not for me, then for the friends who have risked everything to help me.

      So, with a short, yet subtle nod, I lift my head to face Chase and Samantha, and say, “You’ll stay? At least until my aunt gets back?”

      “I will,” Samantha says.

      “I will, too,” Chase adds. “We wouldn’t leave you behind for anything, Jess.”

      And though truer words have never been spoken, I can’t help but wonder if, deep down, they, too, are scared.

      I know one thing’s for certain.

      If I were them, I’d be terrified.

      

      The three of us seat ourselves in the living room and fall into a tranquil lull, during which time Chase stares at the TV, Samantha nods off, and I struggle not to fall asleep. Spread out along the couch, my attention flicking from the television to the ceiling, I try, with little success, to maintain a semblance of calm, but find that I cannot.

      No matter how hard I try, I cannot help but think of my aunt.

      My aunt⁠—

      Who, somewhere outside this home, is standing with Mark Benchley, trying to convince the necessary authorities to do something about what has happened, and will soon continue to happen, within Mermaid Cove.

      But will they really do anything?

      It’s hard to say. Given the way some animal conservationists are, I would not be surprised if they tried to keep the mermaids from being eradicated. They’re already doing enough for sharks in the Gulf of Mexico, so to think that they would actually do something about the mermaids—a beautiful, yet deadly predator of the ocean?

      A sigh escapes me, prompting Chase to turn his head away from the TV. “Are you all right?” he asks.

      “I’m fine,” I say, though deep down, I know that he will also know that it is a lie.

      The young man frowns as he considers me from his place in the single recliner in the room. His blue eyes are lost, his thin lips pursed into a frown. But it is not this that bothers me. Instead, it is his disposition: or, the aura of emotion radiating off of him like a star in a faraway galaxy. It seems as though I will simply be struck by it at any moment, but I know that Chase is not the kind of reactionary person I would want him to be.

      No.

      To think that Chase, kind as he happens to be, would simply turn his frustration or even confusion upon me, is downright insulting to his person.

      Though he doesn’t speak at first, I know he wants to. It is for that reason that, while lying here, I turn my head to face him once more, and say, “You can say what you want to, Chase.”

      “I know you’re lying,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I suppose I am.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Besides — there’s really nothing anyone can say to help make me feel better.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “No. There really isn’t.”

      A sigh escapes Chase’s lips; and though I know he wants so desperately to say something to help reassure me that everything will be all right, I know he cannot. It is for that reason, within the next few moments, that I know he sighs, and that he adjusts his position in the recliner to turn to face me. “We’ll get this dealt with,” he says.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “We just have to, Jessica. Because if we don’t… I don’t know what will happen to Mermaid Cove.”

      No greater, or graver, words have ever been spoken.

      It is with that knowledge in mind that I lean back, close my eyes, and say, “I’m sorry, Chase. I think I’m going to fall asleep.”

      “I’ll wait up for her,” he says. “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay, Jessica.”

      And though I want to believe that, I know I cannot.

      No matter how hard I try, I know, deep down, in the very depths of my being, that everything is about to go to hell.

      I can only hope, and pray, that we will survive what is to come.
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      I sleep for what feels like hours, during which time I dream of nothing but the sound of gentle waves. Cast ashore in a world that is not my own, and knowing that the further time goes on the more likely there is to be a disaster, I struggle to keep from panicking in a place that seems so familiar, but doesn’t at the same time.

      Where, I think, am I?

      I blink several times in an effort to see through the haze of dream, but find that no matter how hard I try, I can see nothing but the sands below, the waves beyond. The tide laps at my bare feet, gentle in its nature but malevolent in its intent, while distantly I can hear fish jump—the primal sound of nature as it is born and destroyed in an instant.

      For a moment, everything seems fine—peaceful, even.

      But then I remember.

      The breeding season has begun.

      And in those waters there are mermaids, just waiting to give birth to the next generation of young.

      I want to scream. I want to cry out. But something, and I’m not sure exactly what, prevents me from doing so.

      A short moment later, the world goes dark, and I am stirred to awareness by voices.

      “So,” Chase says, in a voice that is calm but filled with caution. “Is it done?”

      “It’s done,” my Aunt Kacey says. “For now, anyway.”

      For now, I think.

      I open my eyes to find that the television has been turned off, and in its place is moonlight streaming in from the living room windows. Tired, now, more than ever, but knowing that the nightmare is only just beginning, I allow my body to acclimate to the pressures of consciousness, then roll onto my side.

      The whispers cease.

      Footsteps follow.

      Aunt Kacey appears, and asks, “Jessica? Are you all right?”

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

      Chase sighs.

      I lift my head to survey my surroundings, only to find that my best friend is nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Samantha?” I ask.

      “Hunter came and picked her up a few hours ago,” Chase replies. “He took her home a little after ten.”

      “What time is it?” I frown.

      “After midnight.”

      “Why are you still here, then?”

      “Because I didn’t want to leave you alone. And because I told Samantha I’d stay with you.”

      Oh, I think, and somehow manage to suppress the frown that threatens to follow.

      Chase offers a small nod as he turns his head to consider my aunt, who appears to be as lost as I feel over the matter at hand. “Do you want to tell her?” he asks. “Or should I?”

      “Tell me what?” I frown, looking from him, to my aunt, then back to Chase again. “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Benchley couldn’t guarantee that the baby would survive.”

      “What?” I ask. “What’re you⁠—”

      But my aunt cuts me off before I can continue, by saying: “Benchley thinks she’s a mammal, which means that she’d require special needs after her birth, including her shelter, her protection, her companionship, her… her…”

      “Milk,” Chase finishes.

      I flick my eyes toward him.

      The young man sighs, but doesn’t turn his head away from me. Rather, he faces me head on, strong as can be, and finishes by saying, “There’s a chance that she’ll die, Jessica.”

      “So?” I ask. “I fail to see how that’s a bad thing.”

      “Jessica—” my aunt starts.

      “No,” I say, and shake my head. “After everything her mother and grandmother have done, letting her grow to adulthood would be wrong.”

      “We can’t place the sins of her mother on her.”

      “Why are you on its side?” I ask, spinning to face my aunt. “Especially after what happened to Uncle Peter?”

      “For one: I’m not on its side. You should know that more than anyone.”

      “Then why⁠—”

      “—and for two,” my aunt continues, lifting a hand to stop me, “Benchley thinks that we can use her to our benefit if she survives.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “By figuring out her weaknesses,” Chase says.

      I blink. “So… you’d rather them torture her than just kill her outright?”

      “They’re not going to torture a live animal at an animal refuge,” my aunt says. “What they’ll probably do—and this is a big probably—is watch her as she grows, determine what she can and can’t eat, what conditions she prefers and doesn’t. The fact is: they probably won’t keep her forever… and if they release her into the wild after they’ve tagged her…”

      “Then she’d probably make her way back to others of her kind,” I finish.

      Aunt Kacey nods. “Again: this is a big if. We don’t know if she’s going to survive, and how she’ll respond to captivity if she does.”

      “So… we just have to… what? Wait for them to… make an announcement? Let them know that there’s mermaids in Mermaid Cove?”

      “I don’t know what they’re going to do, Jessica. All I know is that, from here on out, we have to wait.”

      Wait, I think.

      For more killings to happen? For more people to be slaughtered?

      Sighing, I push myself to my feet, then say, “I think I’m gonna go to bed.”

      “Jess—” Chase starts, reaching out to me.

      I shrug him off before he can say anything more.

      In truth: there really is nothing more for him to say, nor any way for me to truly respond. Given the depth of my hurt, I’m surprised that I’m as calm now as I happen to be.

      But there is always a calm before the storm, I think.

      As I pass into my bedroom—and as I begin to strip my shoes from my feet and my jacket from my shoulders—I find myself considering everything that has occurred within these past six months, and realize now what more could occur the further time goes on.

      For now, the killings will stop.

      But what will happen if they don’t reveal the existence of mermaids within the Gulf?

      Are we just doomed to repeat history time and time again?

      Sadly, I don’t know.

      

      History, it turns out, is a fickle thing. Like a tide rolling onto shore, then out into the ocean, it creates waves within the populace, and impressions upon their minds. This is why, the more time goes on, the more likely it is that people will end up being hurt as a result of the mermaids in mermaid cove.

      Which is why I know I have to speak to Mark Benchley directly.

      It isn’t going to be easy. That much is already for certain. With his discovery likely kept under lock and key, it will undoubtedly take a test of endurance to get him to talk to me, let alone allow me to take a look at the creature we pulled from the ocean.

      In the end, though, I beg the question:

      Is it right for me to involve myself in this?

      The fact is: I’m not exactly sure. Having avenged my uncle’s death through the destruction of the second spawn, it would only make sense that I abandon this mission to cleanse Mermaid Cove of its deadliest predator.

      But would that be the right thing to do?

      This isn’t your mission, a part of me says. You did what you had to do. Now you can rest easy knowing that the adults will soon have full control.

      Is it really control, though, when it comes to nature? Malevolent as she happens to be in both storm and rain, it would only make sense that Mother Nature would make an apex predator like the mermaid—who, with dark skin and eyes wide open, would scour the ocean for any opportunity, any weakness, only to exploit it when she felt it necessary.

      But was it necessary, I wonder, to kill all those people? To kill my⁠—

      Parents?

      The thought tugs at my heartstrings, strumming them like some Roman goddess would upon her harp. Twisting and turning her fingers in tune, my emotions are laid bare like the flesh of a dying sea creature whose corpse has sunk to the ocean floor, only for the crustaceans and other bottom-feeding creatures to tear it to pieces.

      Like that sea creature—and like that harp upon which the goddess strums her fingers—I can’t help but feel completely, and utterly, fragile. It’s enough to cause me an immense amount of discomfort. It’s also enough to remind me of what happened the night before.

      Your breakdown, I think.

      It had been so unexpected, so completely out of the blue, that I could’ve never anticipated, or prepared for it to happen.

      All those feelings, having surged toward the surface…

      The shock⁠—

      The awe⁠—

      The rage⁠—

      The flames.

      The flames, I think, and close my eyes.

      I try not to consider those fiery emotions that had assaulted me in that moment—and try, with little success, to keep them from breaking me down—but find that they come regardless.

      That crack—which, until that moment, had been so subtle within my mind at that point in time—had needed only the tiniest bit of pressure to explode.

      And then it did, I think, until I completely fell apart.

      A sigh escapes me—long and hard, breathtaking and filled with remorse.

      I’d wanted so badly to remain strong. For me. For my aunt. For my friends.

      My friends.

      Who did everything in their power to make sure that I would not crack, or break, or do something that would get me into even worse trouble than I already am.

      Frowning, I turn my head to look at my bed, only to find that its comforts, as worldly as they happen to be, are not exactly welcoming.

      I know, come time I crawl into it, that I will succumb to dream. But they won’t be dreams, I know.

      No.

      They will be nightmares.

      With one last sigh, I turn and, with disgrace I know only comes to the defeated, make my way to the bed.

      I collapse upon it. Close my eyes. Take a deep breath.

      I am asleep within moments.

      

      Thankfully, there are no dreams, nor any nightmares to shadow them. Rather, there is nothing but darkness, and the blissful ignorance that comes along with it.

      Come time I awaken the following morning, it is to a cat nestled against my side, and dappled sunlight upon my back.

      “Tibbles?” I ask, extending a hand toward him. “When did you get in here?”

      The cat turns his head and offers a long, considerate yawn before settling his head back down on the mattress.

      That’s weird, I think, and settle my head back on my pillow. I could’ve sworn I shut my door after I talked to Chase and Aunt Kacey.

      The only way Tibbles could’ve entered my room is if my aunt let him in. And if she did…

      I frown.

      I roll over and am just about to push myself upright when I find a sticky note attached to the side of my end table.

      “What in the—“ I start.

      But then I blink, and focus my eyes to look at the paper.

      Though my aunt’s penmanship is normally very clean, the writing on this piece of paper appears to have been scrawled in a rush.

      Only a few short words rest upon its surface.

      Mark Benchley called, it says. He wants to meet with us.

      With us, I think, and close my eyes.

      Could there be news about the merbaby already?

      I don’t know—and though I want nothing more than to fall back asleep, the desire for answers spurs me out of bed.

      It doesn’t take long for me to begin my preparations for the day to come.

      

      “What does he want?” I ask.

      Aunt Kacey lifts her eyes from where she stands at the kitchen island. Her gaze guarded, her muscles tense, she considers me with an expression not unlike that of an animal that has been trapped within a cage, and seems unwilling to speak no matter the circumstance.

      “Aunt Kacey?” I ask once more, and tentatively step into the kitchen. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” my aunt replies. “I’m just… concerned, is all.”

      “About what?”

      “The tone of his message.”

      “What do you mean?” I frown. “Did you not talk to him?”

      “I was asleep when he called. I… tried to call him back, but… I kept getting his voicemail.”

      “And? What did the message he left say?”

      “We need to talk.”

      Talk, I think, and find myself frowning once more.

      “I’m ready to go to the Oceanographic Institute when you’re ready,” Aunt Kacey says. “I suggest we go now.”

      “And you know how to find him… how?”

      “He told me through text that all we need to do is ask for him by name once we arrive. Then he said someone’ll radio him and send us through.”

      “Okay,” I say, and nod. “I’m ready.”

      “You’re sure?” my aunt asks. “We don’t know what we’re going to find come time we get there, Jess.”

      “I know. I just… I need to know.”

      “Yeah,” she replies. “Me too.”
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