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Chapter 1






The net came up empty again.

Garrett Reed stood at the back of his boat, gripping the winch controls and watching saltwater pour through the net. There was nothing. Not even kelp or debris. All he could see was the ocean returning to its natural state.

He turned off the motor. The quiet that followed felt heavy. The Pacific spread out around him, gray and incredibly smooth  beneath a cloudy sky. The water rolled slowly, lifting and lowering the boat. Up and down. It was the rhythm he’d always known.

Twenty-eight years old, and he was drowning.

Not in water, but in debt. In bills that kept coming even when there were no fish. In the memory of his father’s boat sinking when Garrett was twelve, taking his dad with it. In the promise he’d made to himself to make it work, to survive out here where his family had always belonged. It was their tradition to go to the sea. 

He took off his cap and ran his hand through his hair. The wind stung his scalp, cold and damp. It was March on the coast. His fingers were numb, even inside his work gloves.

Three months behind on dock fees. The harbormaster had stopped making eye contact when Garrett walked past. Yesterday, an envelope had come from the bank. He hadn't opened it. He looked at his watch. It was almost four in the afternoon. He’d been out since dawn, using fuel he couldn’t afford, searching for fish that weren’t there. Maybe climate change had pushed them north, deeper, or wiped them out. He wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. The result was the same. 

He should head in. Call it a day. A year. A career.

But something made him pause. There was a stubborn part of him that wouldn’t give up. It was the same part that kept him going after his father died, made him leave high school to work on the boats, and brought him out here at dawn every morning, even when the nets were empty.

One more try.

Garrett moved the boat into position and lowered the net again. The winch groaned as the cable unspooled. He counted the depth in his head: forty feet, fifty, sixty. The net would drag along the bottom, sweeping over sand and rocks, catching anything in its way.

If anything did.

He let the boat drift with the engine idling and stared at the water. The surface was dark green, almost black where the clouds cast shadows. Under that darkness, the ocean dropped into depths he couldn’t imagine. His father used to say the sea kept secrets, that what lived down there didn’t want to be found. He'd always wondered if his father had some special knowledge of the sea that he hadn't told him about. 

Garrett had always thought those were just fishermen’s stories. The kind men shared at the dock over beer and cigarettes.

Now he wasn't so sure.

The winch shuddered. Something had snagged.

His pulse quickened. He grabbed the controls and began reeling in, slow and steady. The cable tightened. There was weight pulling against the motor—more than kelp, more than debris. His heart pounded. Fish. It had to be fish. Maybe a school of rockfish or lingcod, anything that could pay for today’s fuel and a little of what he owed.

The net broke the surface.

It was full.

But not with fish.

Garrett's hands froze on the controls. His eyes couldn't believe what he was seeing and he wondered if he was sick and didn't know it and this was a hallucination. 

In the center of the net, tangled in mesh and kelp, was a person. A woman. She fought against the ropes, her movements wild and strong. Dark hair streamed around her face. Her skin caught the dim light and reflected colors that shouldn’t exist: blues, greens, and silvers, iridescent like oil on water.

Her hands looked wrong. The fingers were webbed, with membranes stretching between them as she clawed at the net.

Garrett’s mind froze. This couldn’t be real. This wasn’t possible.

She twisted in the mesh, and her eyes met his.

They were the color of deep water, green with flecks of silver. Not human eyes. Too large, too bright, too full of something he couldn't name. Terror, maybe. Or fury.

His body acted before his mind caught up. He hit the winch controls, swinging the net toward the deck. It landed with a heavy thud, and the woman—or whatever she was—went still for a moment, stunned.

Garrett grabbed his fishing knife and knelt beside the net. Up close, she looked even stranger. Her skin wasn’t just iridescent; it shifted colors as she breathed, pale green fading to silver and back. Her hair was black with silver streaks that seemed to move on their own. She wore no clothes that he could see, but her body was covered in scales so fine they looked like skin until the light touched them.

She hissed at him. The sound was nothing like a human voice. It was water, wind, and something musical, like a chord from an instrument he didn’t know.

"Easy," Garrett said, though his voice shook. "I'm going to get you out."

She didn’t understand. That was obvious. But her eyes followed his movements as he began cutting the net. The knife was sharp, made for cutting line and filleting fish. It sliced through the mesh easily. He worked as quickly as he could, his hands shaking.

Her breathing was off. It came in short, gasping bursts. Her chest rose and fell, and the color of her skin began to fade, the iridescence turning gray.

She was dying.

The thought struck him like cold water. She had been underwater when he caught her. That was her world, her air. And he had pulled her out.

"Hold on," he said, cutting faster. "Just hold on."

The last of the net fell away, and she immediately tried to roll toward the side of the boat. Garrett grabbed her arm to steady her, then quickly pulled his hand back. Her skin was cold, like a fish, and slick as if covered in mucus. But underneath, she was strong. Muscle moved under her scales as she twisted.

She made it to the edge of the boat and tumbled over.

The splash was small, almost gentle. One moment she was there, gasping and struggling, and the next she was gone. Garrett hurried to the rail and looked over.

Deep green water stared back at him. No sign of her. No movement.

He waited, gripping the rail so hard his knuckles went white.

Seconds passed. Ten. Twenty. A full minute.

Nothing.

Garrett’s lungs began to burn, and he realized he’d been holding his breath. He made himself exhale, breathe, and think.

What the hell had just happened?

He looked at the ruined net on his deck, with kelp and torn mesh scattered everywhere. It was evidence. Proof that he hadn’t imagined it, that something impossible had just happened.

A mermaid. He'd caught a mermaid.

The idea was crazy. Mermaids weren’t real. They were legends, sailors’ stories, things people imagined after too much sun and too little sleep. He’d grown up hearing about them, of course. Every fishing town had its tales. But they weren’t real.

Except he'd just cut one free from his net.

Garrett’s legs felt shaky. He sat down hard on the deck, leaning against the rail, and stared into space. The sky was still the same gray as before. The water moved with the same rhythm. Everything looked just as it should.

Except nothing was.

Movement in the water caught his eye.

She'd surfaced about twenty feet from the boat. Just her head and shoulders, rising from the waves like she belonged there. Her hair was slicked back now, revealing features that were too symmetrical, too perfect to be entirely human. High cheekbones. A sharp jaw. Lips that were fuller than they should be.

She watched him.

Garrett stared back.

Neither of them moved.

The boat rocked gently between them, and the wind carried the smell of salt, fish, and something else—something sweet and strange, like flowers he’d never seen before.

Slowly, Garrett raised his hand. It wasn’t quite a wave, just a sign that he saw her. I see you. You’re real.

The mermaid tilted her head, the gesture curious and birdlike. Then she lifted one hand, webbed fingers spread, and pressed it flat against the air, as if she was touching glass only she could see.

A mirror of his gesture. An answer.

Then she dove, her body arcing up for a moment before slipping beneath the surface. The last thing Garrett saw was her tail. Of course she had a tail, with translucent fins that caught the light and scattered it into rainbows. Then she was gone.

This time, she didn't come back.

Garrett sat on the deck of his boat as the sun began to set. His hands still shook. His mind raced, trying to make sense of what had happened, trying to fit the impossible into some kind of logic.

He'd caught a mermaid in his net.

He'd cut her free.

She'd looked at him like she understood.

And somewhere under the dark water, she was still there. Swimming. Alive because he had let her go.

The thought eased something inside him. His father had taught him that the ocean’s creatures deserved respect, that you took only what you needed, and that some things weren’t meant to be kept. It was the unwritten code for all fishermen.

Garrett looked at the ruined net on his deck. It had cost him two hundred dollars he didn’t have, and now it was useless. But somehow, that didn’t matter.

He'd seen something impossible today.

And for the first time in months, he didn’t feel like he was drowning.








