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Chapter one

Chapter 1







The beach changed in winter. Garrett stood at the water’s edge, where the waves had carved channels in the sand. It had been six months since the arrest. Five months and three weeks since Moira vanished beneath the surface and never returned.

Sometimes, the cottage behind him still carried her scent. Salt, and something he couldn’t quite place. After the first month, he gave up trying to air it out. It was all he had left.

His lawyer called it a miracle. No prison time, just community service. Eight hundred hours of beach cleanup, teaching about the environment, and speaking on why marine sanctuaries matter. He saw the irony. He’d broken those same laws trying to buy a future that never happened. His boat was gone. Sold to cover legal fees and restitution. His salvage license, revoked. Garrett Bishop, once a respected diver who'd pulled history from the ocean floor, was now a cautionary tale whispered in marina bars. That guy who fell for a mermaid and lost his mind. That guy who thought love was worth federal charges.

They had no idea what really happened.

Garrett walked along the tideline with his hands deep in his coat pockets. January on the Oregon coast brought wind that cut through every layer and rain that blew sideways. He didn’t mind. The cold fit how he felt inside: numb, empty, waiting for something he couldn’t name.

Kevin at the marina still gave him work now and then. Nothing official—just maintenance, bottom painting, engine repairs. Cash under the table. It was enough to keep the cottage and buy groceries. Enough to let him stay on this stretch of beach, where she’d surfaced that last time, her scales shining in the moonlight, her eyes full of goodbye.

"You shouldn't have done it," she'd said. "You shouldn't have taken that gold."

But he had. Theron made it sound like the only choice. Watching her transform twice a month was killing her, and he needed money for influence, lawyers, connections—anything that might give them more than twelve stolen hours every two weeks. Love had made him foolish in ways he never imagined.

The federal investigation was thorough. They found everything: the artifacts, the logs, the pattern of violations in several protected zones. Garrett pleaded guilty to all of it. What else could he do? The evidence was clear, and he knew he deserved it. He’d broken laws he once respected. He’d betrayed the ocean that gave him a living.

All for a woman who'd disappeared the moment things got difficult.

No, that wasn’t fair. Moira didn’t leave because things were hard. She left because staying was killing her. The transformations were breaking her down. Visits that should have been a gift had become torture. Her bones developed microfractures. Her organs struggled to adapt. Isla’s warning letter made it clear: six more visits and something vital would fail.

So she made the choice for both of them. No more transformations. No more visits. No contact. It was the only way to save her life.

Garrett understood. He even respected her decision. But knowing why didn’t make it hurt any less.

He reached the place where they said goodbye—a cluster of rocks forming a barrier against the tide. She surfaced here, her mind already made up. They talked for maybe ten minutes before she dove back under. Ten minutes to end six months of stolen moments and desperate hope.

"I can't watch you destroy yourself," she'd said. "And I can't destroy myself anymore either. We tried. We really tried. But some things aren't meant to work."

The sun was setting, coloring the ocean in orange and red. It was beautiful, but indifferent. The Pacific didn’t care about human troubles or mermaid heartbreak. It just kept moving, steady and endless.

Garrett turned to walk back to the cottage. He took the same route he’d walked every day for five months and three weeks. The same empty house waited for him. The same routine: eating dinner alone, reading books he barely remembered, falling asleep to the sound of waves that once comforted him but now only reminded him of what he’d lost.

He was halfway up the beach when he saw the figure standing on his deck.

His heart stopped, then raced. It couldn’t be her. She wouldn’t come back. They’d agreed: no contact, a clean break. The only way forward was apart.

But the figure was small and female, her wet hair shining in the last light of sunset. Even from fifty yards away, after all this time, Garrett recognized the way she stood. The tilt of her head. The careful way she moved, as if testing weight on an injured leg.

Moira was on his deck. She had surfaced, breaking the only rule that kept them both safe.

Garrett ran.










