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Summary of Books
SCALES BY PAULINE CREEDEN

Verona is a bottom feeder. She is the one mer in her clan who is considered the ugliest and least intelligent. Growing up with the constant bullying and abuse wasn’t the worst of what her kind had in store for her. At seventeen years old, she must now endure “The Reckoning.”

 

The scales will measure her worth to her clan. Will she endure thirty days as a land-walker to gather information and knowledge to appease her clan and return a valued member? Will she wait three years, until she is twenty, and find a mer of her kind to accept her and marry her? Or will she suffer exile for the rest of her life?

 

INK: A MERMAID ROMANCE BY MELANIE KARSAK

A mermaid princess destined to wed a handsome king…

It sounds like a fairy tale, but the reality is far murkier.

Ink, Princess of the Florida Atlantic mers, is slated to wed the ancient enemy of her tribe, the King of the Gulfs. After years of war that led to countless mer deaths, as well as the genocide of aquatic shapeshifters and the freshwater mers of Florida, Ink’s marriage will bring lasting peace.

Or so it seems.

Mere hours before she’s supposed to leave the ocean for her customary year as a drywalker, Ink meets Hal, an alligator shifter who warns her that a storm is brewing. There is malicious intent behind Ink’s marriage—and worse, meeting Hal has also caused a storm to rage in Ink’s heart. Nevertheless, loyal to her tribe, Ink will put aside her feelings and journey to Miami to marry the decadent King Manx.

Ink soon learns that her only hope of surviving the crashing force swelling around her is to tap into a power deep inside—a forbidden power that might destroy them all.

 

OF OCEAN AND ASH BY A. R. DRAEGER

Of Ocean…

Cast into the sea at birth, human-born Ia found her adoptive family among the merfolk. While her underwater upbringing was peaceful, Ia’s blood-heritage and the strict societal rules of the merpeople lead her to wonder of the world above the waves. 
And Ash…

When a storm lands Ia ashore, she discovers her body has transformed into the human she would have been. Taken in as property by a callous plantation owner, Ia works alongside the slaves until she can make her way back to the water. There is nothing Ia wants more than to go home, that is, until she meets a handsome, troubled man named Matthias, who has a touch that can be as kind as his tongue is harsh.

Torn between two very different lives, Ia must choose – stay in his world and risk her life for a love untested, or return to the familiar arms of the underwater world that raised her and risk losing what may be the greatest love she will ever know.

Will Ia’s choice lead to her happiness or her destruction?

 

DEEP BREATH BY J. M. MILLER

Before disappearing at sea, Marissa Pruitt’s father—a once revered marine archaeologist—walked the line of insanity, claiming to have seen a mermaid during an ordinary dive in the Gulf of Mexico. He abandoned his life and career, completely obsessed with chasing the truth.

 

It’s been years since his death, and Marissa is still tormented by countless unanswered questions. When she finds dive coordinates and a stone pendant hidden in her father’s things, she asks for help from his old protégé and sets out to give her father one last goodbye and maybe find closure for her troubled heart. Instead, she finds the truth he’d been searching for all along, with a life and love she never could have imagined. But there’s a price to see it all, one set by betrayal and paid with an anchor at her feet and salt water in her lungs.

 

AT THE HEART OF THE DEEP BY CARRIE L. WELLS

Oceanographer Luke McAllister races to figure out why the ocean depth is changing off Florida’s Treasure Coast. But before he and his crew discover what’s transforming the deep, he stumbles upon an even greater mystery. Leagues below the waves, he swear he sees…a mermaid?

 

Anya isn’t allowed to get close to humans. But when a golden-haired researcher gets too close to her island, she can’t afford to stay away.

 

Together, this unlikely pair will seek to discover what’s causing shifts in ocean floor. While their new alliance is forbidden, Anya will risk everything to save her beloved ocean. The only problem is, she’s not sure what’s really luring her in, her love of the sea or the tempest Luke has stirred in her heart. Either way, Anya knows that the dangers facing the sea are nothing compared to what will happen to her when her father learns she’s broken the merfolks’ most sacred law.

 

Can Anya and Luke discover what lurks at the heart of the deep before it’s too late? 

 

THE MERMAID’S DEN BY ELLA MALONE

Laura and Tom Flynn married after she fell for him hook, line, and sinker — literally. Finding Laura in his fishing net had been a shock for Tom, but one he came to embrace as they quickly fell in love. For fifteen years, they have lived and worked by the sea, and Laura hasn’t thought once of what she left behind when she chose to marry Tom. She doesn’t regret giving up her mermaid form. It wasn’t a sacrifice. It was a good decision, and one she made to survive.

 

Now, with Tom missing at sea, Laura faces a decision she swore she’d never consider. In order to search for Tom and his crew, she must become a mermaid again and face the demons of the deep that she eagerly dodged when trading in her tail. Or she can stay on land and continue her life, but without Tom.

 

Does she enjoy her future alone, without the man she loves, or face her fears and her past in the ocean? Either way, nothing will be the same for her again. 

 

HOW TO BE A MERMAID BY ERIN HAYES

All Tara ever wanted was to be a mermaid.

 

So she takes a year off between high school and college to don a fake tail and tour aquariums across the country in a professional mermaid troupe.

 

Everything’s great until she meets a gorgeous real-life merman named Finn. Suddenly, what she thought was a dream turns out to be a nightmare — she’s turning into a mermaid herself. For real.

 

Yet when she returns to the sea to seek out Finn and reverse her transformation, she finds herself in the middle of an impending war between the land and sea. Tara may have always wanted to be a mermaid, but now it’s sink or swim. In order to survive, she has to learn how to be one, too.

 

THE GLASS MERMAID BY POPPY LAWLESS

Kate

I’m the last mermaid.

I’m back on shores of Lake Erie, but the cold waters are silent. There is nothing here for me but ghosts and the beach glass that litters the rocky shore. Long ago, I lived below the waves. Now, I am the sole survivor, and at long last, my mermaid glamour is leaving me.

Every day, I walk the beach. Every day, I wonder what happened to my people. The little pieces of colored glass that wash ashore give me simple pleasure. They are gifts from the lake, reminders of home. I fashion them into trinkets: necklaces, earrings, bracelets. They are beautiful things. The humans seem love them.

Every day, I walk the beach. Nothing ever changes, until the day he says hello.

Cooper

I’m dying.

It’s not a question, it’s a fact. The cancer is eating me alive. They told me I have six months to live, maybe less. I came home, back to Chancellor on Lake Erie, to die. The sunsets are vivid there, and I will relish every one.

I’ve never seen anything more beautiful than a Lake Erie sunset until I see her.

All life is as fragile as glass.

What would you sacrifice to save the one you love?

 

AN OFFICE AND A MERMAID BY BLAIRE EDENS

When a slave uprising threatens the life of Syreena, the daughter of an eighteenth century plantation owner, a servant uses voodoo to transform her into a mermaid. The spell will be only broken when she returns to the beach where it was cast. After three hundred years of swimming, she’s ready to trade fins for legs. The only problem is she can’t find her way home.

 

Dylan, a twenty-first century Coast Guard Officer, has sworn off love for the sea. When a wave throws him overboard, Syreena uses her amulet to ward off the sharks and save his life.

 

With Syreena and Dylan stranded on a remote cay in the Caribbean, Dylan has the know-how to build a raft and navigate but his near-drowning has made him terrified of the water. Syrenna will use every charm she has to convince Dylan to take her home. 
Even if it means falling in love…

 

THE WATER IS SWEETER BY ELI CONSTANT

When the land becomes a desert, the water will quench your soul

 

Orphan Lena McMillan used to think that what she shared with Truman Kent was real. Now she sees their relationship for what it really is- controlling and abusive.

 

She has to choose to die slowly from ‘love’ or say goodbye to the family she’s always desired. Leaving scares her though, so much so that dying seems like her only option.

 

But fate won’t let her quit life and Truman won’t let her quit his love. Not without a fight.

 

Under the layers of a lonely childhood and an adulthood romance gone wrong, a starfish holds the key to Lena’s parentage and the answer to the mesmeric ocean dreams that haunt her.

 

If she can find the strength to leave the only life she knows, Lena will discover the truth. And she will find a new world, one that will cleanse her of the memories of false love and abuse.

 

One that will finally lead her home.

 

COLD WATER BRIDEGROOM BY B. BRUMLEY

Having grown up in San Francisco, Calder Brumen is drawn to the ocean, and he’s spent his life trying to capture the beauty of the Pacific on canvas. Over time, he has become obsessed with painting the image of a dark haired mermaid named Gaire, and Calder struggles to explain his devotion to these portraits to his best friend. When Calder finds sandy footprints leading to the edge of his bed, he suspects that the haunting siren is real.

 

Pursuing the truth, Calder is dragged into a murderous, underwater plot that could destroy them all. And he must choose – is the possibility of a lifetime with Gaire worth risking death for himself and everyone he loves?

 

IMMERSED BY KATIE HAYOZ

Forget petticoats and demure female behavior. Melusine Doré prefers armored corsets and knives and slays evil creatures for a living. The grim and gruesome don’t frighten her; she’ll take on a cyclops or a dragon and not even break a sweat. But when her rival, the charismatic Levi Cannon, comes to town, all her buried fears begin to surface. Melusine realizes she is in danger of something much more horrifying than facing blood-thirsty beasts – she’s in danger of falling in love. Because love alone has the power to reveal a secret terrible enough to completely shatter her world.

 

Set in the muddy streets of 1850s steampunk Chicago, Immersed by Katie Hayoz is a dark yet romantic fantastical romp. It is a stand-alone novella, the first in a series of adventures that follow Melusine on her quest to rid the world of monsters…and her struggle to come to terms with every monstrous facet of herself.

 

SIREN’S KISS BY MARGO BOND COLLINS

Her kiss might save the world …

 

Unless his kiss kills her first.

 

It’s been almost two thousand years since the mer-shifter Skyla walked the streets of Athens—not since her heart was broken by a human man and she exchanged the land and sky for the ocean depths. Ever since, she has lived in the underwater ruins of Atlantis, studying with the priestesses of the goddess Amphitrite, refining her mermaid powers and ignoring her human half.

 

But her studies are interrupted when she is called upon by the god Poseidon himself to investigate rumors that the world above is being polluted by the magic of creatures from another realm—and worse, that the ocean kingdom of the mer-people might be next.

 

When her inquiries in modern-day Greece lead her to an American detective asking similar questions, Skyla realizes that the magical problem she’s been sent to research is bigger than she anticipated—and that one human’s kisses might be more dangerous to her, and her world, than she ever could have imagined.

 

TO EACH HIS OWN BY ANNA ALBERGUCCI

Douglass McGrail is a Scottish water horse—his clan the deadliest in the British Isle. When the shifter chooses to save—rather than eat—a young lassie, he never expects her innocent face to mark his memory so strongly.

 

Months later, he stumbles onto a perceived attack in progress and plays the hero once more. He’s shocked to find the victim is the same lass who haunts his dreams.

 

Jinny Fairchild is an English miss who’s come to the Highlands to live with her last remaining family. She is pursued by her handsome older cousin, Lachlan Brockhouse, but he has a dark side that lands her in the path of the mighty Douglass McGrail.

 

Douglass wants Jinny for himself, yet discovers she is connected to the attacker she denies knowing. He’s determined to find the truth.

 

Jinny loves Lachlan, even with his dark side. And she loves Douglass, even with his dark secret. Her heart is torn, but one thing is certain—no matter which of these men she chooses, she will be choosing a monster.
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Verona is a bottom feeder. She is the one Mer in her clan who is considered the ugliest and least intelligent. Growing up with the constant bullying and abuse wasn’t the worst of what her kind had in store for her. At seventeen years old, she must now endure “The Reckoning.”

The scales will measure her worth to her clan. Will she endure thirty days as a land-walker to gather information and knowledge to appease her clan and return a valued member? Will she wait three years, until she is twenty, and find a Mer of her kind to accept her and marry her? Or will she suffer exile for the rest of her life?










  
 

CHAPTER ONE
TO KEEP FROM SCREAMING, I bite hard on my lip. The copper mixture of blood and saltwater mingles on my tongue. Mer claws rake against my back. The barnacles on the post to which I’m tied stab me in the chest. Pain sets my body on fire. Everything burns. I squeeze my eyes shut tight and keep my silence.

“Ugly.”

“Repugnant.”

“Unsightly.”

“Ignorant.”

“Bottom Feeder.”

Each word cuts as deep in my flesh as the physical wounds my clan inflicts. It can’t last long. I can endure this. As soon as the sharks catch scent of my blood they will come, and the Mer will scatter.

The world spins around me like a whirlpool. My breaths come quick and shallow, my heart pounds faster in my ears. Each second is an eternity, until I realize fresh wounds are not adding to the burning in my skin.

The elder’s sharp tongue whispers in my ear. “Now you will be measured.”

My wrists fall free of the post as he cuts the ties.

Exile. My Reckoning has begun.

 I open my eyes and rub my wrists. The ropes slide over my hands and sink to the sandy floor. My gaze darts about the clearing, but not one Mer remains in the crystal green sea only a hundred miles northeast of Bermuda.

What should I do? Swim for the shore and live as a human or go for deeper waters and try my hand against the sharks?

I swallow.

Don’t do it, Verona. I hear my father’s voice in my mind as fear engulfs me. Nothing is worse than starving and suffering abuse at the hands of Land Walkers. Stay in the sea where danger wears no mask.

My father almost died in his Reckoning. He had chosen his month on land and bore freckles—the mark of a Land Walker—for the rest of his life. Any Mer immersed by air in the light of the full moon remains human for a full lunar cycle. If I went on land, I’d have to await the night of the next full moon before I could return to the sea. If I survived.

There’s no way I could do it.

I dart toward the open sea. 

A Mer is faster than a shark, but what a shark lacks in speed he makes up in endurance. Although adrenaline pumps through my veins and my fear drives me faster, I force myself to slow. I need to conserve energy until I actually see one of the sharp-toothed beasts. If I continue to the open sea and sink deep enough, I can avoid the Great Whites and the breeds that do the most harm. The bottom-feeding sharks aren’t likely to bother me, even if I am bleeding. How many miles would it be until I reach the deep? Can I make it?

My ear pulls back at a buzz in the current. The gentle hum of electro-magnetic pulses from the snout of a shark is approaching. No. Three sharks. A panicked chirp escapes my lips. I need help. But what Mer will help me now?

A thought pops into my head so suddenly that I stop swimming. Maybe I could find a pod of dolphins. I follow my chirp with a long squeal and veer away from the electro-magnetic pulses in the current.

I strain my ear. No answer.

I repeat the chirp and long squeal.

Nothing.

In my panic, I swim away from the magnetic current with all the strength I have. Black spots crowd my vision. Have I lost so much blood? This can’t be happening. Fainting would not help. My muscles ache from lack of oxygen, so I slow down and try to catch my breath.

Please heal faster, I tell my body. At least stop bleeding.

I force my panicked heart to slow so that the sharks won’t see me as prey.

I scan the area for anything to use as a weapon, but the sea floor produces nothing to use as a spear, nothing that would stab at a shark and keep it away from me. Even a sharp shell would work. I could cut one of the sharks and the other two would commence their frenzy on the victim of my attack. Sharks don’t care what they eat, as long as it is bleeding and panicking.

A vicious cycle.

Sunlight glints off a white body near the surface. It dives deeper and darts back and forth, scenting the current.

Stay still. It’s too late to run.

I close my eyes.

Salt water in; salt water out. I breathe slowly and deeply.

They will ignore me if I calm myself. If I don’t act like prey, there’s a chance they might leave me alone. A nudge bounces against my shoulder, and my breaths quicken. They are testing me. First a nudge, then a test bite. If I can resist the panic, they might still ignore me even after taking the bite. I’m not their first choice for a meal. I have a chance.

Unspoken prayers burst from my heart and mind. There has to be some way to survive this. My heartbeat pounds in my ears and take over my every thought, my every sense. Every nerve ending on my body stands alert, waiting, wondering where they will bite me. Where will the pain come from? My arm? My fin?

Please…

Please…

Please…

I wait… and wait. But after a long time, nothing happens.

Slowly, I open my eyes. No more than twenty arm-lengths away, the three sharks have begun a frenzy on the remnants of a marlin. I blink.

How?

Then a face appears in front of me. Bailey. Long blond curls surround his golden face and his blue eyes twinkle. He’s holding a spear. “Hurry—before they finish.”

I’m shocked stiff and barely manage to nod.

He grabs my arm and yanks me away.

I can’t help but stare. The veins on his muscular forearm strain as he grips my wrist. The water envelops us as we swim. I hardly have time to think. Why is he helping me? None of the Mer are supposed to help. I’ve never been more than an outlier to him. He’s hardly ever spoken to me.

Because I am the bottom feeder, it is my job to survive the Reckoning and prove that I am worthy to stay with the clan. If they find out that he helped me, they’ll send him out on the Reckoning, too.

Suddenly I stop and yank my arm from his grasp. “You can’t do this. You can’t help me.”

He sneers. “A Mer with half a brain would say thank you.”

He snatches my wrist again and drags me along with him.

I follow reluctantly. “Where are we going?”

“Shut up and swim faster. We need to get salve on your wounds so they will clot. I’ve got some hidden this way.”

We swim in silence toward the shallows until we find another reef, round and in hues of purple and orange in the bright sunlight. A buzz on the current signals that the sharks are finished with the marlin and are following again, or perhaps it’s another set of sharks…there are only two.

Bailey finally releases my arm and ducks closer to the reef. He presses his cheek against it and digs in the sand below. After a moment, he pulls out a clam shell and brings it over. He scowls at me. “Turn around.”

Obediently, I expose my back to him.

With rough hands, he rubs in the salve. I clench my jaw against the pain and do my best not to flinch under his forceful touch. The rubbing continues longer than the time it took to inflict the wounds in the first place, but when he finally removes his hands from my back, my muscles relax into jelly. The cool waters lick gently against the salve, and the feverish heat that had engulfed my back with pain finally chills.

“Thank you,” I whisper and sigh.

He replaces the clam shell under the reef.  “I’ll come back and apply the salve again tomorrow. Meet me here when the sun reaches its zenith.”

After shoving the spear in my hands, he points to the west. “If you go that way a bit, you’ll find an island only inhabited by wildlife—there are horses there, which will give you warning of wolves. If you decide to go ashore, you’ll have to swim farther to the next island, where the Land Walkers are.”

I shake my head. “I…I won’t.”

Bailey’s blue eyes flash anger and annoyance. He lifts his chin. “I didn’t expect you to. Cowardice is another symptom of a simple mind.”

He’s right. I am too stupid to survive on land. Just like my father. Even on an island where witches cannot tread, and where the horses give warning of the wolves, I won’t make it.

The Atlantic is a little cooler here, but the fish that swim past bode as plentiful. I can do this and survive on my own. My options are limited in the reckoning. Gain the mark of the LandWalker and return, find a Mer willing to be my life-mate, or live the rest of my life in exile.

My gaze flutters back to Bailey. The tall, strong Mer has a chiseled square jaw, strong wide shoulders, and piercing blue eyes. His gold curls surround his face. I swallow. “Why are you helping me?”

His gaze narrows, and his sneer returns. “Pity.”

My heart sinks, and I blink quickly to keep my eyes from stinging. What answer had I been expecting? Bailey and I aren’t friends. No one is friends with the bottom feeder—the  unteachable. I spent my entire childhood alone, or worse, the object of my peers’ ridicule.

I gulp down my feelings as always.

Bailey shakes his head and starts toward the east without another word.

“You’ll be back?” I call after him.

He calls back without turning again toward me. “Thick headed. I already said I would.”

Clutching the spear against my chest, as if it would offer comfort, I sink slowly toward the sand and let out a breath of seawater. He did say he’d return. And I’ve never known Bailey to be a liar.










  
 

CHAPTER TWO
ORANGE SUNLIGHT TRICKLES THROUGH the surface of the water and illuminates the ocean floor. Sunset. The water closer to the uninhabited island grows thicker and greener, losing the crystal clear blue of the Atlantic closer to Bermuda. But it is always easier to catch a fish in the shallows, and so far, I have failed in getting one in the deep. Shallow living may not be ideal for a Mer, but deep living is too hard for a bottom feeder like me.

I can see just fine. My senses are keen, even among the particulates caused by the number of human boats within a small portion of sea. But still I find it too hard to catch a meal. My stomach growls. I haven’t eaten a bite all day.

As the day draws to an end, the smaller vessels disperse and become less frequent. The larger boats either go closer to the shore or farther out to sea. Will it be safe to break the surface?

Before I can think about things too hard, I do as I always do, and jump into action before I can talk myself out of it. This behavior has gotten me in trouble with my teachers who demand that I think before speaking or acting. But my father has always loved my impulsive nature, so I refuse to rein it in.

But when I reach the film that separates the sea and the air above, I hesitate. Once when I was young, my father had taken me to the surface to breathe air for the first time. He plunged me above the surface, and I gasped over and over, coughing the liquid from my lungs. It burned. I thought I’d die. But when I was done wailing and lamenting my pain, I opened my eyes and saw a foreign world that left an impression on me so extraordinary it laced my dreams with color and alien life. Once. That was the only time my father had gotten away with it. My mother kept a close eye on him and threatened to leave him if he ever attempted it again.

For all the warnings and negative things that my father said about his time on land, there was something about being in the air that enamored him. Something had captivated him and made him return to the air again and again on his own. It became an addiction for him. If I break the surface and deal with the pain in my lungs again, will it become an addiction for me? Will I live with the need to return again and again to the air and experience the alien world above?

I take a deep breath and hold the water in my lungs. After closing my eyes, I take the plunge. Air kisses my cheeks and saltwater droplets race in runners down my face. My chestnut hair sticks to my face in streamers. I push them back and tuck them behind my ears. The last bit of light entices my eyes open. The air stings them, and I blink until they clear. Finally the world above comes into focus.

A seagull swims through the air with the grace of a skate. The sun shines brighter above the surface and paints the sky in pink and purple hues. In the distance a horn sounds from an unseen ship and the sound is sharper and clearer than any I’ve heard before. I gasp, forcing air into my lungs, and the burning begins. It stings the back of my eyes as I cough. Water spouts from my nose and dribbles over my lip. The pain in the muscles of my back causes me to double over. I nearly slip back under, but force myself to remain. My father did this all the time. I can do it too.

My throat rattles as the last remains of water cling to my tonsils. The coughs come less frequently and with less vigor. Soon I’m able to just breathe and rest. Relief washes over me, and the sore muscles in my back relax.

That isn’t so bad. I can do this.

The sky darkens in the east and the first pinpoints of stars appear close to the still-full moon. The clear sky, unobstructed by the refracted light from the surface of the water, stretches as far as I can see. Is it really as large as my sea? Is it deeper? Are the stars farther than the bottom of a trench?

A giggle bubbles up at the thought and surprises me. My voice sounds different in the air. I squeak and chirp. Ugh. I wince at the harsh sounds. Although I’ve never spoken the language of the Land Walkers, we were taught several languages in school. English was always one of my best subjects. After clearing my throat, I attempt a few words from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 90.

“Then hate me when thou wilt; if ever, now;

Now while the world is bent my deeds to cross,

Join with the spite of fortune, make me bow, and do not drop in for an after-loss;

Ah! Do not, when my heart hath ’scaped this sorrow,

Come in the rearward of a conquered woe;

Give not a windy night a rainy morrow, to linger out a purposed overthrow.”

My father loved Shakespeare, even naming me after the town where Romeo and Juliet once lived. He must have loved it more in the air. So amazing. The tones of language ring clear instead of being muted out of the water. The chirps and squeaks below the surface are necessary for communication, but here, in the air, the tone of language is smoother and easier on the ear.

And the sonnet lifts my feelings to the air with me. If things are going to get any worse than they are now, it’d be better if it went ahead and did it before I recover from my injuries. Let all the bad come at once. A sigh escapes my lips. A new feeling—to sigh without the water rushing from my cheeks and dancing about my face. The air that escaped me did just that, escaped.

A flash of white and brown catches my attention on the shore of the island Bailey told me was uninhabited. The movement of the large object seems serpentine in nature, like an eel. I swim closer to the shore with my head above the water, gulping in air and trying to get used to the feeling. After a short time, I finally realize that the object is not one thing, but several. Several brown and black and white spotted horses move together as one unit along the shoreline of the beach, several of them standing chest deep in the coolness of the water.

Curiosity draws me closer to them. I duck under the water once more, the cool salt soothing my parched throat. White legs stand like several posts under the water, but they move in a rush and scatter as I draw near.

I break the surface once more to watch them escape the foam and rush back to shore, snorting and staring in my direction. With a smile, I realize my presence spooked them. I release the water from my lungs and suck in the air, horrified to find myself in yet another fit of painful coughing. When I finally get control of my faculties, I search the empty beach to find that the horses have left me.

The loss hits like a small tragedy, one that leaves my chest just a little emptier of hope than it had been a moment ago. If I had not had such a fit of coughs, perhaps I could have coaxed one horse into the water and touched a land mammal for the first time. It would have been so appropriate. No land animal has a closer connection with the sea than horses. Certainly Mer-kind would have a rapport with them similar to the one we have with an aquatic mammalian? Dolphins, seals, and whales are cherished by Mer-kind and often kept as pets. Couldn’t a horse be similar in nature? Why couldn’t I make friends with a few in my exile?

But the island of Assateague is uninhabited. I don’t want to make the mistake of going ashore, stuck without any ability to interact with the Land Walkers. That would be just as bad as exile in the sea. At least in the water I can endure the solitude in a familiar environment.

With another sigh, I grip my spear and continue closer to the shore. Bailey said there are other islands, farther west, that have humans on them. I swallow, my eyes searching the horizon for a sign of another island. I can’t see one but decide to go exploring as twilight takes full hold. Only this time, I’ll avoid going back under the surface and will keep the air I held. I don’t want to endure another of the aching fits if I can avoid it.

Bailey was right. Just past the barrier island, the channel houses many more boats than out in the Atlantic. But to my relief, most of the boats are moored to docks along the shoreline of Chincoteague. Lights dance on the land. Humans. My heart races. Maybe I should have stayed away.

But like a moth to a flame, I find myself inexplicably drawn to the dancing light. It’s not long before I’m offshore and clinging to a pole again, this time, of my own volition. Not far from the beach, a wall of windows allows me to see all within a woman’s home. The woman sits alone on a couch with the glass door open to the world and a thin screen separating her from the insects outside.

Within her home, a large flat-screen television introduces a whole new world for me. Mesmerized, I watch as the stories of people’s lives unfold. I’m startled when her phone rings.

The older woman picks up the phone. “Hello… yes, this is Betty Babcock.”

Betty. That’s her name.

She strokes a cat, while three others roam about the room. I can’t help but wonder what it would feel like to touch them the way Betty does. After a short conversation that ends in “no I’m not interested,” she hangs up the phone. Then for the rest of the evening, Betty, the cats, and I are lost in the world the soap opera channel exposes us to.

I hardly notice how late the hour grows or how high the moon has settled in the sky until Betty turns off her television and lights and heads off to a room not visible to me. As I turn back toward the open waters of the channel, I realize that I’d been so caught up in the world of life that unfolded on the large screen that I’d found an escape from my own. I forgot about my exile, forgot the wounds on my back, and forgot the danger of being so near to a Mer’s greatest threat, humans. I pick up the spear I’d set to the side.

With a quick swallow, I dive beneath the surface and swim quickly away. My underwater night vision is clear, and I suck in the first breath of water I’ve had in hours. It scratches my throat going down and feels heavy in my lungs. It’s so very different than the ethereal feel of the air that it takes a while to lose awareness of the water pressing against my insides as it makes its way in and out of my nose.

My stomach growls. I had forgotten my hunger, too. The people on the television had eaten a great variety of colorful and delicious looking foods, but those things did not ignite my hunger like the sound I hear now. A cluster of crabs struggle on the floor of the channel. I dive down to find the most curious contraption I’d ever seen on the sea floor. A wire mesh cage is tied to a string that leads to the surface where a large, oval floatation device keeps mark of its location. After setting my spear to the side, I turn the crab trap in my hands for several minutes and figure out how it works. Once a crab goes in for the bait, it loses its way and can’t easily find the way out. The entrance for the crabs is smooth, but the exit is full of jagged spikes. A clever maze. I smile when I notice that at the top of the container, a trap door makes the crabs accessible to the humans. Simple, but clever.

Would it be stealing to remove a few for a meal? 

My stomach growls again.

No, I won’t take them all—just a few. It has been so difficult to find fish to eat, that I am definitely ready to settle for crab at this point. After twisting the wire that keeps the trap door at the top shut, I reach in and withdraw a single crab. I’m not stupid enough to take out more than one at a time, no matter how hungry I am. After making quick work of the first crab, crunching through its outer crust and devouring the jelly-like interior, I start on my second. Crab has never been my favorite, but it fills me up quickly and settles my rumbling stomach.

After the third crab, I decide I’ve had enough. I set the trap back down with the remaining crabs and lift my spear to return east. I stay close enough to the sea floor to stay out of reach of any boats I might encounter, but at this late hour, I find none in the channel. Once past the barrier island, the currents grow stronger and the sea a bit choppier. The weather on the surface feels as though a storm might be coming to churn things up.

If I were a Land Walker, I might have need to find shelter for the night, but as a sea creature, there is no need for me to do anything but find a soft patch of sand near a coral outcropping. There I can sleep peacefully with the small creatures giving me warning of any dangers that might arise. When I draw near the same reef that Bailey took me, it’s so late, that I wonder if I’ll get enough rest before he comes to see me. Then I remember how he said he’d come at noon. That’s plenty of time for me to get some rest. Once I settle in the sand, I clutch the spear to my chest and welcome sleep.










  
 

CHAPTER THREE
VERONA… MY FATHER’S VOICE fades as it warns me again not to go ashore, but there’s another sound that’s drawing closer. A motor.

My eyes snap open and my heart races. The crystal blue waters of the Atlantic make it easy for me to see a quarter mile in all directions, and I spot the small vessel heading from the east with an outboard motor.

Scuba divers?

I swallow. It’s a possibility, and one that I can’t afford to chance. If the small boat contains divers, they’ll be in search of a reef similar to the one I’m sheltered close to. With a burst of action, I dart to the south, away from the noisy motor and look for cover of some kind.

Afraid of getting too far and missing Bailey, I swim only a quarter mile away so that I can watch what the boat and its inhabitants are up to. Only then do I realize that I’ve left Bailey’s spear behind. Ugh. I wince at my error.

“It’s amazing that you’ve even survived seventeen years, born as stupid as you are,” a voice behind me says.

I gasp and whip around. Bailey’s deep blue eyes study me with a half smile. He holds another spear in his hand and the remnants of a tuna. My traitorous stomach growls at the sight.

“Have you even eaten at all?” he asks with a frown and watches the boat near the reef.

With a shrug, I lift my chin and work to avert my eyes from his catch. “I had a few crabs.”

His lip curls. “Crabs?”

I nod and decide to leave my dalliance with the human contraption my own secret. “They were easy to catch.”

“Of course they were. Scavengers. Bottom feeders. Dirty and opportunistic.” He looks down his long, straight nose at me. “I suppose you might feel kinship with them.”

My jaw clinches. “I’m not dirty.”

With a snort, he tosses the tuna toward me. “Whatever you say.”

My arms betray me and grasp the tuna against my chest. Although I want to reject Bailey’s offer, I’m in no position to do so. Crabs are shallow-water creatures. If I want to catch more of them, I’ll need to get closer to the barrier island, if not closer to the humans. And catching a fish is out of my reach. For now. I’ll learn eventually.

Swallowing my pride, I bite into the fish with relish, and then look up at him sheepishly through my lashes. “Would you like some?”

Bailey thrusts his spear into the sand and then rests his arm on it. He eyes me up and down once and then returns his gaze to the boat that occupies the area around his reef. “I’ve eaten already. That one is yours.”

While I eat, I watch the boat with the humans linger a bit. To my relief, no divers break the surface and before I even finish my meal, the boat draws out of sight. Once I dispatch the tuna, I look up at Bailey again. His strong shoulders and taut muscles are desirable in a Mer. He’s always drawing the attention of the females in our clan. But during our lessons, he’s never been first to answer that I can remember. Strong and handsome, but not the smartest in the clan. He could never be the clan leader, but he’ll definitely make a good life-mate for someone.

“The coast is clear. Let’s get the salve.” His voice is deep and melodic.

With a nod, I follow Bailey as he darts for the reef. Once he has the clam shell again, I expose my back to him and feel his hands on my skin, gentler this time than yesterday. I still can’t understand why he is doing all this. Is it really just pity?

“Will the clan be moving to northern waters with the waxing of summer?” I ask, even though I know the answer. I just can’t stand the silence any longer.

“Of course.” After a moment, he huffs. “But a few will stay behind here in the waters of the triangle… I plan to stay.”

My heart flutters. “Really?” 

Bailey slaps a hand against my shoulder, and a stinging sensation races up and down my spine. I clench my eyes shut against the pain, and my back muscles draw tight.

“I’ve been following a group of divers who appear to have dug a Spanish galleon.” His voice sounds suddenly distant. I open my eyes and find him burying the shell of ointment. “The humans seek treasure, but I seek knowledge. I’m hoping to find some literature among the ruins. Buried books tend to keep for a bit before the water destroys them.”

I nod. Of course there is something like that which would keep him nearby. How could I possibly imagine something else? And what did I think it might be anyway? I shake the incomplete thoughts from my head before they give birth to any hope.

“The salve is doing good work and your wounds are healing quickly. I believe I need to come tomorrow to check on it once more, but that should be all that’s necessary.”

A weight falls to the pit of my stomach. After tomorrow, I’ll truly be alone.

“Stay west of the reef, understand?” His gaze pierces mine.

I nod.

“The clan will not come this far west, but it’s best if you keep your distance. I don’t believe you’ll have any trouble here.”

I frown. “Why do you care?”

Bailey blinks and for a moment, his eyes grow more intense. Then he turns his back on me. “Who said I care?”

And without another word, he swims away. I watch him until I can no longer see the dull silver of his tail in the distance. With a sigh, I pick up my spear and study it. If I am going to be alone the day after tomorrow, I need to practice catching some fish so that I can survive on my own. With a nod, I swim to the northwest, heeding Bailey’s warning and avoiding the east. But I’m also heading in the general direction of the barrier island I’d visited yesterday. Soon I stumble upon a school of croaker, but each time I attempt to use the spear, the croakers slip around it as though I hold it still.

Weak and slow.

More adjectives that could be used to describe me. How worthless can I be? If I don’t stay near the shallows and the human crab pots, I’ll starve once Bailey stops coming to see me. What sort of life would I lead in exile? Perhaps the thirty days on land would be the best choice. But fear grips my heart at the thought. Wolves and witches. I shudder. My father’s warnings had not been for naught. The dangers of going on land are immense—even the weather is a threat. There are no fish and crabs as food sources for the taking, and humans tend to believe that everything is owned. My father told me that if I take what is owned by another, it would be stealing and the consequences of that action…

I shake the thoughts from my head and follow after the croaker school. Incompetent and useless I might be, but I am nothing if not persistent. All day long I continue to work on my spear skills and squeal with delight when I manage to nick the fin on a trout. The light wanes under the water and I breach the surface, holding a lungful of water as I survey the sky. The sun still peeks over the horizon, splashing orange light across the choppy waves. I spy the barrier island and realize I’ve gone a little farther north than I planned. Correcting my course to the south, I dive under the surface and head directly for the channel and the inhabited island beyond.

Swimming up and down the coast a bit, I take longer than expected to find Betty’s house. No one else has quite the wall-length windows she has, nor do they keep them open to the outdoors. And it seems that Betty likes to keep her television much louder than her neighbors. One of the older Mer I knew had hearing issues—perhaps Betty has the same. I settle in position next to the pile at the pier, making myself much more comfortable than the night before with my satisfied, full belly of procured crabs. The television shows pick up where they left off the night before.

The emotional drive of human life seems otherworldly to me. On the television, I learn that the land dwellers are far less rational and much more passionate than my kind. To the humans, love is the most important of emotions, often more important than bare necessities, like food, shelter, or the acceptance of family.

Humans die for love. I can’t imagine a single Mer ever doing that. When I was little, I often wondered if love even existed among the marriages I’d seen. Every marriage among Mer seems to be based on advantage. Status, improving the family’s gene pool, whatever the reason. No one wants to parent the bottom feeder. When I discovered what I am—what my father was, I’d asked my mother why she’d married my father in the first place.

My mother’s answer? Status.

If a bottom feeder can return to merkind from their reckoning with knowledge never gained before, he or she would receive a warmer welcome than imagined. And with disappointment dripping from my mother’s scowl, she’d said, “I’d only hoped that my good genes would keep you from happening.”

If only I were more logical and less emotional, like other Mer. Maybe then I never would have been branded with that name. I swallow down the feelings that rise up at the memory. It wasn’t long after that conversation that my mother broke her ties with family and clan and left to join a northern Pacific pod, leaving me to be raised by my father. Although at first times were hard, it wasn’t long before I discovered that both I and my father were far happier without the poison and criticism in our home.

The wind picks up and tousles my dry chestnut hair. I pull it behind my ears and run my fingers through the length of it. The air and wind pull the hair into knots that have never been there in the past. I’ll have to do my best to keep my hair untangled or I’ll appear more kraken than Mer. I giggle at the thought.

Betty has fallen asleep on her couch with the television on. I yawn. The position of the moon tells me that it is time to take my leave if I want to get to sleep before dawn.








  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
A STABBING PAIN WAKES me. My eyes flash open and I find three snickering Mer younglings poking me with driftwood sticks. When I bolt upright, they dart off in all directions before forming together in a small school and swim snickering off toward the west.

I’ve been found.

With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I realize that I’ll have to find a new hiding place, perhaps farther east toward the shallows. If I remain here, it wouldn’t only be younglings that would come and torment me.

Although the sun glistens through the surface of the water, painting the bottom of the ocean in dancing light patterns, it has not yet reached its full zenith. It will be a while before Bailey will come. My heart still races. I need something to get my mind off those younglings and the potential dangers they portend. I lift my spear and decide to practice again.

Providence is on my side, and when I focus on a trout, I spear it just behind the gills. It yanks and jerks wildly on the end of my spear until it frees itself. A twinge of disappointment hits me before I realize that with the injury to its side, I can easily snatch it up with my bare hands. Somehow the victory and satisfaction in the catching of the fish seasons it, making it the best I’ve ever tasted.

I stay a quarter mile to the east of the reef this time as I wait for the sun to reach its zenith. I want to stay close enough to watch for Bailey. When a Mer finally draws near, I wait in my hiding spot until I can clearly see it’s him. My smile widens when I see he holds a trout. I rush out to meet him.

“Why do you look so happy?” When his gaze meets mine, he frowns and draws in his eyebrows.

I shrug. “I was able to catch a trout today of my own. I’m getting better at using a spear.”

“Simpleton.” His eyes roll. “It’s not difficult to accomplish for any young Mer. And for you to get so excited about such a small thing… I guess life is easier when you’re not using much of your brain.”

The ache in my chest returns, and my childhood inadequacies rise up. I’ve never measured up to the standard set for me.

Life is pain, and living is difficult. Never envy anyone, for everyone has their own troubles to sort out, my father had once told me.

I take a deep breath. I struggle with the feeling in the pit of my stomach—the wish that I could be more like others. When I watch the soap operas on TV with Betty, it seems like the problems that humans have are so easy and even fun. I can’t help but wish my own problems could be easily solved in such a short period of time. I sigh. Even greater is the desire to have the kind of love that Land Walkers have.

“Turn around,” Bailey barks at me and snaps me out of my self-pity. His intense glare pierces me, and I find myself spinning at his order, unquestioningly.

His forceful hands begin their daily work, but somehow the pain seems less severe than it had been for the last two days. I close my eyes and lean into his touch, wanting to flinch with each painful push. I don’t want to find out how unpleased he’d be if I cringed, no matter how rough his hands are.

Finally he finishes, and the pain subsides. I turn around to face Bailey, but his back is turned and he is replacing the clam shell of salve at the bottom of the reef.

“Some younglings woke me this morning by poking me with a stick.”

Bailey whips back toward me with knotted brows. “Younglings? You’ve been found already?”

Slowly, I nod.

The muscle in Bailey’s jaw works in and out as he grinds his teeth. His eyes search the sea floor as though he is reading it like a book. Suddenly he stops and his eyes bore into mine. He grasps my arm and jerks me toward the northeast.

“Follow me,” he says, but doesn’t wait for an answer.

He pulls me just north of the barrier island I’ve grown accustomed to visiting. It’s miles above the inlet to the channel and Betty Babcock’s TV. When we reach the stone outcropping, he pulls to a stop. I rub at my wrist when he finally releases me.

“This is the place,” he says and starts moving about the stones. Once he pulls enough stones away, he reveals an opening in the rock that is just big enough to crawl through. “My brother and I found this when we were young. We pushed these stones in front of it, hoping to keep the grotto hidden from others. It’s been unfound for this many years, I’m sure no one will find you here.”

I shake my head and widen my eyes. My heart skips. The idea of sliding into such a small space unnerves me. Isn’t it bad enough that I have to live in the shadows? No way can I be closed into a cave. Walls on all four sides? The thought drives a shiver up my spine. “No, I can’t.”

Bailey’s frown returns, and anger flashes through his cold blue eyes. “What do you mean you can’t? This is for your own protection.”

I shake my head. “What am I being protected from? If it’s younglings and bullies, I can handle it. I’ve been dealing with ridicule my entire life. What difference does exile make?”

His eyes widen and a modicum of fear flashes through them. “You don’t understand anything do you? In the clan there are bullies, yes. But they are restrained. Your father has his standing in society, and the elders are there to keep things in check. But out here, you have no one to protect you. If you are found by the wrong Mer, there is no telling…”

“I can handle myself,” I say.

“You can hardly hunt with a spear—how will you defend yourself?”

Anger bubbles up inside me. “Why do you care? What you’re doing goes beyond mere pity. You cannot protect me from others without making yourself an outcast with me. You should never have helped me at all. Why are you doing all this?”

“I don’t know…” Color stains his pale cheeks, and his blue eyes grow lost for a moment. His breath comes out in a whisper. “I don’t know why I am out here helping you. I don’t know why the thought of something bad happening to you makes me sick to my stomach. I don’t know.”

He darts away from me a short way, as if to put some distance between us.

“You can’t keep doing this,” I cry, but the thought of him really leaving me alone makes my heart ache.

He resumes his cold gaze. “I won’t be returning. Your back is healed, and you’ve proven that you’re able hunt for yourself. I’ve shown you a place where you can hide if you need it, and there is still some salve left in the shell by the reef. From tomorrow, you’re on your own.”

A knot lodges itself firmly in my throat. Alone. He is really going to leave me now. In my heart I know it’s the right thing for him to do. It’s what’s best for him, and I shouldn’t ask anything else of him. He’s already helped me more than he should have. I nod.

For a long moment, we stare at each other. The sunlight dances on his shoulders and plays in his golden curls. His plain grey-skinned tail barely moves as it grazes the sand at the bottom of the shallow sea. If this were a soap opera, I imagine that I might run to him on my legs and hug him. But this is no show, and I don’t have legs.

With a nod in acknowledgement, Bailey spins round and darts away from me without another word. I watch him until I can see him no more and then crumple to the sea floor. I’ve lost the will to hold myself up. My furlough is over and the exile truly begins.








  
 

CHAPTER FIVE

A month later…

 

THE FIRST VISTAGES OF sunrise light the sky in the east. I blink and yawn. That is a surprising feeling, and something I’ve only ever done in the air. Strange. The oxygen rich saltwater never makes me do that. I’ve completely lost track of time. I blink again at the television over Betty’s couch. She fell asleep hours ago, but I kept watching.

A motor sounds behind me, and it jerks me to full wakefulness. How have I become so lost in watching TV that I allowed myself to be caught when fishermen and crabbers are most active? Scolding myself for my stupidity, I dive under the waves and stick close to the floor of the shallow channel. I avoid the crab pots and their tangle of ropes and dart quickly past the barrier island to the open sea. Immediately, I turn and swim north to the area by the lighthouse on the island. Boats tend to frequent that area least often and the shallow waters keep my kind away.

My kind. I haven’t seen fin nor tail of another Mer since Bailey left me alone. In that month, I’ve learned to take care of myself and to occupy my time by studying the habits of the horses on the shore of the island. They’ve started to get used to me and even approach me on the rocky shores near the lighthouse in the early morning hours. I dry bits of seaweed on the rocks and they come and snag my salty treats with flapping lips.

Interesting creatures, these spotted horses. They remind me of dolphins and seals. After setting out my usual offering of seaweed, I settle into the shelter I found between the rocks, deep enough below the surface for low tide, and fall fast asleep.

 

Afternoon sun spills into the cracks between the rocks, and pierces my eyes. Hunger gnaws my insides. I slept longer than I meant to. I launch myself to the surface, hoping to find my offering gone and the possibility of a friendly nose to nuzzle my hand in thanks. But when I reach the surface of the water, the dried seaweed upon the rocks remains untouched and the usual herd of horses that frequent the beach is absent.

In the distance, yells, hoots, and whistles sound. Humans. What are they doing on this portion of the island? Farther east there are roads and campsites for the people who come to the island, but I avoid those sites, and the people are usually quiet. Why have they come this far to the west of the island, and what did they do with my herd?

I squeeze between the rocks and swim along the shoreline searching for my furry friends. Anxiety creeps up and blocks my throat. Where are they? What is going on? My heart races with worry. It isn’t until I reach the southern tip and start into the channel that I pull myself together. What am I doing? It is the middle of the day and there are people and boats about. I need to be more careful. Diving down to the floor of the channel, I swim along, weaving through crab pots, and listen for anything out of the ordinary.

That’s when I see them. More than just my herd, but several herds of horses including the younger colts, flail through the water, swimming from the barrier island to the one inhabited by humankind. Slowly I sink back and sit upon the sandy surface of the channel floor and watch the legs of the horses as they swim across. I don’t dare peek above the surface, as I hear the crowds of people murmuring on the shoreline and boats surrounding the horses.

I keep my distance from the commotion and bide my time. What am I waiting for exactly? I’m not sure. Maybe nightfall. Maybe for the horses to swim back?

To comfort myself as I wait, I snatch up an overflowing crab pot and take a morsel or two for my brunch. Several hours later, when I exhaust both my patience and my appetite, the last rays of sunlight stretch orange fingers across the waves. Except for the commotion with the horses, hardly any other craft has come skimming through the waters in the channel. The eerie quiet makes me nervous, but I wait until it’s full dark before I break the surface and look out toward the land.

Clouds cover the face of the half moon, keeping most of its light captive and making it darker than usual. I have to make do with my night vision. The island of Chincoteague is almost as bright as day with several spotlights shining on a make-shift corral in the town square, just past the beach. People mill about, laughing and talking to one another, pointing into the fenced-in area. Spotted horses beyond counting weave in and out of the light and shadow. Even from this distance, I can feel the horses’ confusion and despair. The sudden urgency draws me closer to the shore, displacing my natural distaste for getting close to the humans. Several feet from the shore, a piece of paper floats in front of me.

I stop, lift up the colorful pamphlet, and read it. The words roll off my tongue in awe. “Annual Pony Penning Round-Up and Auction?”

The pamphlet tells of a yearly event where the people of Chincoteague force the ponies from their wild habitat in order to sell some at an auction event and return the remainder to the barrier island. Interesting but appalling. I sigh. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to make friends with the ponies on the shore. Tomorrow some of my friends might get sold and find new homes out in the world—living their own sort of exile. How will the ponies adapt to their new lives? Perhaps they’ll find new herds to bond with. A sudden longing for a new clan grips my heart, but the thorns of reality choke me harder. No one would ever accept me. I have the symbol of my Reckoning on my back and lack the symbol of a Land Walker on my face and arms. The signs of my exile are written in my skin and cannot be removed.

The ponies are animals, and the humans have a right to do with them as they please. I don’t like the thought, but apex predators always do what they like with their prey. Eat them. Toy with them. Force them into exile. Have I become the prey of Mer-kind? Bailey had hinted as much. But the harsh reality is that I have always been their prey, haven’t I? Haven’t they toyed with me for my entire life? At least Mer-kind do not resort to cannibalism.

I grip the pamphlet and find myself swimming on reflex toward Betty’s home. I am late for the first time in getting to the woman’s pier and catching a glimpse of our usual TV shows. Honestly, I can use the distraction. Watching the TV and the shows portrayed there soothes my loneliness. The salve of peering into the lives of the humans keeps me from feeling quite so alone. What would it be like if I ever decided to brave walking on the shore with them? How would they respond to me? What would I do? How would I survive?

Humans have a sense of hospitality. Perhaps someone would take me in? I shake my head. I can’t do that. To prey upon someone else’s kindness sickens me.  Even a bottom feeder has pride.

Under the pier, I find that one of the beams has fallen slightly, creating a small shelf for me to set treasures upon. I place the pamphlet onto my newfound shelf for safe keeping. It is the first bit of reading material I’ve found in the water. Perhaps if I find more of these, I can find a way to barter my way into a working relationship of some kind with extra knowledge. Information is the best tool for trade among my kind.

Betty has company. For the first time, I’m watching actual people in her home, rather than Betty talking on the phone. A tall man, a woman and a young child sit on her couch with her. The television is still on, but instead of the soap opera channel, it’s national news coverage.

With a smile I watch them interact with each other, and what’s on television. The state of the world according to the news mortifies me. Wars, fire, murder. The human world is full of violence I’ve never imagined. It reminds me once more why my father warned me against heading ashore. I swallow, but my eyes are fixed on the scene inside the home—news, people and all. After a while, the television is clicked off early, and Betty’s family moves to their separate rooms. For once, I’m not unhappy with that outcome. The news program presented the opposite view of humankind as the soap operas. My stomach churns. As I swim back out to sea, determination builds within me. There is no way I’ll risk going ashore. The humans are no more benevolent than my own kind. And if my own kind would send me into exile, what would the humans do to me?










  
 

CHAPTER SIX
I SHADE MY EYES from the bright sunlight and breathe in the musky scent of the horses. They finally returned after two days of being gone. A brown and white mare races along the shore line calling to her foal but hears only the half-hearted cries of other mares in the herd in response. More than half of the foals have been taken away from the herd and will never return. Only the youngest of the foals, born early summer, remain beside their mothers. Although in their natural environment, the foals would have been weaned by their herd, it’s hard on the mares to take them away all at once. Will the mares think their foals died?

I sigh and watch the swishing tails of the horses that remain huddled together in a group. Except for the one mare determined to be frantic, the rest of the herd sticks together, feeling the safety in their numbers. Even though offspring were taken from their lives, they still lean on each other and rely on one another. That is the benefit of family and clan, a feeling that I only ever had with my father. Once he was taken away, all safety and support was ripped from my life. The brown and white spotted mare stops running and stands with her tail in the wind and her head high, looking over the waters. She calls once more, her voice dying in dejection before she wanders slowly away back toward the herd. Still, the mare keeps her distance from the huddled mass.

The sorrow and dejection the mare expresses is something I have no trouble relating to. On the rocks in front of me, I pile seaweed to be dried out for a horse curious enough to take a nibble. With the summer grasses growing in lush patches on the other side of the beach, it had only been the colts who braved coming toward the rocks out of curiosity when their mothers would bathe themselves in the ocean to escape the swarming flies. But today none enter the water.

Although the flies and the biting bugs surround the herd with a constant, annoying buzz, they have no interest in me. Just as sharks rarely prefer the taste of human, the flying parasites have little taste for Mer blood.

With a shrug, I slip beneath the surface of the waves and let the seawater caress my lungs.  I will continue to leave the seaweed for the herd. Perhaps after a few days one of the younger colts will grow brave and approach my offering. Dislodging my spear from between the rocks, I set out for the deep and leave the shallows.

Although my night vision is keen, I find fish more readily when they bathe themselves in the warmth of the refracted sunlight. I keep an eye on my prey, but also scan the water as far as I can see. I have yet to return as far east as Bailey’s reef. The fear that I’d be caught again by the younglings, or worse an elder, keeps me away. And then there’s that feeling. Every day while I hunt, my skin will prickle. I feel there is someone nearby, someone watching me.

Today I feel their eyes on my skin, and my arm hairs stand on end. The distraction costs me an easy catch as a trout swims past my fin. In frustration, I thrust the spear in its general direction, knowing full well that the chance of catching it will be slim. The trout slips past with only the slightest change in course, and my spear continues its way toward the ocean floor. With a sigh, I retrieve it quickly and determine that I need to forget the eerie feeling. Not once have I spied Mer or human. Whatever caused my hairs to stand on edge must be my imagination.

But still my eyes scan the distance constantly, waiting for something to show itself. Another reason I like hunting in the sunlight—I can see much farther and my range of vision is keener. After a few more attempts with my spear, I finally catch a meal.

***
Once the horses return to the barrier island, Betty’s company leaves her as well. Her home is once more a refuge in the storm of my exile, rather than a reminder of the harsh side of human life as a Land Walker. It takes us both a little while to catch up on our stories, but after one or two episodes, even Betty stops shouting at the television, “How did that happen,” or “What’s going on?”

Instead, we both settle into the routine of our escapist fantasy, where all problems are solved after a little bit of trouble. Love resumes. And then new trouble arrives, sometimes so far-fetched, that even a mermaid would have trouble believing the humans to be so foolish.

Sometimes Betty will shut off the TV and head to bed, and other times she falls asleep sitting in her chair. It is those times that I often stay well past the witching hour and then snag a crab pot snack on my way to my rocky hovel.

Days blend together as I work on surviving. I am growing more isolated from my clan in both distance and in education. The other young female Mer my age are learning politics and homemaking, laws and legends, stories and science. The Mer culture relies heavily on what it learns from both the Land Walkers and the sea dwellers. The magic that runs through our culture is based on science and nature, not superstition. Instead of immersing myself in becoming a productive female in my clan, I spend all my time studying what youngling males would consider play—hunting and gathering like a simpleton. If it wasn’t for my escape into the world of television with Betty, I would have no outlet for my mind at all.

To battle the boredom, I explore the other piers and shorelines along the barrier islands at night. The lighthouse on Assateague lights the shoreline with light as bright as the sun, even in the middle of the night. The horses tend to frequent the remote parts of the island, as well as the roadways, looking for a hand-out from the humans that come to visit. Occasionally, I find tents and trucks camped out on the beach at night, but the insects, which don’t bother me, chase the human threat into their tents every evening. Summer storms are often a problem when I’m in the shallows, but under the waves of the deep, they hardly take a toll.

On these excursions near the shore, I am amazed at all the humans leave behind. Tools, clothing, utensils of all kinds dot the waterline near the shores. I collect them and return them to my rocky grotto so that I can guess as to their uses. Usually it doesn’t take much guessing. Items I’d never noticed before on my TV shows suddenly show up once I find them. That has always been part of my problem in the clan—I tend to be too single minded, too focused on the people in the story to notice the utensils and items they are using. Unobservant. It was just one of the things my teachers would criticize me for and one of the reasons I was considered a bottom feeder.

But it is fun guessing what each item is for before I find out, and I enjoy trying on the clothing. My favorite item is an acrylic sweater. The long dress-like knit sweater is golden yellow and covers my torso and half-way down my fin. It doesn’t get waterlogged like the cotton and wool pieces I find, so it doesn’t weigh me down when I need to dive down. I treasure it and find it a good hiding spot under Betty’s pier. It helps me stay warm as the evenings turn cooler.

When I stay up late to watch TV, I miss my favorite time with my horses. Early in the mornings when the sun barely kisses the horizon and stretches light across the midnight blue sky, the horses spend time at or in the water. Swarms of insects attack the horses and attempt to attach themselves to their furry bodies. The ponies shake their heads and trot toward the water, immersing themselves in the waves. Only their heads stay above the surface. Occasionally a wave rides over them, but the horses just close their eyes and nostrils and allow the water to flow over their faces.

Approaching them at this time is easy. At first, the feel of my hand against their skin sends them rushing back toward the beach in a panic. I spook them. But as I approach them each morning and the flies overwhelm their senses, they soon become accustomed to my presence. My hands flow through their long, coarse manes, so unlike the hair of a Mer. Their skin sometimes twitches at the presence of my touch, but I learn that they enjoy being scratched. The young ones especially like when I use my claws to gently scratch their rough skin. In return, they often attempt to scratch my back with their muzzles and teeth, but once they become a wee bit aggressive, I retreat to the deeper waters, and the ponies never follow.

This morning I bring them an armload of seaweed to dry upon the rocks at low tide. I nibble on a few pieces myself and watch the horses approach. A sorrel and white mare leads the way with a plain black colt at her side, one that had been too young for the auction. The mare’s stomach swings from side to side, already showing distention from the new colt she carries within. Once they reach the waves, mare and colt wade knee deep in the frothy blue-green waves and wait for the remainder of the herd. Every few seconds, the mare shakes her head and the swarm of black flies retreats for a split second before returning to her face.

Once most of the horses arrive, the herd enters the waters as a single unit, chest deep or better in the waves. I approach, humming a song from Mer kind to let the horses know that I am near. They appreciate the mild warning of my presence. The sorrel and white mare that has led the herd to their respite is my first target. I gently scratch along the mare’s withers and top line. The mare’s neck stretches and her nose wiggles in response—a sign that I’m scratching just the right spot. The black colt soon nudges me and pushes its hindquarters toward me.

“Wait your turn,” I playfully scold him with a grin.

Soon my herd favorites have all been thoroughly scratched under the water and the sun has reached high enough into the sky to signal mid-morning. With their pesky parasites dissuaded, the herd moves back to the shore and shakes, flinging foam and water droplets in all directions. With the sorrel and white mare taking the lead, the herd moves toward the inner island.

I was so distracted by my herd of furry friends, I don’t notice the rumbling hum of a motor boat until it is near. My eyes meet those of the man only a hundred yards away at most. His blue eyes widen and his mouth becomes an “O.” My chest tightens and my heart races. In my panic, I hold my breath and duck beneath the waves.

Bubbles release from my lips as I race under the motor boat and skim through the water toward the deep. My first lungful of water burns and my chest aches even more. My vision narrows for a moment. I feel I might pass out from the overexertion. I swim hard to the east, without thought, fear nipping my tailfin. The man has seen me. What should I do?

The muscles in my tail cramp up, and I swim through the pain for another mile before I pull up in the deepest water I’d traversed in over a month. The water envelops me on all sides, the pressure heavy on my torso and limbs, comforting me in a way that I didn’t know I need. It reminds me of home. Home? I wince and whip around to peer in its direction.

Although it is still almost a mile out, the Mer township of Bermuda glows in lively greens, blues and gold. The colors seem dull compared to the vividness of the Land Walkers, but still my heart aches to get closer to my home. I wonder what my father might be doing. He’s grown senile in his old age and doesn’t remember me, but wouldn’t he at least feel himself missing something? Wouldn’t I leave a vacuum in his life once they’d taken him away? Will our clan continue to take care of him?

I find myself swimming slowly in the direction of the city when I stop myself. My chest constricts. What am I thinking? I can’t return like this. If I’d become a Land Walker, they would welcome me with open arms. But if I don’t return with the mark on my skin, they would reject me wholeheartedly. Capital punishment without prejudice. My life would be forfeit.

My joints lock in position and I sink toward the ocean floor. I can’t return home, but I don’t want to return to my exile. Indecision claws at my insides, and my stomach twists. A new fear creeps up my spine and gooseflesh rises on my skin. I need to get out of here before I’m spotted.

My breath comes in shallow bursts, and ice pools in my belly. I try to leave, but the sudden feeling that I have no place to go overwhelms me. Slowly I swim to the west, unsure.

I can’t go back to Assateague, can I?

The horses and Betty have been my regular companions in exile. Although I’ve been lonely, I never quite felt completely alone because I could look forward to seeing them at specific times of day. But the fisherman. He’ll tell others and will be on the lookout for me now. I can’t see the horses again. But Betty? It would be a gamble for me to see the cotton haired old lady, if the fisherman is thorough with his search. But since it’s after nightfall when I visit Betty’s dock, I might be able to get away with it.

When I snap from my thoughts, I find that my body had automatically taken me toward the coral reef that Bailey showed me the first days of my exile. This would likely be a safe place for a day or two. The Mer younglings have probably given up their search for me after a month, and the rest of Merkind rarely traverse so far from home unless on a hunt. The regular lines of travel for schools don’t tend to come near this shallow reef. After I convince myself it’s safe, I rush in the direction of the reef, occasionally taking a glance back toward Bermuda. Still, I can’t shake the feeling of being watched.

My range vision allows me to see for a mile in each direction and not one odd movement in the current alerts me to anyone’s presence. It has to be my imagination. I often felt this way when I spent those first few days at the reef. But I was fine before.










  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
THE REEF IS FARTHER from Bermuda than I thought. Good. The chance of someone discovering me accidently is even less likely. I will be safe here for a day or so. My stomach growls, and with the sound, my heart sinks. I left the spear behind at the rocky shore of Assateague.

I peer up and find the sun is only a little past its zenith. At nightfall, I might be able to safely go back to my rocky shore and get my spear. Lately I’ve been leaving the crab pots alone; I could snag a snack from one of them while I’m there. Betty’s pier isn’t too far away from this coral reef, either. I settle down into the white sand along the ocean floor and watch a school of jellyfish head toward the shallows where they will sun in the warm waters before returning out to sea. My stomach growls again, and I rub it gently. Patience. I can wait.

My thoughts scatter in all directions. What if the fisherman rigs some sort of trap near where he saw me? It might be too dangerous to return to my hovel, even at night. Although my night vision is keen, could I trust myself to spot a trap I don’t know the nature of? I nod to myself. All I need to do is look for anything out of the ordinary.

I waver. How many times have I been told I’m not the most observant among the Mer? What if I miss something important? I slap my belly when it growls again and get mad at myself. If I don’t have the confidence to do this, I should just leave the spear for a few days or so. Could I fashion another?

“Well, what do we have here?” a deep voice asks behind me, so close the current swirls against the back of my neck.

I leap up and spin around, facing my sudden visitor.

Crystal blue eyes meet mine. His head is topped with curly blond hair. I shiver and my skin prickles. At first I think it is Bailey, but something rings wrong. This Mer’s face is harder and more deeply chiseled. More handsome? His square jaw and high cheekbones are more defined than Bailey’s. It’s Brandeeb. When I saw him in the township, I never raised my eyes enough to look him full in the face. As a bottom feeder, lifting my eyes to meet an elder’s is tantamount to insult. I swallow. Somehow, I can’t rip my gaze away now.

Those eyes narrow, and a darkness passes through them. “What are you doing here, Bottom Feeder? Do you not know your place? Your skin shows no evidence of dwelling on land.”

He snatches my hand and lifts it before his face. With a sneer, he continues. “Your pathetic excuse for webbing still unites your fingers. So why, oh bottom feeder, have you returned so near to Bermuda?”

I try to pull my hand away, but Brandeeb’s grip only tightens. I wince at the pain and stop resisting in hope that he will loosen his grip, but he doesn’t. My throat is constricted, but I do my best to work past it. “I…I…it was an accident.”

A deep bellowing laugh bursts from his throat, but his eyes flash with more malice. There is no mirth in any of it, and my body stiffens in response to the sound. It is then I notice another Mer behind him. His dark hair dances in the current, and his smile is more menacing than Brandeeb’s. The dark Mer shakes his head. “An accident? Your birth was an accident. How could this be an accident?”

My eyes sting and I try once more to wrench my hand from Brandeeb’s grip. Every part of my body aches and screams for him to let go, but instead, his other hand snatches up mine. I squeal and try again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Laughter follows, and his eyelids half close while he pushes my arms apart and looks me up and down. His sneer pulls up at the corner of his lips. “What are we to do with you, Bottom Feeder?”

A growl is the only warning. The rush of a third Mer from the side slams into Brandeeb, forcing him to release his grip from my wrists. I am pulled into the sand with them but roll away. I rub my arms, my eyes wide in shock as the dark haired Mer jumps into the fray. In a tangle of limbs and tailfins, the three merman wrestle with each other along the sand until one finally lifts his head. Bailey.

His eyes meet mine momentarily as a claw rakes his cheek. In a snarl, he shouts, “Go!”

My retreat quickens, but I can’t rip my eyes from the struggle. Go? Where can I go? My mind falters and fear creeps up. Wherever I go, danger waits for me. No one will help me. I blink. Why is Bailey even helping me?

I can’t let him do this. Not alone. I need to do something. But what? My mind fails me. I draw too close to the coral reef behind me and a sharp rock digs into my back. The sudden pain awakens me and brings me to my senses. In the month I spent alone, no one helped me catch fish. No one helped me survive from day to day. I did it on my own, and I need to do this on my own, too.

A yelp from the tangle of Mer reminds me that there are two of them and only one of Bailey. The spear. It’s my only hope. And with my mind singly focused on the tool of my defense, I dart straight for the rocky shore of Assateague.

When my sanctuary is in view, I slow. The sun overhead signals that it is still hours until nightfall. I quickly scan the rocks and sand for any sort of trap.  Along the surface, I find no boat bottoms. It seems the coast is clear. But my skin prickles with a sense of danger. Something isn’t quite right. Slowly I creep closer and then I spy it. In the sunlight, the silken threads of a net sparkle before my eyes. If I had come in the night like I’d originally planned, I would have been caught. Instead, I sneak around the silken threads and find my spear among the rocks. Then I turn and speed toward the open waters.

Will Bailey still be okay? Why did he put himself in danger for my sake? I shake my head and dart to where the three Mer were. Nearly an hour has passed since I last saw them. Certainly they won’t still be there? I shiver. What will become of the one Mer who has shown me kindness in my exile? Will he become a bottom feeder now, too? I swim harder for the coral reef.

At the reef, I find the current has quieted. I search the area and find no sign of Bailey or the others. My grip tightens on my spear and I look down at it in my hands. What was I planning? Would I have stabbed one of the other Mer and become a murderer as well? There is no self-defense plea for a bottom feeder.

The scent of blood is faint in the water near where the fight occurred, and I find that there are two trails of scent that I can follow. One leads toward Bermuda, and the other, away. Bailey. He didn’t return to Bermuda with the other two. And he is injured.

I rush to the reef and dig for the clamshell of salve. It is still where Bailey left it over a month ago. With the clamshell in one hand and the spear in the other, I follow the faint trail of blood which leads me north and east. It isn’t enough blood to attract sharks. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself. The blood trail is thin and faint. Chances are that I am right, but even a curious shark might follow a thin trail. I swallow and swim faster, praying that there will be no curious sharks.

The trail leads me to a stone outcropping, slightly familiar. I haven’t gone this far north on my own during the exile, but still feel that I’ve been here once before. When I pull closer, I find the opening in the stones and remember that Bailey once brought me here. The blood trail leads me directly to the small entrance. No stones cover the area.

I grip my spear and clench the clamshell to my chest. Bailey had said it was a cave—a safe place for me to stay out of sight. I call out weakly. “Bailey?”

After a moment with no answer, I push my head into the dark entrance and call again, a little louder. “Bailey?”

No sound comes except the internal ringing that happens when I strain my ears. I swallow past my constricted throat again. I have no choice. I have to go in. But when I attempt to push myself into the hole, my tail won’t cooperate. I am frozen, my body unwilling to enter. Fear chills me to the bone, and my breathing becomes erratic. Merkind is used to deep, open waters, not tight small spaces. How did Bailey even go in there?

I close my eyes and will my heart to slow, taking deep, purposeful breaths. Behind my lids it is dark. In my rocky hovel at the barrier island, I am closed in on three sides as only the top is open to the sun. This shouldn’t be much worse than that. Deep within the cave, a moan carries on the current.

“Bailey?” I call in again.

Still he doesn’t answer. Why does he stay quiet even when I call his name?

He was hurt trying to help me. I can’t let him remain in that cave in pain because I am too scared to brave going into the small space. In order to comfort myself, I start talking aloud as I swim forward a little at a time. “Fear is a natural response. It was created to keep you safe. It’s healthy and there for a reason. Unnatural fear will keep you from doing that which you have to do. To defeat it, you have to battle wills with your fear. Any battle requires you to become angry with your opponent. And the fear of losing has to be greater than the fear itself.”

My chest aches. What if Bailey is severely injured and dies because I can’t go in to him? The thought makes me rush forward into the darkness farther. I shut my eyes. It is dark anyway, so I pretend that I am out in the open while I keep my lids closed.

Inching forward, I wiggle my tail back and forth so that it barely touches the sides, but once I draw myself in a little farther, I can’t touch the sides anymore. My eyes snap open in surprise. A faint blue light glows from the cavern walls ahead. Cavern, not cave. The great expanse of the space surprises me and immediately alleviates my claustrophobia.

I spin in a circle, searching all directions at once. When I draw closer to the cave wall, I find algae that generates a mild blue-green luminescence. Then a moan echoes through the cavern. 

“Bailey?” I call out softer than before.

Both his moan and his name echo from all directions, and I search earnestly before I find his prone body on the sandy floor. I rush to him.

Bailey’s eyes are closed and he doesn’t respond when I call his name. He lies on his side, clutching his torso. The scent of blood thickens in the current around his body and I lean toward him, trying to get a better look. I curse that there is not enough light in the cave for my night vision to catch. Pitch black doesn’t allow for the extra reflectors in the rods of Mer eyes to make it possible to see. I have to work with the soft glow generating from the walls of the cavern, and it’s hardly enough to make out the long scratches along Bailey’s side.

The way he clenches his stomach also worried me. “Bailey, are you okay?”

After a moment, his eyes snap open and he glares at me. “Must you be so loud all the time?”

I rock back and land in the sand on my tailfin. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you’re hurt and I came to see how I can help.”

He rolls his eyes. “This isn’t much. If I rest for a day or two, I should be fine. But it’s hard to rest with you flitting about the cave screeching.”

At least he’s behaving like his usual surly self. I breathe a sigh of relief.

The scratches on his cheek aren’t too deep. I hope that they’ll heal without scarring. The gouges on his side, however, look angry and might get infected without some disinfectant. I lift the clamshell before Bailey’s face. “I brought the salve for your wounds.”

His eyes are half lit in annoyance, but he positions himself to sit up. With each new move, his face contorts without his permission. He winces with every pain, no matter how hard he tries to hide it. Once sitting, his breathing becomes labored and he’s exhausted from the effort. Leaning on one arm, he closes his eyes and takes two deep breaths before reaching out his free hand. “Give me the salve.”

Obediently, I place the clamshell in his hand.

Bailey concentrates on the shell, attempting to flick it open with his thumb to no avail. In his frustration, he pushes off with the hand he’s been leaning on so that he can free it, but it only forces a cry of pain from his lips. He drops the clamshell to catch himself from falling face first in the black sand.

If it wasn’t so frightening, it would be laughable. But with Bailey in so much pain, my chest constricts instead. My stomach grows queasy. If a Mer had tears like a human, I’m sure that I would cry. That is another symptom of being a Land Walker. My father is the only one of my kind that I have ever seen cry.

I reach forward and grab the clam shell, twisting it a bit as I open it and dip my finger in the cooling salve. After scooting closer to him, I meet his eyes with mine. “Lift your arm, and I’ll get the wound on your side.”

Bailey blinks at me, still breathing heavily from the exertion of his fall, and then he looks away and lifts his arm.

With gentle fingers, I probe the wound, covering it with a generous layer of the sticky white paste. Once finished, I explore his body for another wound but find none except the one on his cheek. He has severe bruising on his ribs, but no salve will help that. I brush my fingers against the bruising, and Bailey sucks in his breath. I frown. “I think you may have a broken bone.”

He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “That is not news to me.”

I nod and dip my fingers into the salve. He flinches when I draw closer to his face, forcing another cry of pain from him.

He growls. “What are you doing?”

A sigh rises up from my chest, burying the small prick of annoyance I feel. Although I haven’t been this close to another Mer but my father in a decade, his resistance to my help makes me want to scold him like a child. I let the salt water escape my lips slowly. Then I inject as much sweetness to my voice as possible to placate him. “You have scratches on your face. Let me apply the salve so you don’t scar.”

His blue eyes meet mine with an unreadable expression, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. Without a word, he leans toward me and offers his cheek while he averts his gaze. 

I concentrate wholly on applying two thin layers of salve, as the wound is shallower but also in a more sensitive area. My breath mingles with his, and when I look up after nursing him, I find his eyes on me again.

The crystal blue pools of his eyes are deeper and less cold than they’ve ever seemed before. And in the sudden nearness of our position, I find an unfamiliar look in his eyes, forcing butterflies to suddenly burst in my stomach. The butterflies want me to draw closer to him, but instead, I back away. After clearing my throat, I say, “Finished.”

An annoyed but hurt look flashes before the usual coldness replaces it. “Good. Why don’t you leave me and let me sleep, then?”

I scan the cave, wanting to avoid meeting his eyes again. But when I finally return my gaze to him, I find that he has already returned to his prone position, and his eyes are closed. My eyes follow the lines of his body. His square jaw moves slightly as he clenches his teeth to assuage the pain.

If I was in the Pacific Ocean, I could find a puffer fish and use some of its venom to dull the pain. At the township in Bermuda, they have plenty, but I can’t go there to fetch it for him. Instead, Bailey has to suffer through it.

“Why did you do it?” The words escape me before I can stop them.

His eyes remain closed but his jaw unclenches. “Do what?”

“Why did you help me?” I swallow the word “again” before it can escape.

A breath blows slowly through his lips and his eyes open, but he only stares into the expanse of the cavern. “I don’t know.”

The same as last time I asked.

“That’s not a good enough answer. You are too smart a Mer to act without thinking. It would make you a bottom feeder like me to be ruled by your body or emotions.”

His head snaps toward me and he glares. “I am not a bottom feeder.”

I shrug.

He sighs and settles back down into the sand. Although he stares into the silence, it feels like a pregnant pause, so I wait for him to speak again.

“Do you remember when we were younglings and we started school education?”

“Uh-hum.”

“You were just another youngling then. No one had stamped you yet with the label of bottom feeder. I was scared and missed my mother. The other younglings began picking on me and calling me a bottom feeder because I was too emotional. But you…you took my hand in yours and pulled me away from them. You told me to be brave and to just come and hold your hand any time I felt lonely.” His eyes meet mine. “Do you remember?”

I shake my head. “I don’t remember.”

He frowns and turns away again. “Well, I do. I never forgot. Later when they had branded you with the cursed label, I wanted to return the favor. I wanted to come and hold your hand and tell you that you could come to me any time you felt lonely. But I was afraid that I’d get branded a bottom feeder with you. Even the teachers began to treat you differently. Elders and my parents even talked about you when you weren’t around. Things were snowballing so fast that I became frozen in indecision, and I missed the opportunity to comfort you in your time of need.”

My skin prickles up and down my arm at the thought that someone had wanted to comfort me at that time. Warmth pools in my stomach. My throat constricts.

Bailey’s eyes close again and his jaw clenches. I stare at him for a long moment, and when I think him asleep and consider leaving, he starts again, his voice quiet. “So on the day of your reckoning, I panicked at the thought of you dying and my forever being in your debt. I decided to finally return the favor the only way I knew how.”

Even though he can’t see it, I nod in response. It all makes sense now. He was returning kindness for kindness. He isn’t ruled by his emotions the way I’ve always been ruled by mine. A logical progression caused him to make sure I was okay after my reckoning. Then I blurt, “But what about today?”

His eyes snap open, and his brows furrow. “What do you mean?”

“What you say makes sense. You returned the favor within the days after my reckoning. But today…what you did went beyond that repayment. You’ve made it so that I now owe you. It was unnecessary, since I could never repay your kindness.”

He swallows again. “I…I don’t expect you to.”

I nod. “Okay, but why did you help me today?”

His eyes widen in response and dart back and forth as though searching for an answer. Then his eyelids become hooded. “I just didn’t want my brother and his reputation sullied by spawning with a bottom feeder.”

A shiver racks me to the core. My blood runs cold, and I wrap my arms around myself for comfort. Even though part of me knew that had been Brandeeb’s intention, I’d blocked it from my mind. While rubbing my arms for warmth, I watch Bailey chew on his lip while continuing to stare into the darkness. 

“Why did you come here?” I ask.

He shrugs and winces. “My brother will need a few days to cool off and I need to heal. It’s best we don’t see each other while still in the heat of a disagreement.”

Another logical response. I nod.

In the darkness of the cave we both stay quiet for a few moments until a grumble breaks the silence. At first, I think my stomach has betrayed me, and then I realize it was Bailey’s. A strange happiness flutters in my gut again. I lean forward. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

“Don’t trouble yourself. I’m fine.” He closes his eyes again.

I frown. “You’re not fine. You’re hungry. Besides, you’ll heal better fed than unfed.”

He humphs.

With a nod, I snatch up my spear and head toward the dark, small opening of the cave. The fear I had upon entering into the darkness has left me entirely. Instead it is replaced with a lightness of being I haven’t felt in a long time. I scold myself for being happy in Bailey’s need. But it is the need that makes me happy. Someone needs me.

I haven’t felt needed in so long, I can hardly remember when I last had this feeling. Fading sunlight greets me when I finally break out of the narrow passageway. The tunnel seemed longer on my way in, but I did have my eyes closed. I blink a few times to adjust my eyes to the sudden brightness. After peering at the blue sky above the surface, I determine I have an hour or so before sunset. Plenty of time to hunt some dinner.










  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
WHEN I RETURN TO the cave with a bass and a few crabs, I find Bailey asleep. His breathing has become even and his facial expression has softened. He’s always looked at me as though I cause him pain. Now I really have. Red from the wounds on his face peeks out from under the blubber salve. I sigh. Although his reasons are logical, I can’t help but feel that there is a little bit of a lie in them. Because my emotions are more in tune than an average Mer, I’ve always been sensitive to others. I’m sure there are more reasons to his behavior than he is saying.

Bailey adjusts position and moans in his sleep. His face tightens.

“I’m back with some food. Would you like to eat?” I ask quietly so as not to surprise him.

His eyelids flutter open and he growls groggily. After a few blinks and winces, he draws himself up on his tailfin to sit, leaning against the wall of the cave. In response, the algae around him darkens, making a shadowy print around where his body presses in.

In one hand I offer him the bass and in the other a crab. 

He eyes them. “So you hunt well now?”

I smile and nod. “I caught another bass, but it was smaller than this one. I already ate it.”

With a smirk, he says, “Smaller? Are you sure you didn’t keep the larger one for yourself?”

“No way!” My voice echoes against the cave walls.

“The lady doth protest too much,” he teases and takes a bite of the fish.

“You’re bigger and need the meat more than I do. I wouldn’t dare eat the larger fish.” Although I know he’s just teasing, I want him to know that I’m here to take care of him. He isn’t a burden. In fact, I feel better than I have since my reckoning began. Having someone to talk to and spend time with is something I’ve missed since before my exile. I haven’t had anyone since my father lost his soundness of mind and was taken from me.

He finishes both of the crabs I brought as well. When he meets eyes with me, he looks away again shyly. “Thank you,” he whispers in a barely audible tone.

A smile pulls at my cheeks, and I wrap my arms around my tail as I fold it in closer to my torso. “Rest. I can keep watch for you.”

He scoffs. “There’s no need. This is an undiscovered cave. It is neither in the Chronicles of Mer or the human maps.”

I nod. “Then I’ll keep you company?”

He lifts and drops one shoulder in response and stretches once more in the black sand. “Stay. Go. It makes no difference to me.”

Behind where he’d been sitting against the wall, the algae slowly lights up again from the outside in. I glance back at him. His eyes are closed.

If we had been Land Walkers, I imagine that I would start a campfire and stare into the flames. Instead I watch the illuminating algae reignite the shadow of the shape Bailey’s body left behind. My voice has been disused since I began my exile, and it feels good to speak again. The floodgates on my mouth are opened. “I don’t remember much before my branding. There are so many more memories of being treated as bottom feeder that I can’t recall a time when I was just treated as any other youngling.”

His eyes open again, but his gaze avoids mine. “Our fickle culture.”

“Fickle. Yes.” I clear my throat and stretch out on the sand in front of Bailey.

Our eyes meet and his widen. He tries to look away, but his gaze keeps returning to mine.

I take a shallow breath. “I don’t remember…you…ever treating me like the others did. You ignored me instead of abusing me.”

His lips part in response, but close again. His jaw works. The luminescence behind me sparkles in his eyes, and he doesn’t avert his gaze again.

“Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for never hurting me.”

He blinks several times then swallows and winces as he turns his body away. “I need to get some sleep. Try not to be so noisy.”

I nod at his back. “Okay.”

After a moment of silence, I fill the cave with quiet humming until I fall asleep too.

***
For the next two days, I hunt in the morning and evening, returning with as much food as I can carry for Bailey. In my stash of Land Walker objects, I have a bag I could have used to carry more, but I fear returning to the grotto. Instead, I feed myself while hunting so that I have more room in my arms for Bailey’s meals.

He eats well and heals quickly. I can tell because his wincing becomes less frequent, and his attitude toward me is softer. When I return with my morning catch, he sits up quickly and smiles a greeting before he hides it with a scowl. I never realized he has dimples on both sides of his chin. But there is something familiar about them. Maybe a memory from when I was a youngling?

I smile. “Two sea trout for you today.”

He nods. Although he doesn’t say much to me and spends most of the time calling me noisy, it feels as though he enjoys my company almost as much as I enjoy his. He’s not as sullen as before. 

I sit in front of him and watch him while he eats. “What is your line of study now?”

He chews slowly, watching his trout for a few moments, and stays silent.

Although he rarely answers my questions, I keep trying anyway. When he doesn’t answer, I just pelt him with more. “I prefer the warmer seas of the south, but I know a lot of Mer head north for the summer. What about your family? Do you tend toward the nomadic or do you stay here in Bermuda all summer?”

When he continues to eat without looking up, I answer for him. “I don’t remember you leaving with the caravan each year, but I really didn’t watch them as they left. For me, summer was always the easiest and best time. With less Mer around to remind me daily of my cursed state, I could spend more time studying quietly without interruption.”

He humphs. “So you spent all your time studying and still stayed at the bottom of the class?”

I shrug. “I don’t think anything I did would change my state. Even when I thought I’d improved, my placing in the class remained unchanged. I think that tradition made it so that once I was solidly named bottom feeder I could do nothing to pull myself up.”

He frowns. “Things are not supposed to be that way.”

“It’s the way things are even if they aren’t supposed to be.”

He eats his second trout in silence, and for once, I don’t feel much like pelting him with questions this round. Once he finishes, he settles again into the black sand. The red marks on his cheeks are faint, and the ones on his side are shallow. He no longer needs application of blubber salve to finish healing.

His wounds aren’t as severe as they’d seemed the first day and the salve has done its job of keeping things clean and quickening the healing process. The only thing that will continue to take time to heal are his ribs. He still winces occasionally while changing position.

The life inside the cavern is interesting to look at but not very edible. Each of the fish within are barely bite-sized and some have the color of poison anyway. I study them, taking note of their type in my head, scanning my memories for breeds and types of life. In the Caribbean when I was younger, I’d met a kraken friend of my father’s whose hobby was spelunking. I wonder what he would think of this cave.

It isn’t long before Bailey’s breathing becomes even. Sleeping for long stretches helps with his healing process. He’ll heal of any issues within a few days, and then he can return to Bermuda and his family. My stomach flips at the prospect. I’ll be alone again. Taking care of Bailey’s needs made me forget about my daily routine. I didn’t miss the horses much, and the stories that I watched on television have become a distant vapor, like a dream.

I stretch out on the sand beside Bailey and watch his sleeping face. He’d be mortified if he knew I often watch him while he sleeps. Since the beginning of my exile, I have spent my time hunting most of the day and watching stories with Betty for most of the night. Sleeping was something I didn’t spend much time doing. Once the sun was up, it was hard for me to sleep in the bright light, and then I also liked spending time with the horses, which I could only do in the morning.

My limbs cramp and I stretch out on the sand, staring at the cavern’s high ceiling. The algae cover the top of the cave as well as the sides, giving a soft, welcoming glow. What a find this place has been. If only I’d braved coming in sooner, I might have been able to sleep during the days before. But the thought of being in the cave alone leaves me with an aching heart. It would seem empty without someone to talk to. I close my eyes and sigh.

Behind my lids, the vivid colors of the Land Walkers’ world turns like a kaleidoscope. Will I return to the daily life I created for myself once Bailey leaves, or will I stay here without him? When I think of the trap left by the man who spotted me, I can’t help but feel that perhaps the cave would be a safer place. After a while, sleep overcomes me.










  
 

CHAPTER NINE
OPENING MY EYES, I shift back up. How long was I asleep, and how much daylight do I have left? I glance over and find Bailey still asleep. No need to wake him. It will take me an hour or so to collect food, and I like spending time in the sun. I stretch, lift my spear, and start for the tunnel entrance to the cave. Once outside, I’ll be able to tell how much time I have before sunset. But as I draw closer to the opening, I hear voices.

“The entrance is tight, but once we get in, it opens up. Bailey and I found this when we were younglings.” Brandeeb’s deep voice echoes toward me, and my chest clenches in response. 

Trapped.

There is only the one way in and out.

My claustrophobia returns. My quickened heart beat fills my ears with blood and ringing. Gooseflesh rises on my arms. What can I do? My fists clench around my spear, but the thought of truly stabbing a Mer with it repulses me. I spin around and return to Bailey.

“Bailey,” I whisper-shout.

Grabbing him by the shoulder, I shake him back and forth while eyeing the cavern for a place to hide. There is none, I already know, but I still can’t help but search frantically.

“What?” he grumbles.

“They are coming. Brandeeb is here.” My throat constricts and my voice has to claw past the knot in my throat.

His eyes widen and now, even he can hear the indistinct voices coming from the tunnel. There is nowhere for us to swim… nowhere to hide. Bailey grabs me by the wrist and shoots upward, his own chest heaving with labored breath. He pulls me straight for the entrance. It is the last direction I want to go. Although I don’t resist his pull, I follow reluctantly.

Once we reach the entrance, the voices grow louder, seeming inches away. Bailey pushes me against the cavern wall and puts a finger to his lips. I nod and continue to hold my breath. I don’t know when I started holding it, but the saltwater burns in my throat and lungs. Pushing my spear to his chest, I offer it to Bailey. He shakes his head and darts over the entrance to the other side and flattens against the wall as well.

Brandeeb shushes his companion. In a perfectly audible whisper, he says, “Did you see that? I think I saw a shadow against the light.”

His companion grumbles.

Blond curls are first to poke through the tunnel entrance. Then Brandeeb’s crystal blue eyes. His gaze meets mine, and his eyes narrow, a wicked smile tugs the side of his lip.

The breath I was holding seeps out of me with a quiet whimper.

Just then, Bailey launches himself into action. He grabs his brother by the neck and yanks him the rest of the way out of the tunnel. Together they both fall to the tunnel floor several yards in.

A panicked yelp comes from within the tunnel and two Mer rush out to join the fray. Two? I clutch the spear to my chest. The two Mer don’t seem to notice me at all as they work to pull the brothers apart. Bailey’s side wound opens again, and blood thickens the water. Four new long claw marks are raked across Brandeeb’s chest, and from ear to neck, he has one long half-healed scar that is much deeper than his brother’s. Both Mer are held back by the two who came with Brandeeb.

I recognize one as the dark Mer who had been with Brandeeb in the first attack. The other is a smaller, younger Mer with red hair. The redhead speaks, “It is unbecoming of brothers to settle their differences with violence. Why can we not discuss this matter and come to a resolution?”

Brandeeb glares with venom at his brother. “What resolution? My brother is determined to keep me from what I want. And on what grounds?”

Bailey scowls but doesn’t say a word.

The wicked gaze Brandeeb laid upon his brother suddenly turns into a poisoned smile and moves to me. “Did you want to keep her to yourself, Brother? Is she your concubine?”

Suddenly all four gazes are on me. I gasp and suck in another breath, holding it. My body freezes in position.

Bailey’s look grows angry and he yells, “Get out of here!”

My fight or flight instinct was already heightened, and at his words, my body shoots forward and I dive into the tunnel.

“After her!” Brandeeb screeches.

I struggle through with all my strength, darting forward faster than the males can. They are broader in the shoulders and have to claw forward inches at a time. I clear the opening with my tail barely touching the sides of the tunnel. In seconds, I am out in the open. A blue haze covers everything as far as the eye can see. The sun has already set and only the faintest blue light remains. I have minutes before we’ll be in pitch darkness, except for the circle of the full moon smiling from behind a cloud. Did I really sleep so long?

Once out in the open water, I dart forward, mindlessly escaping the Mer behind me. But eventually, my thoughts catch up with me. Where am I going? I’d been heading back toward Bermuda. Why? I won’t find help there. As an exile, I survived the sharks and refused to become a Land Walker. As far as anyone in Bermuda is concerned, I have no rights. A Mer with no rights can’t stand up for herself. No elder would stand up for me either. All this time I’ve been calling myself a bottom feeder, but I hadn’t realized that I’ve become something even worse. A plaything. Anyone can do with me what they want—without repercussions.

Cold returns to the pit of my stomach and I stop. How could I have not realized the danger sooner? Bailey warned me, but I never thoroughly thought it through. How could I have been so stupid? I’ll be running from Brandeeb and his kind for the rest of my life.

Death might be better.

I grip the spear. If I kill them, would the elders sentence me to death?

I shake my head. What am I thinking? I can’t possibly kill them. The idea of the spear I hold piercing the flesh of a Mer repulses me beyond measure. But what can I possibly do?

I turn and start for the only place I might have hope. The moon is full. I’ll go ashore and overcome my fear. I did it with the tunnel and found my fear unfounded. Even though my father warned me over and over again to eschew shore life, it is my last refuge. I have no choice. I dart for a familiar shore.

Perhaps I’ll go ashore at Betty’s pier. The older woman might take pity on me and help. From watching the television with her nightly, I know that Land Walkers need money for food, shelter, and clothing. I’ll need someone to help me find those until I can start earning money. It will be hard for me to develop the skills I need to survive, but I can do this.

A shout behind me quickens my pulse and deadens all thought. I glance back. Brandeeb and the other two Mer are less than a couple hundred yards away. Not far behind them, Bailey darts after. I squeal and swim harder, heading for shallower waters. The Mer following me tend toward bigger movements to gain speed. If I stay in the shallows, it might slow them down, or at least separate the group, making it harder for all of them to catch me at once.

The rocky shores of Assateague are on my right, and I skim past the familiar beaches. The lighthouse’s beacon casts a glow toward us, and I close my eyes just before it reaches me. I learned that regaining my night vision after the light shines is difficult. Once the light passes, I open my eyes and swim more desperately.

A curse is cast behind me and I gasp. They are closer than I’d thought. Perhaps the curse is a sign that they’ve been blinded by the beacon? I can’t miss the opportunity to gain ground. I draw even closer to the shoreline so that I can dart among the rock outcroppings. Maybe I can put more space between us through the narrow passages between rocks? Occasionally my tail slaps against the sand.

When my own stone grotto draws near, a sense of nostalgia makes me swim closer, but at the last moment I swerve when I remember the netting. My shoulder brushes against the silken threads and it slows me for a moment. A thought sparks in my mind and I stop, staying close to the netting, opposite of the Mer who are after me.

My breath comes in wicked pants as I watch and wait. Although my night vision is even keener in the light of the full moon, I can only see a hundred yards. When the four Mer break from the darkened current, my breath hitches. Every muscle in my body screams at me to go, to keep running until I find a suitable shore on which to land. But I need to trust myself. This plan will work. The silken threads are completely invisible in the dark, and I only avoided them because I knew they were there. The Mer behind me will be caught in the tangles.

If it doesn’t work, I can always go ashore here. Assateague is not ideal since it is uninhabited by humans, but people often use it as a place for camping or visiting during the day. I’ll find someone who will help me. I’m bound to.

The moonlight shines in Brandeeb’s crystal blue eyes and his white teeth are exposed in a sneer. His fingertips reach toward me as though itching to wrap themselves around my throat. I can’t help myself—I wince and flinch at the thought of his touch. My eyes close.

“What the—” he growls and curses.

The sound of flesh slapping against flesh follows, and I open my eyes. All three of the threatening Mer are tangled in the net. And Bailey is coming. I rush to the side and wave my arms to stop him.

A puzzled expression fills his eyes and twists his face, but he slows to a stop. His breathless gasps whistle, and he holds his side. Pain etches itself in the lines on his face. He is struggling to help again, and it cost him.

When he finally catches his breath, he asks, “What is this?”

The three Mer fight the silken strands, finding themselves more entangled the greater they struggle. Thin threads cut into their flesh, causing new wounds to form on their arms and fins. Their frantic cries and curses filled the waters with squeals and chirps. The ropes become easily visible as they reflect the moonlight in the movements the struggles create.

I offer Bailey a smile. “It’s a net.”

Bailey rolls his eyes. “I can see that much. Did you know it was there? How could you have known?”

I don’t want to tell him how stupid I’ve been. It is enough that I know myself. So I decide not to tell him about how I was spotted by the fisherman. “I noticed it when I was out hunting. It’s easy to see in the daylight, but I knew it would be virtually invisible at night.”

He nods then shouts toward the net, “Stop struggling before your blood and movements attract a shark.”

The struggles in the net slow, and Brandeeb calls out, “Hey. Cut us free, Brother.”

Bailey frowns and snatches the spear from my grasp. He approaches the net but stops just before his brother’s face. After leaning back, he crosses his arms over his chest. 

“I believe we should talk, Brother.” Bailey spits the moniker as though the word is offensive to him.

One of Brandeeb’s hands protrudes between strands of netting. He wiggles it and then makes a fist. “What do you wish to discuss?”

Bailey’s eyes shift toward me but his gaze only glances across me. “The female.”

An audible click sounds as Brandeeb tightens and relaxes his jaw. The other two in the net renew their struggle with whines of “Come on,” and “Compromise.”

“Fine!” Brandeeb shouts and the other two still again. “What compromise do you suggest, Brother?”

After a pause of four deep breaths, Bailey starts. “I will cut you free, but you must leave this female alone.” He swallows and then continues, “I want her for my betrothed.”

My own gasp joins the three that come from the net.

Then a chuckle bubbles up from Brandeeb, and he offers what might have been a charming smile if it didn’t look so sinister. “Betrothed? What are you saying, Brother? You are nearly three years from the day you come of age. Do you think she will wait for you? Who will protect her?”

Bailey’s Adam’s apple bobs. “I will.”

Brandeeb’s laughter intensifies and fills the currents with their wretched sound. After a few moments, the sound slows and then cuts off. His sinister smile returns. He nods. “Fine, Brother, fine. I will not touch your female. Now cut us free.”

My heart beats against my eardrums. Had I heard what I think I’ve heard? Bailey swims forward and starts to cut the first strands of the net. Can we trust the word of his brother? Although Mer are known to always keep their word, some are known to make exceptions when it comes to family. Would Brandeeb be that kind of Mer?

Gooseflesh rises on my arms, and I wrap them around my middle as I watch Bailey cut the Mer free. Bailey never looks up from his job until all three Mer are loosed from the net. Once free, the Mer surround us. The looks on their faces are cast in a shadow of confusion. They hardly cast a glance my direction, but draw close to Bailey.

Brandeeb sets a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Are you certain this is what you want, Brother?”

Bailey’s voice seeps between his clenched teeth. “I’ve never been surer.”

After slapping him on the shoulder twice, Brandeeb swims for deeper waters. After a few yards, he turns back around. “Do not stay out here with her. Let her continue in her exile for the three years. I will help you keep her safe provided that you come home.” He shook his head. “I can’t have you worrying Mother at your age.”

Bailey nods.

With another chuckle, the three Mer head in the direction of Bermuda.










  
 

CHAPTER TEN
A WEEK LATER… NOTHING has changed.

I return to my daily life in exile, alone.

The fisherman has mended his net and replaced it. Thicker threads are weaved into the repairs. With arms full of seaweed, I swim past it without coming too close. The morning sun brightens the sky, and I search in all directions before approaching. Not one boat treads nearby. I’ll be safe as long as I keep my visit short.

After breaking the surface near the rocks, I blink the saltwater from my eyes and savor the burning of the first breath of the air through my lungs. The sorrel and white mare watches me from the shore, with the black colt sucking at her side. A smile pulls my lips as I stretch the black seaweed across the rocks.

Licking the milk from his lips, the black colt bolts away from the mare, kicking up his heels and circling her, but avoiding the rest of the herd which appears over the sand dunes. I search the surface of the waves again for any boats as she backs away a bit from the shore.

When the ponies enter the water, I return to them, giving the ones I approach a gentle scratching beneath the surface. The sorrel and white’s most itchy spot is just under her coarse mane. I push the thick hair aside under the water and the mare leans in as I began to scratch.

The feeling of their warmth against my fingertips relieves the desperate craving I have for contact, and I treasure each moment while they stay with me. Once the sun burns in the sky for another half hour, the ponies move return to the shore. With a smile, I wave to them and dive beneath the waves.

That first breath of salt water pulls into my lungs, comforting my parched throat. My eyes adjust to the water and I swim past the net and back out into open water. My stomach growls. With a nod, I head north for the cavern and the hiding spot for my spear.

Bailey hasn’t returned since the day he made his declaration before his brother. When I attempted to ask about it, he glared at me and left for Bermuda without speaking a word. Had he only said those things to protect me or had he seriously told his brother that he would take me as his betrothed? I shiver at the thought, unsure of how I feel about the prospect.

Do I want to marry Bailey?

At the mouth of the cave, I push away a few rocks and retrieve my spear. I am famished and really need something to eat. My eyes see nothing but the blue-green in front of me. My mind has wandered to other things.

What do I want?

If I let my emotions get the better of me, like I normally do, I’d want the kind of marriage like the ones I see on the television. Love. Such a foreign concept to the Mer. My father loves me that way, but is that because of the time he’d spent as a Land Walker? Maybe that’s why I have the emotional pull of a human instead of a Mer, myself. The time my father had spent among the humans had taken its toll on him in so many ways. Emotionally, most of all. His experiences weakened him as far as the Mer are concerned.

Yes, I want a marriage with love at the center.

But is that possible with Bailey…or with any Mer for that matter?

A school of grouper swims so near my face that I blink in surprise. With a smile, I dart after them and follow the school until I spear two of them for my brunch. I chew on the raw meat, swallowing bit after bit, and fall back into my thoughts.

What choice do I have? 

Bailey wants me … at least it seems. As far as I can see, I only have three options available to me:

Thirty days of shore life—studying humans for the benefit of Merkind and braving the obstacles my father warned of. 

I can wait three years and marry Bailey, if he really wants me for his betrothed. 

Or I can spend the rest of my life in exile. 

The choice is mine.

I swallow a bite of grouper past my constricted throat and pound on my tightened chest. My appetite has fled. If a Mer had tears, I would cry.
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Ink: A Mermaid Romance by Melanie Karsak
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A mermaid princess destined to wed a handsome king…

It sounds like a fairy tale, but the reality is far murkier.

Ink, Princess of the Florida Atlantic mers, is slated to wed the ancient enemy of her tribe, the King of the Gulfs. After years of war that led to countless mer deaths, as well as the genocide of aquatic shapeshifters and the freshwater mers of Florida, Ink’s marriage will bring lasting peace.

Or so it seems.

Mere hours before she’s supposed to leave the ocean for her customary year as a drywalker, Ink meets Hal, an alligator shifter who warns her that a storm is brewing. There is malicious intent behind Ink’s marriage—and worse, meeting Hal has also caused a storm to rage in Ink’s heart. Nevertheless, loyal to her tribe, Ink will put aside her feelings and journey to Miami to marry the decadent King Manx.

Ink soon learns that her only hope of surviving the crashing force swelling around her is to tap into a power deep inside—a forbidden power that might destroy them all.






  
 





Chapter 1

 

The first bomb exploded with a flash of white oxygen bubbles. A sharp, piercing sound followed. I felt like my skull would burst. Even though the pain threatened to deafen me, I suppressed my scream. Biting my lip, I tasted blood, and my shimmering blue tail curled. I squinted hard, covering my ears with my hands. My whole body shook, and I knew it wasn’t over yet. Five more bombs dropped into the water. The dolphins near the fishing vessel whistled in agony, and then became silent.

I rocked in the water, the ripple of shockwaves rolling past me. Every muscle in my body tensed. When the pain softened, I opened my eyes to see the bottom of the commercial fishing vessel gliding through the water, the prop on slow. Bobbing on the waves, the dolphins floated immobilized. Below the dolphins, tuna huddled, ripe for the picking.

Of course, they weren’t all dolphins. Several of the dolphins were, in fact, merdolphins. I scanned the water for my cousin Indigo. King Creon had ordered me to bring her back at once. Something was happening at the grotto. There had been a flurry of preparation, but I didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if the king shared his plans with me. Why would he? I was an annoyance to him, a constant reminder of his deceased brother who’d ruled before—and better than—him, a brother whose death had bought Creon the throne.

“Ink?” Seaton called. “Are you all right?”

I glanced over at him. The gruff old merman stiffened his back, his dark purple tail uncurling. Small clouds of blood trailed from his ears.

I nodded. “You?”

“They are using seal bombs,” he said angrily. “Illegally.”

“When did humans ever pay attention to their own laws?” I turned to the others, the small band of scouts who’d come with me. It was times like this that I missed Roald who’d left the ocean for his exile year. He would have had something smart to say to cut the mood. But Roald was not there, and the rest of us were far too serious to make jokes. “Everyone else okay?”

“We’ll be fine,” Achates, a hulking merman with dark hair and a ruby-red tail, assured me. He squeezed his blades and glared angrily at the boat overhead. There was no one we hated more than the fishermen…well, except the oilmen. It was no wonder the mermaids of old hypnotized and drowned humans for fun. Of course, that was before my great-great-grandfather King Tricus outlawed siren song. His daughter, Princess Tigonea, had tried to use siren song against her father in an attempt to usurp power. We mermaids still suffered for her failed regicide.

I scanned the water. The bubbles caused by the blasts faded into halos at the surface. Some of the dolphins and the merdolphins, started to recover. We needed to get to them.

The tuna clustered under the dolphins. Atlantic tuna were easy to find if you knew where to look. If you hunted dolphins, you found tuna. The fishermen began dropping their purse-shaped net. It drifted downward like a dark haze.

“Let’s go,” I called, gripping my blades.

We swam quickly toward the pod, careful to stay far enough below the surface to remain unseen. By sonar, we’d just look like another pod of dolphins. Humans knew nothing about the deep. As long as we were cautious, they’d never see us.

As we drew closer, I noticed that some of the older dolphins had been killed. They floated like plastic bottles on the surface, their white bellies facing the sun. Others kicked and tried to recover from the deafening blast, swimming away in confusion. The dolphins’ blood clouded the water, filling my nostrils. This was nothing short of murder.

“Indigo,” I called, careful not to sound too loudly. Hearing me, several of the merdolphins turned and swam our direction. I could see from their awkward movements that many of them were injured. Indigo, whom I finally spotted among the dolphin pod, had shapeshifted into dolphin form. Preoccupied with one of the mother dolphins, she had not heard me.

“Can you get them home?” I asked Achates, referring to the injured mers, several of whom had started to shift back to their natural mermaid or merman form.

“Yes, My Lady,” he said as he and two of the other scouts led the wounded mers away.

Overhead, the boat motored in a wide circle: halfway done. Soon they would close the net, and we’d be trapped inside. We needed to work fast.

I motioned to Seaton, and then we shot through the water. “Indigo,” I called.

She turned and whistled to me in panic. Once we got close, I could see the problem. The mother dolphin had started to calf and wouldn’t be moved.

“Ill-omened,” Seaton grumbled. “Nothing can be done here, Lady Indigo. You have to go. They are dropping the net.”

Indigo shook her head, and then stared at me, making direct eye contact. Against my better judgment, I knew what had to be done.

“We have to cut the net,” I told Seaton.

“Dangerous work,” the merman said and grinned. “Best get to it.”

“In the meantime, try to convince her,” I told Indigo, and then Seaton and I set off. I grabbed the net, feeling the rough, human-made object in my hands. It didn’t matter how many times drywalkers—mers who could shift into human form, mers like me—told me that humans were kind. All I saw was the death and filth and destruction they wrought. They were little more than barbarian apes. Land brought death. Just ask my mother. Who knew where her corpse lay rotting in the dirt? But that death had not been caused by humans. The Gulf tribe had killed my mother. She’d been a casualty of our war. I barely remembered her anymore, just the shadowy memories of her red hair, her dainty drywalker tribal mark, and the way she sang with a low cadence. How unlike her I was with my massive swirling drywalker tribal covering my back. While our marks were different, we were the same lot in life. Now it was my turn to walk on terra firma. My exile year had arrived. That night I would begin my drywalk. I shuddered at the thought, and then turned back to my task. It didn’t do me any good to think about it now. Moonrise would be here soon enough.

I stabbed my blade into the net and jerked it. The net resisted. I yanked hard and soon the metal began to cut. Below me, the massive tuna huddled together. I could taste their fear in the water. Poor beasts. We fed on them too but not in such a barbarous way. With a little luck, I’d have them out of there as well.

As I jerked my knife, I stared at the boat motoring overhead. Seaton was right. Everything about this fishing practice was illegal. The purse-seine fishing method they were using had been outlawed years ago. Disgusting. At least merpeople honored their laws, even when we didn’t like it.

The torn net wagged with the motion of the waves. As I worked, anger welling up in me. If it hadn’t meant having their refuse in my waters, I could just sink their boat and drown them all. It was, after all, instinctual for me to want their death. While our law forbad using siren song, which was nothing more than tuning of sound resonance, I still felt the ancestral tug in me. I would have loved to purr a sweet song and pull them down into a murky death. I could almost hear the tune in the back of my head, humming from an ancient source. The song of the siren was nearly lost now, its banishment causing it to fade from common use or knowledge. I closed my eyes. With just a few notes, it would all be done.

“Ink?” Seaton called.

I opened my eyes. Careful, Ink. “Good. Almost there.” I glanced back at Indigo. She’d moved the mother dolphin deeper into the water, away from the surface, and had shifted back into mermaid form. Her blueish hair, befitting her name, made a halo around her. She was using merdolphin magic to dazzle the creature, talking in low melodious tones that echoed softly through the water.

Seaton stopped just above me.

“Got it,” I said, then slid my blade upward. The net broke in half, wagging like seaweed in the waves.

Seaton and I swam to Indigo who was guiding the mother dolphin, holding her gently by the flipper. From above, there was a terrible groan, then a screech as the gears on the winch sprang to life. The net wall moved like it was alive, the tentacles of a great sea monster closing in on us.

“We must hurry,” Seaton said.

Moving quickly, we swam through the tear and out of the net, back into the safety of the open ocean.

The gears on the winch lurched. Water pressure pulled the tear, causing the net to rip wide open. The tuna rushed free. I tread for a moment, stopping to watch the sight as Indigo guided the mother dolphin into the dark water below us.

“The pup is coming,” Indigo called from the blackness below.

Above, the bottom of the boat rocked, unsteadied by the broken net. The winch slowly reeled the mesh out of the water. It looked like a dead thing, a man-made monster fished out of the living ocean. As the fishermen moved along the rail of the ship, their images were weirdly distorted against the surface of the water. With all my willpower, I sucked in the death-dealing note that wanted to escape from my lips. The massive swirling tribal mark on my back started to feel prickly and warm. Harnessing myself in, I reminded myself that it was forbidden. I turned and swam into the shadowy deep.








  
 





Chapter 2

 

Indigo and I swam through the narrow cave that led to his Majesty’s grotto. Even before reaching the main chamber, I could hear Creon’s booming voice. Someone or something had made him angry. The two mermen guards at the entrance moved aside and motioned for us to enter. While Creon had no offspring, neither Indigo, daughter of my other—deceased—uncle and his wife Isla, nor I, were ever consulted on tribal matters. Most of the time, I thought Creon wished we’d just go away. We served as a constant reminder that he had no offspring of his own. It was rumored that he had started looking for a new bride, asking among even the most distant of the noble Atlantic blood for a candidate, even though his last three wives had all died giving birth. We mers were becoming less and less healthy each year. The contamination of the seas was shriveling up our fertility. So many little mers were stillborn. It was rumored that the Gulf tribe, our enemy of old, was dying. The recent pollution in the Gulf of Mexico had killed off the old, weak, elderly, and newborn mers of their tribe. Gulf mermaids had lost their unborn babes. Their situation was becoming dire. Some whispered they’d soon have to leave their native waters. But I had learned all these things through rumor, not through royal consultation. Indigo and I were inconsequential to Creon. After all, if he was still dreaming of sons, what good were two mermaid nieces?

As we swam into the grotto, we were startled to hear an even angrier voice roaring in retort to Creon. Strange. No one dared raise his voice at the king. It piqued my curiosity. Who would have the nerve to put Creon in his place?

“I will not abide this. The accord between us has not been broken since the founding of Oceanus. Your brother swore it would remain so, swore it with his blood. There are rumors among the freshwaters that you plan to—”

“Silence,” Creon shouted. “You will not speak of those…creatures…in my presence. Freshwaters,” Creon spat, “a dead race, just like your own. You exist because I tolerate it. You still live because I permit it!”

Indigo moved toward a ledge at the back of the grotto. When I saw who Creon was speaking to, who had spoken out in anger, I froze. My aunt Isla sat on a dais beside Creon. She wore a distressed expression on her face. She motioned for me to sit, but I couldn’t make myself move. Naguals, human-animal shifters, were rare. When we had warred on both land and sea, they had been our enemy—as had the Gulfs and freshwater mers. The Atlantic mers had given no quarter in their quest for dominance over Florida. I thought we’d killed them all. But there he was, a massive beast of a creature, with a leathery alligator tail in the place of our shimmering fins. His body rippled with muscle, his skin marred with scars. His head was shaved clean but I could see the shadow of black hair thereon.

“For a king clutching at power, master of a dying kingdom, those are strong words,” the stranger said, his posture stiff and angry. He moved toward Creon. “I know what you are doing,” the nagual seethed.

I was surprised. Creon did not tolerate such disrespect. As for the stranger’s words—your brother swore to it with his blood—there was only one person he could have been talking about. My father. Indigo’s father had been a merdolphin, forever tied to the sea, not a drywalker. My father and mother had both walked the dry earth. It roused my curiosity even further.

“Enough. I will hear no more from you, Hal,” Creon said, and then motioned to his guards. “Take him to the shallows.”

I suppressed a gasp. The shallows, a series of chambers on the ocean floor, were mercilessly cold, dark, deep, and confined. Even for an alligator shifter like the nagual, it would be a harrowing torture. I wasn’t even sure how long he could stay submerged without air. I opened my mouth to contradict Creon but then thought better of it. There was another way.

The guards grabbed the nagual by the arms, but he shook them off.

“You dishonor your brother’s memory,” Hal, as Creon had named him, spat back. I could feel his anger. It polluted the water around us. It was not something you could see. There was just this strange, low vibration, not unlike the echo of a dolphin, emanating from him. I closed my eyes, tilted my head, and listened. I could hear a sharp whine rising from his body. It was growing louder as he became angrier. I had heard such a sound before…inside me.

I opened my eyes and looked around. No one else seemed to hear. The guards surrounding Creon were on alert but not frightened. They should have been. From the feel of him, Hal, the nagual, was ready to kill us all.

“Don’t speak of my brother again,” Creon said angrily. His eyes flitted toward me then away. “Get this aberration out of my sight.”

This time, the nagual did not fight. Creon’s guards took him by the arms and turned him toward the entrance which, I realized then, I was blocking.

“My Lady,” one of the guards said, alerting me to the need to step aside.

The nagual fixed his gaze on me. I’d expected to see long, yellow teeth, scaly skin, and reptilian eyes, but what I found instead was something quite different. He was startlingly handsome, but his expression was stormy. His heavy brows furrowed over dark green eyes, his strong jaw clenched hard. At some point he must have broken his nose. The crooked bump on the ridge gave his face rugged character. Because he was a drywalker, his skin was tanned by the sun. I held his gaze.

He looked me over, studying my face closely. I heard a change in the vibration that surrounded him. He seemed…astonished. Whatever he was feeling, it had distracted him from his rage. A small halo of bubbles effervesced from his skin. He gazed so deeply at me that I looked away for a moment…but only for a moment.

“Princess,” he murmured, inclining his head to me.

“Ink!” Creon stormed. “Move! And what took you so long?”

Once more, the nagual seemed to seethe. I nodded to him then moved aside, watching the guards lead him from the grotto. Once they’d passed the outer chamber, I turned to Creon.

“Why are you sending the nagual to the shallows? Don’t you know what can happen to him there?” I demanded.

Creon’s tail had faded to an angry dark purple color, and he muscles around his left eye twitched spasmodically. Isla shook her head, warning me away from the conversation.

“Where have you been?” he demanded, ignoring my question.

“That was my father he was speaking of, wasn’t it? What oath did my father swear to the nagual? Why are you breaking a promise my father made? And why is that creature so far from land?”

“Silence! These matters are not your business, mermaid. By the fathomless deep, it’s no wonder King Tricus silenced your kind. You will not question me. I’m king here.”

“How convenient,” I murmured. The youngest of the three brothers, Creon’s rise to power was brought about by his siblings’ bad luck. The exact cause of my father’s death was still a mystery. While Creon and Isla contended my father had died “in the war,” that was never a good enough answer for me. Indigo’s father, the middle brother, had supposedly died in an accident, tripping a human mine underwater. Creon’s rise to power was conveniently surrounded by accidents.

“Go to the surface. Welcome the yacht that will arrive any moment. Escort the visitors to the grotto,” Creon commanded.

“And who am I welcoming?”

Creon’s face twisted into a strange expression of anger and glee. “Just go,” he ordered, then turned to Indigo. “You will stay here and wait. Don’t leave the grotto again. Enough of this business playing with dolphins, Indigo. Leave it to the lesser of our kind.”

“Lesser of our kind?” Indigo retorted, her voice edgy.

“Insolent girls! I am cursed with my brothers’ impudent daughters. You’re both of Tigonea’s ilk. One would think destroying the mermaid’s holy orders and drying up siren song would be enough,” he said, then looked at me and smiled. “Yet there are other ways to tame willful mermaids. Go, Ink. What are you waiting for?”

Turning, I swam out of the grotto. Rage made my hands shake. My great-great grandfather had done everything he could to punish those involved with Princess Tigonea’s uprising. The temples of the Great Mother Ocean had been destroyed, the Great Mother’s cecaelia acolytes murdered, and siren song outlawed. But if Creon died leaving no heirs, I would become queen. When that day came, things would change. I would bring back the old ways. All Atlantic mers would live wild once more, reconnected to our Great Mother Ocean. I wouldn’t have mers building sky-scrappers in Miami nor investing in the human stock market, as Creon had them doing. Until then, however, I had to follow Creon’s will. Now he had me off welcoming visitors, playing pretty princess with some strangers. No doubt another mer tribe was arriving by boat, but who? Someone from farther in the Atlantic? The Bermudas, perhaps? It hardly mattered. I’d do as he asked…eventually. First, I had a little side trip to make.








  
 





Chapter 3

 

The caves leading to the shallows were dark and showed their disuse. Thick clumps of seaweed and crumbling rocks congested the passages. The water was cold and dark. I had to narrow my gaze to see in the black water. I had only been to the shallows on a few occasions before, more out of curiosity than need. During the wars, the cells had been used frequently but not since. The place echoed with dark memories.

I moved down the dimly illuminated tunnels, startling an eel in my wake. It slithered through the water away from me, disappearing into the darkness. I didn’t know for certain where they’d taken the nagual, but it hardly mattered. For some reason, I could feel him. His vibration buzzed in the water. Sometimes I thought I was the only mermaid alive who still felt the old power so strongly. Others sensed it, the merdolphins using it to work with dolphins, but no one seemed to feel it as powerfully I did. I never understood why the gift was strong in me.

I hid and waited for Creon’s guards to leave. At the bottom of the ocean, it was too cold and uncomfortably deep even for us. My skin faded to pale blue in response to the frigid temperature. Creon’s guards were soft. They soon headed back to warmer water. After all, there was no reason to stay. No one could escape the shallows—unaided, that is.

Once the guards were gone, I swam to the cave where the nagual was being held. I could sense him inside, but he was moving slowly. The cold water would cause him to brummate, to slow down his body’s systems so he could survive. I hated the thought that he was suffering. “Hal?” I whispered, using the name Creon had called the nagual. I touched the stone door of his cell.

I heard movement on the other side. “My Lady,” he replied weakly.

Using my blade, I pried the bar from the door. I then pushed the winch attached to a pulley which slowly moved the heavy stone door. It made a grating sound as it slid open.

The water inside the cell was pitch black and icy cold. I shivered as the water mixed with the slightly warmer waves surrounding me. I couldn’t see Hal at first, but then he moved out, very slowly, clutching the door of the cell. His massive body drooped. He looked like he was going to pass out.

“Let’s get you out of here,” I whispered. Gently putting his arm over my shoulder and wrapping my other arm around his waist, I guided Hal down the corridor.

“Princess, King Creon will—“

“I don’t give a damn about Creon.”

Hal did not reply, but again I felt a vibration emanating off him. He seemed pleased with my reply.

I led Hal through a series of caves, getting him as far away from the grotto as possible. The last thing I needed was for someone to spot us. I was defying Creon, but I didn’t care. Hal said my father had sworn an oath to protect him. I intended to keep that oath, even if Creon did not.

While I was edgy because my exile year would begin in mere hours, my focus turned solely to the nagual pressed against me. I was not the kind of mermaid who liked to get cozy with mermen. I had never been in a relationship, not because I was a princess—Indigo had plenty of romantic dalliances—but because I’d never felt attracted to anyone before. There was something about this nagual, however, that caught my attention. He had startlingly soft skin even though the muscles underneath were hard as stone. He was huge, his body towering over me. I did my best to guide his massive frame though I had to cling to him to do so. I found I didn’t mind having him pressed close to me.

Once we were a distance away from the grotto, I guided Hal toward the surface, closer to the sunlight where the water was warmer. In the distance, I spotted a bloom of jellyfish. They swayed among the waves, their white, blue, and purple colors shimmering in the slants of sunlight. Such gentle looking but deadly creatures, I always found them enchanting. I smiled at them then back at Hal.

“This area is safe as long as you keep your distance from the jellies. Land is that direction,” I said, pointing.

Closer to the surface, Hal started to look better, much more alert. Sunlight streamed down on him. He really was enormous. If he’d wanted, he probably could have crushed my skull, retribution for his imprisonment. But for some reason, I knew I was safe with him.

“Are you well enough to travel alone from here? I have people I trust. I could bring someone to help,” I said.

“No, thank you. Please tell me if I am mistaken, but you are the daughter of Dauphin?”

“I am. You said you knew my father?”

The nagual nodded. “Your father was a wise man, a man of peace. It seems his daughter follows in his wake.”

I tried not to show how much the compliment affected me. “You said my father swore an oath that you would be protected. I couldn’t let Creon break my father’s word.”

Hal smiled gently. Given his rough ways, it was sweet to see such a soft expression on his face. “Then I am twice honored by your blood, princess.”

“Please, just call me Ink.”

“As you wish,” he said softly.

“Do you have far to travel? The salt water must hurt your skin,” I said and inadvertently reached out to touch his arm.

I was surprised when he gently took my hand. He moved closer to me, looking deeply into my eyes. “I’ll be all right,” he said, then lifted my hand to his lips, “thanks to you. Be cautious, Ink, daughter of Dauphin. There is blood in the water.”

“I’m prescribed to leave the waves this very night,” I said, keenly aware that Hal was still holding my hand.

“Your exile?”

“Yes.”

Hal scowled deeply. “Do not trust Creon. A new war is coming. There are shadows of it everywhere. Trust only what you feel.”

I stared at Hal, my heart slamming in my chest. “You must take care as well. Creon will not be pleased to learn you made an escape,” I said.

“Creon had no intention of letting me go. I would not have survived the night. I felt his will. My death would have been a message to my people.”

I didn’t have to question his words. I knew he was right. “Your people…there are more of you?”

“You didn’t know?”

I shook my head. “We were told the naguals had perished.”

“Then we are already dead to Creon, as are the freshwater mers we protect,” Hal said, looking distressed. He bowed to me. “I must bid you good-bye, but I am glad to have set eyes on you. I will not forget your kindness,” he said, kissing the back of my hand again. Then, on second thought, he let go of my hand and reached out to stroke my cheek, “Nor your lovely face.”

I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say so I simply inclined my head. When it came to the opposite sex, I was not skilled with words or anything else. I had male friends and was close with Seaton and Roald, but I shied away from even the slightest flirtations out of awkwardness. But something about the idea that Hal was leaving, that I might never see him again, made me feel desperate.

Hal had already moved away, swimming toward the surface, when I called to him. “Hal?”

He turned toward me.

Focusing very gently, I sounded an almost inaudible note. I wanted to tell him that I was so glad that he’d come with my father’s name on his lips. The sound was infused with gratitude and the hint of something more. I wanted him to know that meeting him had meant something to me, even if I didn’t have the words to say what. I sounded a note and let the water carry the vibration to him.

When the sound reached him, Hal looked at me in amazement. He smiled softly then bowed to me. In a low voice uttered with a similar vibration, he said, “It is the same for me as well.” Then, with a shimmer of light, he shifted into the form of an enormous alligator, turned, and disappeared among the waves.








  
 





Chapter 4

 

Once Hal had gone, I rushed to surface. Sure enough, the yacht was there. The important visitors had arrived, and I hadn’t been there to provide a royal welcome. No one was aboard. Creon was going to be furious. I headed back to the grotto and tried to think up an excuse, but I was distracted. If the nagual lived, what about the other aquatic shifters? Hal and Creon spoke of the freshwater mers, but I thought they’d been decimated. Why had their existence been kept a secret? Hal said a new war was coming, but what did that mean? But, even more important, what had come over me? I’d never told anyone about my gift, not even Indigo. Now I’d shared my deepest secret, that I knew siren song, with a complete stranger. I was lost in a whirlwind of thoughts when I finally arrived at the grotto.

The king’s royal chamber was crowded with mers, many of whom I didn’t know. Looking the strangers over, I realized that these were not Atlantics. Their hair was plaited in braids trimmed with shells and stones. Some wore long, dark-colored robes that floated strangely in the water around them. The mermaids’ chests were covered in snake or alligator hides, and they carried talismans made of coral and bone.

“Ink,” Indigo scolded me in a harsh whisper, rushing to meet me when I entered. Pulling my hand, she led me to a coral shelf above the assembled crowd. “Where did you go? Creon went into a rage when he realized you were missing. Don’t you see who’s here?”

Isla sat alongside Creon as he spoke in cordial tones to the strangers. Whoever they were, they must have been important. After the display we’d seen earlier, it was almost too much to bear. But much about Creon’s rule had been hard to take, and now I had even more reason to suspect he was a liar. My mother and father had died, and shortly thereafter, the war ended. Why? Something didn’t make sense. Creon’s reign began just as peace came into accord. Most in the tribe questioned what he had done to bring about an end to the fighting, but no one had the nerve to confront him. Isla claimed that Creon brokered peace because of my parent’s death. I didn’t believe her. Now, some new danger lurked on the horizon. What was it? And how was I going to do anything about it if I had to leave the coral kingdom that very night?

Trying to bury my thoughts, I clenched my jaw and turned my attention to the visitors. “Who are they?” I whispered to Indigo.

“The Gulf tribe,” she replied excitedly. “You’ve missed half the discussion. Apparently some deal has been struck.”

“What kind of deal?”

“I don’t know,” Indigo said with a shrug. “They talked about the contaminated conditions in the Gulf of Mexico and a plan to find a new home for the Gulfs. Did you see their young king? He’s handsome.”

“His name is Manx,” I told her. Seaton, who had met the new king of the Gulfs the year before in Pensacola, had not been impressed. He’d called him an overgrown and spoiled child. I hadn’t been interested enough to ask more. Nonetheless, I looked him over. Sunlight slanted through holes in the cave walls above the grotto and fell on Manx. His long, dark hair floated in the water around him. I studied his muscular body. He was a drywalker like me. He bore swirling tattoos on his arms. His tail was a dark blue, the color of the deepest pockets in the ocean, each scale trimmed with a filigree of red. His body was athletic, and from this angle, I could see he was handsome. But what of it? It wasn’t like he had the rugged charm of the nagual. A creature like Hal could make any mermaid’s heart beat faster. The nagual was a fine creature, not an overgrown child.

I looked away from Manx. I was an orphan of the war between the tribes. The Gulfs were our enemy. Peace or no peace, these people had killed our kind, my parents. It left a bitter taste in my mouth to see them in our grotto.

Indigo, however, was staring at him. I followed her gaze. We must have been eyeing him too intensely because this time Manx looked at us. Even from this distance, I could see his eyes were bright, green-blue. He smiled at us. I looked away.

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” Indigo whispered behind her hand.

It was then that I realized why the Gulfs were there. Something told me that the Gulf tribe was there for more than just a friendly, diplomatic meeting. Something told me there was a reason I was sent, with haste, to round up Indigo. Something about the way Manx held himself so gracefully before Creon told me that a bargain had, indeed, been struck. Something told me, when I saw the glimmer in Indigo’s eyes as she gazed at Manx, that my cousin suspected the same thing I did. All the words yet unsaid spoke a truth: the Gulfs had come for Indigo.

King Creon moved from his dais. All attention turned to him. I gazed back at Manx and was surprised to find him staring at me. He grinned, a bemused expression on his chiseled features.

I then saw an elder woman among Manx’s group motion for him to turn his attention back to the Atlantic king. Manx did as instructed, looking dutifully in front of him. The ancient-looking mermaid set her gaze on me. She had long white hair adorned with shells and bones. She was a frail looking thing, her skin deeply wrinkled. Her tail had started losing its green-gold pigment. The old mermaid was dying. She must have been the Queen Mother, the renowned ancient lady of the Gulf. Was she there to help broker the young king’s future? I held her gaze. She softened, nodding politely to me, then turned her attention to Creon.

“Noble king,” Manx said then, “We thank your highness for affording us this official visit to your court to discuss the joyous agreement drawn between our tribes.”

“We, too, are pleased with our negotiations. All will come to fruition in time. But today we shall share a special announcement.” Creon motioned for Indigo to come forward.

I was right. My cousin squeezed my hand, rose tepidly, and then moved toward the gathered troupe. In the very least, my cousin would be happy with a handsome king. Indigo’s tastes had always been very different from mine. I had no use for a puffed-up merman. Until that very morning, I’d never had use for any male save the friendships I shared with Seaton and Roald. Now, however, I couldn’t shake the nagual from my thoughts.

As Indigo moved forward, Lady Isla’s expression change from serene disconnect to worry. She rose quickly and motioned for her daughter to stop. She shook her head at Indigo who paused.

Creon cleared his throat. “My apologies, Lady Indigo. I had intended for Ink, Daughter of Dauphin and Coral, to come forward.”

Me? What in the hell did they want from me? I sat frozen.

Indigo looked back at me, confusion plastered on her pretty features. Nonetheless, she came back and took my hand, pulling me gently through the water. Both of us stunned, Indigo led me to the royals. King Manx and the ancient Queen Mother watched my reaction with worried skepticism.

“Ink, for the deep’s sake, plaster on a smile before you start another war,” Indigo whispered in my ear then let me go, coasting me toward the assembled group.

She was right. I gave a lukewarm smile then swam to them.

“I…my apologies, Your Highnesses,” I stammered, bowing to them. “I was confused.”

“Ink, it is our royal decree that you will bond to King Manx in the ancient tradition of our people. Your bonding, which will take place tomorrow night, will cement the peace between our tribes,” Creon pronounced grandly.

Flabbergasted, I gazed at Lady Isla. She was smiling serenely, but I could see the worried lines forming around her mouth. She knew as well as anyone that this was a disastrous match. I…I couldn’t marry one of them. How could they just give me away to a complete stranger, and a Gulf? Enraged, I didn’t know what to say.

King Manx looked at me with a perplexed expression on his face.

Creon laughed good-naturedly. “I think she is in shock, Your Majesty. This great honor is far beyond her expectations. Isn’t that so, my sweet niece?”

I was stunned. There was no discussion to be had, and I dare not argue in front of the Gulfs. It would humiliate my tribe. It was done. Decided. Creon had kept this arrangement secret on purpose, knowing I would reject the match if I’d had the chance. I would never marry a Gulf. But he could not send Indigo to them because she could not drywalk. She was a merdolphin. I was the only pawn Creon had. He would force me to do his bidding, cornering me so I could not say no. I might have hated Creon, but I loved my tribe. I would protect them at any cost. I was trapped. I had to put on a false face for their sake.

“It is a great honor, Your Majesties,” I choked out.

King Creon nodded, satisfied, then turned to the Queen Mother and the other Gulfs and began conferring over the details of my bonding ceremony. With detachment, I heard that the Gulfs would attend my exile ceremony. My new king would be there to receive me on land. It would be a joyous celebration as the bride rose from the sea to meet her intended bonded one. Someone spoke of a mansion in Miami and how the Gulfs had already arranged everything for me. Miami? The Atlantics ruled Miami. Why were the Gulfs in our city?

My heart slammed in my chest. I closed my eyes, tuned it all out, and listened to the sound of the waves. Water lapped against the cave walls of the grotto. Somewhere in the distance, I heard dolphins whistling to one another. Overhead, metal clanged against the rail of the yacht. A whale sounded. Its sorrowful moan reverberated within my soul. I turned my focus further away and felt the yawning depths of the ocean surrounding me. Something deep inside me screamed at me to swim down into the darkness, down to the sandy bottom where, somewhere, my father’s bones lay broken and picked clean. I imagined curling up next to his bones, cradling him.

Someone took me gently by the hand, breaking the spell. My eyes popped open. I was surprised to see that it was Manx. His charming façade gone, he looked at me with sympathy. “It will be all right. Please don’t look so upset. I don’t know why you were not told, but I see this is coming as a surprise. I’m sorry for that. I will do everything I can to make you comfortable.”

“It’s not you, it’s just…”

“We are the enemy.”

I shook my head, not wanting to talk about the war, not wanting him to suspect my true feelings. “No, it’s not that. It is a surprise, but a pleasant one,” I lied. “Did I hear someone say Miami? Not Pensacola?”

“The Gulfs have been in Miami for a year now, part of an ongoing peace accord,” Manx said dismissively, but something told me he wasn’t being entirely forthcoming. “Miami is where we will live, Ink. It is a hot, human-infested city, but there is a life to be had there. It is fun, even exciting. I’ll show it all to you. We are strangers now, but that will change. And I want to get to know you. I mean, after all, you have quite a reputation.”

“Reputation? What kind of reputation?”

“Your tribal. All the Gulfs know of the Atlantic princess and her massive tribal mark. There is even a prophecy about you. Didn’t you know?”

I shook my head. While my tribal mark, which covered most of my back, was far larger than any mers’ mark I’d ever seen, there was nothing particularly special about it. I was confused.

“From the darkness of our dying years, an inked princess of the Atlantic will rise to save the Gulf’s children. It was a cecaelia who made the prophecy. You should have known we’d eventually ask for you.”

“I…I’d never heard of such a prophecy.”

King Manx shrugged. “Perhaps it’s just superstition, but it pays to take advantages where they can be had. Don’t worry, my inked princess. I’ll take good care of you.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “What makes you think I need taken care of?”

He grinned, then leaned into my ear. “All mermaids want a mate who worships them, and I will worship you.”

I smiled at Manx mostly because I wanted him to stop talking. The whirlwind of events was beginning to make my head hurt. I looked away from the pretty king in in time to see Creon’s guard approach and whisper in my uncle’s ear. While his expression didn’t change, the muscles around his eye twitched. Creon nodded then waved the guard away. The king stared off into the distance, lost in thought, then turned and looked directly at me. There was a tempest in his eyes. This time, I held his gaze. I wanted him to know it was me. After what he’d just done, I wanted him to know that I was the one who had set Hal free. I gave him a hard stare, and in the end, it was the king who looked away, a frustrated look on his face. If Creon wanted to play with me, then he had just made a huge mistake. I would go to land with pretty King Manx, but I would be no pawn. If Creon wanted a war, that’s what he was going to get.








  
 





Chapter 5

 

The caps of the waves off Aurora Island shimmered silvery in the moonlight. The island, located off the coast of Florida, had long been a sacred place to the merfolk. Too small for a fancy human hotel, the land too unstable for a beach house, and the water too infested with sharks for partiers, the remote little island was the place where mers walked out of the ocean to begin their year in exile, their year as a drywalker.

I tread water, my head and shoulders above the waves. I could feel the sandy ocean bottom with my shimmering blue flipper. Isla, Indigo, and Creon swam in the water nearby, the rest of the tribe, including Seaton, deeper in the water behind us. On the sandy shore, King Manx stood waiting, the Queen Mother at his side. Torchlight illuminated their faces. Behind them, a group of drywalkers, many of whom belonged to my tribe, stood waiting. Among them was Roald, my old friend. His hair looked very yellow, paled by his days in the sunlight. He had a strange expression on his face. Why did he look nervous?

A path from the ocean to the beach been lined with glimmering shells, flickering torches, and a rainbow of flowers. I could smell the heady scent of the blossoms. The smell of earth things burned strong in our noses. Life in the water had tuned our senses to the subtlest scents in the environment. It was a skill that was both a blessing and a curse for drywalkers.

“They are ready for you,” King Creon said, urging me forward when I did not move.

I glared at him.

I then gazed back at King Manx who was smiling at me. He looked handsome in the firelight. He was wearing a white shirt that fluttered open at the neck and tan pants. His feet were bare, and his long hair was unbound. He was holding a pale-blue robe. I would emerge from the water in my naked human form. While it was the custom, the thought of it humiliated me.

Isla swam closer to me. “Don’t be afraid. I’m sorry all this is happening against your wi—”

“I’m not afraid,” I said, cutting her off, then turned to Creon. “You’ve sold me to my parents’ killers. I’ll never forgive you.”

“Ink,” Indigo said, her voice full of warning.

Creon motioned for her to be silent. He moved closer to me so his voice could not be heard by the others. “I don’t need your forgiveness. If you’re brave enough to play with a nagual, let’s see how you fare with the Gulfs,” he said, then turned and swam away.

I gritted my teeth and turned back, staring at those gathered on the small island. Steeling my nerve, I swam forward. My tail dragged along the sandy ocean bottom. I curled it, resting it on the sand, then closed my eyes. I had seen the transformation many times, had come to bear witness as the others left the tribe for their year in exile. I always pitied them.

The first crash of agonizing pain washed over me. I felt as if I had been stung by an entire bloom of jellyfish. Pain swallowed me. It was like I’d been sliced from my flipper to my waist. I betrayed myself by gasping out loud.

“Ink,” Indigo whispered softly.

My body arched as another shooting wave of pain bolted upward. My body shook as jolt after jolt racked me. After the sharp pains subsided, I felt a warm tingling sensation. I opened my eyes. Blue and gold light spiraled around the lower half of my body. I stared down at the water in amazement, watching as my tail slowly transformed into legs.

The glowing light then traveled up my body. It centered on the tribal mark on my back. The mark began to feel very hot. Suddenly, pain seared across my back. I felt like I’d been scraped along a coral reef. A drywalker’s tribal mark forms into its final pattern when we make our first transformation. The mark on my back, strange and large, always puzzled me. Now I learned it was renowned enough to earn me a prophecy. I hardly knew what to think of that. Had Creon known? Would he believe something like that or did he just find a way to use it to his advantage? The answer, it seemed, was obvious. At the end of the pathway, King Manx waited for me.

The glowing light pulsated brightly once more, surrounding my body in an orb of light, then dissipated into the night’s sky. Moments later, I felt a strange sensation as cool water swished between my legs, touching my body in its most sensitive female parts which, without the protective covering of my tail scales, were exposed. It took me a moment to steady myself in the rocking waves. My hand drifted underwater to my sides. I gently stroked my hands over my body, feeling the bastardization of myself as a mer. Now, I was just like the humans. I stood on two feet, feeling the sand between my toes. Fighting the waves on wobbling knees, I made my way toward the beach.

King Manx moved down the beach to meet me. I stiffened my back. If I had to walk out of this water naked, in front of strangers, destined to wed my enemy, then I would do it with as much dignity as I could. I was Ink, daughter of Dauphin and Coral. I was no fragile mermaid princess. Stone faced, I scanned the group collected on the beach. Then, I noticed a shimmer in the darkness behind them. Among the thick foliage along the shore, I swore I saw a pair of glowing green eyes. Something or someone was watching from the shadows. For just a moment, I felt a soft vibration. There was an odd feeling like someone had whispered in my ear, touching my cheek in a soothing manner. I could almost hear words on the wind. I tilted my head to listen more closely, but could not make them out. Had Hal really come? There was too much risk in it. My mind must have been playing tricks on me. I peered more closely, but the green eyes had gone.

Feeling encouraged, I tensed my muscles and moved against the waves. I tried ignoring the pain as I walked with soft feet on broken stones and jagged shells. I‘d nearly reached the beach when a loud voice intoned.

“Land and bone; earth and tomb; may the blood of the Great Mother Ocean remain strong,” chanted a very old woman in long robes.

I looked her over. Surely, she’d come with the Gulfs. She was a holy woman, that was obvious, but she was not a mermaid. My mother loved to tell me folktales of other aquatic shifters, the cecaelia, in particular, who’d lived among our kind before my ancient relatives’ unfortunate gambit, but there were more creatures out there besides mers and cecaelia. Judging by the swirling snake-like designs trailing down this woman’s arms, I guessed her to be a mamiwata, a serpent shifter. I was beginning to see how naive I really was. Creon would have us believe that the other shifters had all been decimated, but it was a lie. Freshwater mers, naguals, and mamiwata all still lived. Why perpetuate the ruse? What purpose did the lie serve?

“Speak the words,” the mamiwata commanded.

“Sea to stone; water to air; exile reborn; stand among us here,” the Gulfs crooned.

Her long, dark robes trailing along behind her, the mamiwata moved down the beach where the surf faded along the sand. She took a small dagger from her belt, stabbed her hand, and then shook her blood into the water.

“Walk, princess. Child of the ancients. Join your bonded one.”

I scanned the crowd. My Atlantic brothers and sisters looked worried. Some even looked angry. And again, I looked for those green eyes, but there was no one there. A flight of fancy, just romantic nonsense, I must have imagined the eyes, the feeling, in the first place. By now, Hal would have returned to his own people.

I walked forward. The surf lapped around my ankles. The pain was excruciating. Most mermaids cried. It was expected. But not me. I would be the one mermaid in history who did not weep even though my newborn legs felt like they were on fire. I clenched my teeth and moved forward one foot at a time.

The mamiwata called to me, “Come, brave princess.”

I stepped along the shell and flower path. The crowd bowed. I tried to ignore the nagging embarrassment I felt about being naked in front of them. They had all been through this before. They knew what it was like, the pain and shame. I fixed my eyes on Manx who moved forward to meet me. He stood at the end of the path waiting for me, holding the gauzy robe in his hands.

As I walked forward, I realized the Gulfs were weighing me, judging me. When I wed Manx, I would rule them too. What kind of princess had the Atlantic tribe sent? Did they all believe I was the mermaid from some prophecy? No doubt they were trying to determine. I fought away the pain, stiffened my back, and reminded myself that the eldest among them had fought in the wars, had shed the blood of my tribe. We were at peace, but that didn’t mean I had to forget.

Yet there was Manx, waiting for me, looking so…concerned. Maybe he was different from the Gulfs of old. Maybe I would be able to find some good in the merman to whom I had been traded like a heap of kelp.

The sharp scent of land assailed my nose. I looked back once more at the waves. Isla, Creon, and the rest of the tribe had gone. Only Seaton and Indigo remained to watch my wretched transformation. The surf roared as it broke along the shore. Moonbeams reflected off the fins of a pod of dolphins swimming nearby. I was lost to the sea. I was an exile. But I would not cry.

Taking a deep breath, I turned and made my way down the path to Manx.

“Ink,” he whispered, then carefully helped me put on the robe. I slid my wet arms into the human garb. The material was soft and sheer. I moved to close the robe, but Manx did not let go of the fabric. Standing very close to me, the front of the robe still open, his eyes slid slowly down my body. He stared at my wet, uncovered breasts. My nipples were pert in the chill of the air. His eyes slid further, down my waist, across my hips, between my legs. He took a deep breath and sucked in his bottom lip.

“Thank you,” I said, tugging the fabric.

He did not let go. His eyes drifted back up my body, hovering on my breasts for just a moment, before he met my eyes again. “By the old ones of the sea, you are amazing,” he whispered in a voice too low for the others to hear. “So beautiful.”

Annoyed and feeling taken advantage of, I pulled the fabric hard. This time I wrestled it from his grasp. I folded it across my body and belted it.

I then looked back at the water.

Seaton inclined his head to me, and then disappeared into the waves.

Indigo was crying. I could see the shimmer of tears on her cheeks. A water-bound merdolphin, she would never have to face exile. There was nothing she could do to help me. She raised her hand in farewell, turned, and sank under the water. A moment later, I saw her dorsal fin reflecting the moonlight. She’d transformed back into her other self and so had I.

I looked up at Manx, who was smiling down at me, his forehead and upper lip moist with sweat. “Welcome to sunny Florida.”








  
 





Chapter 6

 

I sat along the rail of the yacht as it glided across the waves toward Miami.

“Look at the lights,” Manx said as he held my hand. “Aren’t they amazing?”

I stared at the city. It glowed with a prism of color, the man-made lights shimmering on the waves. The tall buildings looked silver against the skyline, drowning the twinkling stars overhead. I gazed at Manx who was staring adoringly at the cityscape. Maybe I was the strange one, but I didn’t find the city attractive in the least. Riding on the boat made my head and stomach lurch, and it was all I could do to calm my newly-transformed stomach.

“Here, Ink. Drink this.”

I looked up to see Roald standing before me, a bottle of a blueish-colored liquid in his hand. “Roald,” I said, half-rising to greet him.

“Easy,” he said, reaching out to steady me. “Your legs won’t be steady for a few days yet.”

Roald had worked with Seaton and me as part of the scouts. Keeping watch for deep-sea mines, new drilling operations, or other signs of trouble, we had kept the tribe safe. On land, Roald had joined the suffocators, the mer equivalent of the human police force. Creon kept the suffocators, his personal army, always in close reach. I’d always assumed it was because he expected the Gulfs to wage war again at any moment. Maybe that was not the case.

Suddenly aware of the fact that Manx’s eyes were on us, I let go of Roald. “Thank you, old friend,” I said, sitting once again. I took the bottle from Roald.

“We call it aqua vitae,” Roald explained. “It helps us acclimate to the dryness, and it will help with the nausea you must be feeling.”

“How thoughtful, Roald,” Manx said then.

I heard the hard undertone in his voice. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one.

“King Manx,” Roald said with a courteous bow. “Princess,” he added, also bowing to me. With a polite smile, Roald left us. Considering Roald was not easily disturbed, it worried me to see him respond to Manx like that. I didn’t think Roald was bothered by anything.

“You should try it,” Manx said, encouraging me. “It will help if you are feeling sea sick.”

“Now, there is a misnomer,” I said, and then sipped the liquid. It was some kind of spring water. I could taste the sharp tang of minerals inside. I swallowed slowly, afraid my stomach would revolt, but instead, it made me feel much better.

As I drank, Manx leaned toward my ear. “You’ll find that mers don’t act the same on land as they do in the water. You may have been friends with or trusted others in the ocean, but people have different agendas here on land. Don’t be quick to trust those you knew below the waves, no matter how friendly they seem. There are rumors about your friend.”

“Rumors?” I cast a glance at Roald who was leaning against the opposite rail looking out at the city. Clearly, mers on land lived a very different lifestyle. I glanced at my mersisters who were dressed in bikinis or short dresses. They had embellished their ears in the fashion of the humans, large sparkling diamond and gold earrings adorning them. Mermaids could never resist such beautiful human trinkets. We loved them in spite of ourselves. Such items had lured many a mermaid to their doom. As well, many mers were smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol, vices of humans. Clearly, mers acted differently on land, but what about Roald? I gazed at him. His dark colored shirt fluttered in the breeze. “Roald worked with me. He was a scout, and a good and trustworthy merman. What kind of rumors are there about him?”

Manx leaned into my ear. “You know he is a suffocator?”

“Yes.”

“Half the suffocators have gone rebel. The other half, such as your friend, have questionable loyalty.”

I was shocked. I stared back at Roald, who was gazing out at the city. “I cannot believe it. The suffocators are undyingly loyal to Creon. Why?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? Don’t trust him. We may yet have use for your friendship, but don’t put your faith in him. A storm is coming. You must be careful who you put your faith in.”

“Then how do I know if I should trust you?” Though I said it in jest, my mind had catalogued the fact that he had not let go of the robe, that he had stolen a moment for his own pleasure. Perhaps I should have been flattered? I was, after all, intended as his wife. But it hadn’t felt like flattery. It had felt like control.

Manx leaned into my ear. “If there is one person here you can trust, it is me. I would die for you. You will be my wife, rule at my side, and be the mother of my offspring. I will never let anything harm you now that you are mine. I’d give my life for you.”

His passionate words surprised me. I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say.

“No sharp comeback this time?” Manx asked jokingly, then wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. “Drink, dearest mermaid. We’ll have you home soon. It’s windy in Miami tonight, but the weather is still hot. You’ll see, I have everything ready for you.”

Not sure what he meant, I could only smile and sip the aqua vitae. I glanced across the deck of the yacht. This time I caught Roald standing at the side of the mamiwata whose robes and white hair whipped in the breeze. Ronald bent low so the mamiwata could whisper in his ear. He wore a very serious expression. When the old woman finished speaking, they both turned and looked at me.






  
 





Chapter 7

 

“This is South Beach,” Manx explained as the yacht glided along the shore. Humans lingered on the beach: couples walking hand in hand, laughing partiers sitting around a bonfire, children chasing the surf. It was strange to be so close to them. They seemed so happy to be on the beach, near the ocean. It puzzled me.

“They call this the art deco district,” Manx explained, gesturing to the shoreline. “The buildings here have unique architecture. Humans can be very creative, like industrious schools of crabs,” Manx said with a laugh.

As the yacht pushed toward land, I saw more people. I caught their scent, and could hear their words, their laughter. I don’t know what I expected, but I hadn’t expected them to seem so…normal. There was really nothing menacing about them.

We motored down the coast then turned from the ocean into the bay, passing under bridges and through narrow straits. The ocean disappeared from view, and soon we were cruising down a canal between rows of human dwellings. The sweet scent of the ocean faded. Now all I could smell was the land. The yacht motored toward a secluded stretch where an enormous villa sat along the water. The passengers prepared to debark.

“Welcome home,” Manx told me. “I’ve prepared a suite for you. One of your people, Pangi, has come to assist you. Tonight we will celebrate your exile. All of the mers in Miami have come to meet my future queen. And tomorrow night, we’ll have our bonding ceremony.”

“So soon,” I said, realizing the moment I said it that it was not a sentiment I should have shared aloud.

I saw an annoyed expression cross Manx’s face. “Do you think you’re too good for the king of the Gulfs?”

I cursed myself for my carelessness. “Not at all. I’d hoped for more time to prepare for the ceremony, to choose my gown,” I lied.

Manx laughed. “You mermaids and your love of beautiful things. Pangi selected something for you. It was Creon’s wish that we wed quickly. Your uncle has his own ways,” he said then added in a low tone, “but I have secured a future for my people.” It was Manx’s turn to speak a sentiment better left unspoken.

“A future?”

He frowned then nodded. “In the Atlantic. In safety.”

“Then your people are leaving the Gulf? You’re joining our waters?”

“The humans have poisoned our home. The Gulf is killing us. Your uncle and I have brokered an agreement, and I have negotiated our refuge. Now I just need to take care of my part, clean up some old entanglements for your uncle.”

“What does that mean?” At once, my mind went back to the argument I heard between Hal and Creon.

Manx shook his head. “Don’t let it concern you, lovely mermaid. We’re arrived, and you have a party to get ready for.” The yacht docked at the most enormous house along the strait. The massive white mansion had tall marble columns. A long reflecting pool sided the walkway that ran from the dock to the mansion. Fountains with flickering rainbow lights illuminated the path. The heady scent of flowers filled the air. I could see flashing lights inside the house and hear the thumping sound of human music. The mers of Miami were celebrating in true human style.

The yacht docked, and the mers debarked and headed toward the mansion, all of them shooting excited glances my way. I debarked the ship and stepped with wobbling legs onto the dock. The Queen Mother waited for us. In the distance, I saw the mamiwata climb into a small fishing boat. Roald gently guided her. Once she was safely aboard, the driver turned on the engine, and the small craft set off back into the night. The mamiwata stood leaning against the rail. I could feel her eyes on me.

Roald, too, gazed back at me. Seeing me surrounded by the royals, he turned and headed toward the mansion. He looked frustrated.

“Welcome to Miami, Ink,” the Queen Mother said to me then turned to Manx. “You’ll make certain sure she is comfortable?”

“Of course. I would hardly leave my bride to linger in a robe.”

She smiled gently at him then turned back to me. “I’ll leave you, for now. My duties in Pensacola call, but I will meet you again very soon.”

I bowed to her. “My Lady.”

She took my hand. “You are my daughter now, Ink.”

Like hell, I thought, but I smiled nicely at her. “Then…Mother.”

The old mermaid smiled.

Manx bowed to her then took my hand. “Let’s go get you cleaned up.”

I stared at the mansion. The lights inside were bright and flashing, the music blaring too loud. This was my life now. I was a drywalker exiled to the nightlife of Miami.








  
 





Chapter 8

 

“I’ll take you around the side,” Manx said, leading me down a path away from the others.

The walkway at the side of the mansion was lined flowers. I bent to breathe in their perfume. Intoxicating. The ocean did have its own beauties. There was nothing more stunning than a bloom of iridescent jellyfish, seaweed-filled the water with an aromatic scent, and I loved the kelp forests, but the simple blossom’s rich fragrance surprised me.

“Gardenia,” Manx said, picking a blossom and stuffing it behind my ear. He brushed a stray hair away from my forehead. “It brings out colors in your hair.”

“Colors?”

Manx grinned. “Come see.”

We entered a side door to the mansion. Inside the entryway was a gold-trimmed mirror. Manx stood me before it. I stared at myself. It was strange to see myself with legs, my shimmering blue tail gone. But my hair…it had always been dark, highlighted by the blue waves. Dry, however, my dark hair was shimmering with highlights of purple and blue, my hair glimmering with a magenta hue. I gazed up at Manx. Under the bright human lights, his dark hair carried a blueish hue as well.

“Won’t the humans notice?”

“No,” Manx said, shaking his head. “They’ll believe it is artifice. They love to play with the color of their hair. They even have a hair color, the same as Indigo’s, that they call mermaid. Humans are stupid, cruel and stupid. It’s hard to believe we ever warred with such creatures. We are sharks gliding among manatees.”

I turned from Manx and looked back at my reflection. My skin looked very pale under the bright light. But my eyes were still clear blue.

“Come,” Manx said. Taking my hand, he led me forward.

Even though it was very warm outside, the air in the house was extremely cool. Covered only with the light robe, my skin rose in bumps. The chilly air froze my bare toes. The unnatural light felt over-bright. It hurt my eyes.

We came to a large staircase. “Let me carry you,” Manx said, and then without waiting for my reply, he picked me up. “You’re just getting used to your legs. The stairs are trickier than they look.”

He lifted me gently and carried me up the stairs to the second floor of the mansion. I wanted to resist him, feeling indignant about being carried, but his embrace was comforting. I appreciated his thoughtfulness. Maybe, just maybe, I could become accustomed to him. After all, it wasn’t like I would ever see the nagual again. I would be married to Manx the following night.

Manx pushed open a door to reveal a massive bedroom suite. He set me down slowly onto the marble-tiled floors.

“Pangi?” he called.

“Here,” a singsong voice called back.

It took me a minute to steady myself. The large room was decorated beautifully. There was an enormous white-wood bed draped with gauzy blue fabric. The bed cover, trimmed with sparkling beads, matched in color. On the walls were paintings of the ocean and of mermaids. How handsomely the humans had painted us.

“Oh, my king, my princess, welcome,” Pangi called out once she spotted us.

I remembered her just a little. A pretty mermaid with flowing rose-gold colored hair, she’d gone to exile around the same time as Roald. She and Indigo had been close friends.  I remembered Indigo crying at Pangi’s exile ceremony. She’d told me later that Pangi was some distant relative of ours, but the mermaid and I had never travelled in the same circles.

“Pangi, help Ink get ready, and then bring her downstairs.”

“Of course! Oh Lady Ink, wait until you see what your king has done for you. All these human clothes and jewels. You are outfitted like a human princess. Here, I chose this dress for you. Do you like it?” Pangi asked, rushing from Manx and me to the bed from which she picked up a pale pink gown made of soft material.

“Not that one,” Manx said. He crossed the room and opened the double doors to a large closet that was, I realized, stuffed full of clothes. “This,” he said, handing Pangi a short black gown with sparkles that shimmered like our tails.

“Open back. Good idea. Everyone will see her tribal mark.”

“What does that matter?” I asked.

“Well, everyone knows about your tribal. The Gulfs say—”

“Don’t talk her to death. Just her get dressed,” Manx said, shooting her a sharp look. He then turned to me. “I’ll go greet our guests. Are you all right here?”

What was I going to say? “I’m fine. Thank you for everything.”

“Of course, my princess,” he said with a wink, and then left.

“Oh, you’re going to look beautiful in this,” Pangi said, laying the garment down on the bed. “Now, let’s get you out of this robe and dressed. Everyone is waiting to meet you. It’s wild down there, I have to warn you, but you’ll get used to it. Mer ways on land are different,” she said, gently unbelting my robe, pulling it over my shoulders. “Wow, it’s even more impressive now. Come look,” Pangi said, then pulled me to a mirror.

I stood naked before my reflection. The large mark on my back had changed during my transformation. Now it took up my whole back. Its strange design played tricks on the eye. At times, it almost seemed to move.

“What do people say about my tribal mark?” I asked Pangi.

“Well, you know how it is for our tribe. We don’t really pay much attention to our marks other than them indicating we’re drywalkers,” she said, turning to show me the mark on the side of her neck. It was small and shaped a bit like a turtle. “But to the Gulfs,” Pangi continued, “the marks are very important. They tell about your fate, your strengths. The bigger the mark, the more powerful the mer. All the Gulfs know about you. Your mark is rumor, legendary among them. Seems like you’re quite the mystery to them. No wonder they wanted you for Manx. Surely they will send you to see their cecaelia so she can read your mark.”

“A cecaelia? I thought such creatures were long dead.”

“I’ve never seen her. The Gulfs have her stashed away somewhere. They have a lot of secrets like that. They are different from us, Ink. They,” she began, then paused and looked toward the door, “…they are very superstitious. They have their own ways, ways we don’t practice.”

“They don’t worship the Great Mother Ocean as we do?”

Pangi shook her head. “I don’t know. We are not invited to their practices. But I’ve seen things. You saw the mamiwata?”

I nodded.

“Another creature under their protection. They say, in the swamps of Louisiana, the Gulf mers practice very old magic. Strange things are happening here on land, Ink.” She suddenly turned quieter, more serious. Her bubbly persona faded. She met my gaze in the mirror. “Something has happened among the suffocators. They’ve all but disappeared. Please don’t tell Manx I told you. Roald will know more. I just didn’t want you to walk into the situation blind. I don’t know how much Creon and Isla know, but it’s good that Creon chose you. The Gulfs don’t know you, Ink. All they know is you are a princess with an amazing tribal mark. Don’t show them your real self, the strong Ink we know. We know what and who our princess really is, the orphaned daughter of Dauphin and Coral. We know what that means. We’ve all suffered because of the Gulfs. Let them think you’re soft. Be cautious. Keep your eyes open. And above all else, don’t trust anyone.” She painted on a fake smile then said, “Now, let’s get you in that dress. Your king is waiting.”








  
 





Chapter 9

 

The sound of human music thudded through the walls. It made my ears hurt and my knees shake. Wearing a sparkling dress that made my skin itch, undergarments that heaved up my bosom, and my face adorned with a ridiculous amount of make-up, I looked like a fool. Though Pangi all-but-insisted I wear high heels—apparently human women love to torture their feet—I refused. I could barely walk as it was. I wouldn’t fall flat on my face in front of the Gulfs just to make some sort of impression. And if what Pangi said was true about my reputation among the Gulfs, I wasn’t sure what kind of impression I should be making.

“Ready?” Pangi asked.

I didn’t answer.

She opened the door to a raucous sight. There was a large swimming pool in the center of the covered space. Several mers had shifted back into their aquatic form and were enjoying the water. On the tiled floor all around, people were laughing, drinking, and dancing. Music blared. Bright lights flashed with a rainbow of color that spun all around the room. I could smell smoke, alcohol, and sweat. Most of the mermaids were topless, their breasts covered in some sort of glittery salve, wearing only a bikini bottom and loads of glimmering jewels. Some of the Gulf mers had painted their tribal marks with paint that made it glow under the blue light. The scene was disgusting.

I spotted Manx on the other side of the room. A mermaid with long blonde hair was sitting on his lap, her hand inside his open shirt, her breasts rubbing against him. A second mermaid, a beauty with short red hair, handed him a drink then kissed him sweetly on the cheek. I froze. What the hell? In the back of my head, a low note sounded. I could just hear the sound under the thud of music blasting. Careful, I cautioned myself.

I cast an eye around the room. In a dark corner, I spotted Roald sitting with two other mermen. He wore a dark, serious expression. It was clear that these mermen were not here to party. Roald lifted a lit cigarette, inhaling deeply. The glowing ember cast shadows across his face. The other mermen were looking at me too. Roald exhaled, smoke circling his face, and then nodded to me.

“The suffocators,” Pangi whispered in my ear.

Despite the fact that the scene in front of me was supposed to be my welcome party, my darling king was too busy squeezing the ass of the pretty blonde on his lap to even notice I’d entered the room. I sucked in a sharp breath and turned, crossing the room to Roald.

“Ink? I need to take you to Manx,” Pangi called.

I ignored her.

Pangi hurried behind me, catching me by the arm. “No, Ink. Manx will be angry. You don’t understand the way of things here.”

“I can see very clearly,” I replied.

“You’re making a mistake,” Pangi whispered urgently.

Seeing I was making my way to him, Roald stood.

“Ink,” Pangi said desperately then squeezed my arm, “you’ll put Roald at risk!”

I stopped and turned to look at her.

“Now is not the time,” Pangi whispered desperately.

I looked back at Roald who also shook his head no.

What the hell was going on? “Fine, let’s go see my king then.”

I nodded to Roald then headed back toward Manx. Holding my head high, I straightened my back and walked directly toward my king. I could feel my anger emanating from me. The wild mers, dancing around like wanton humans, disgusted me. They wasted the freedom our mothers and fathers had bought with their blood. I was ashamed to see my kind behave in such a manner. This was how the king led his tribe? Clearly, he had no interest in setting a good example. Had I been sold off by a tyrant to a hustler?

The rowdy mers finally recognized me. They stopped dancing, turned down the music, and cleared a path. Manx was one of the last to notice I’d arrived. Still flirting with his whores, it wasn’t until I was standing in front of him that he noticed I’d arrived. The room, however, had stilled. The music played on, but the tribe had turned to watch.

The red-haired mermaid, seeing the storm on my face, moved off and disappeared into the crowd. When Manx finally turned to see me, it was too late for his blonde-haired tart to escape. She was caught with her guilty tits pressed against my so-called fiancé.

“Ink,” Manx called happily. “I’m so glad you could join us.”

“You have something on your shirt,” I said stiffly.

Behind me, several of the mers laughed.

“Go away,” I heard Manx whisper to the mermaid.

I looked her over, expecting to see a condescending smile on her face. Instead what I saw was fear and an apology.

Manx rose and came to stand in front of me. “You look so beautiful,” he said, reaching out to stroke my cheek. I could smell the other woman’s sweat on his fingers. I turned my face away. Manx gripped my arm and leaned into my ear. “Don’t be jealous. I see nothing but you now. They are just toys. Now smile before the Gulfs so they don’t think you’re haughty and arrogant like every other Atlantic mermaid.” He let me go, and then turned to the crowd.

“My kin, my tribe of Miami,” Manx called, turning me to face the mers. “My Atlantic princess, soon to be my bride, has come to join us. Gulfs, I am pleased to introduce you to the mermaid who will be your queen. Mers of Miami, show Ink your respect.”

Much to my shock, the assembled mers bowed low before me. Even those in the water nodded their heads in submission. I cast a glance out at the crowd. Roald and the two other suffocators were standing at the back. Roald made eye contact with me, then bowed, the others following his lead.

“You see, my bride,” Manx said in a low voice so only I could hear. “Look at the life I’m giving you. Because of me, they all bow to you. You are a lucky girl, Ink of the Atlantic.”

Astonished, I didn’t know what to say.

Manx smiled. “Now, let’s show her Miami,” Manx screamed, causing all the mers to yell back in excitement. Moments later, the music blared, and I felt the welcoming hands of Miami on me, the other mermaids and mermen hugging me, receiving me.

“Her tribal,” I heard someone whisper aghast. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I swear it moved when she was angry,” the other mer whispered in reply.

I was propelled forward by friendly hands. Manx disappeared in the crowd as champagne began flowing. The already intoxicated mers started drinking even more. People I knew, other Atlantic mers, blessed me. My head felt dizzy, but moments later, I found myself steadied by strong arms. Roald.

Roald pulled me out of the fray. “Ink, you’re in danger.”

“What are you talking about?”

“They’ll come for you soon. I’ll do everything I can. For now, be careful, be smart, and keep your eyes open,” Roald whispered then let me go.

Two excited mermaids from the Gulf tribe took me by the arms, spun me around, and then began talking to me, both of them speaking at once. Struggling out of their grasp, I turned to look for Roald, but he and the other suffocators had gone.

“Lady Ink? Did you hear us?” one of the mermaids asked.

I hadn’t listened to a word they’d been saying. “I’m sorry, what was it?”

“Your tribal…it’s amazing. Do all the Atlantic royals have such detailed marks?”

I shook my head. “No. We’re not all drywalkers. My parents…I don’t really remember their marks.”

“Oh, she needs to see the cecaelia soon. We’ll tell Manx to take her straight away.”

“No wonder they wanted her. I’d bet she’s the one in the prophecy.”

“It doesn’t matter. Just look at her. She’s gorgeous. And she is a princess.”

“We’re just so pleased to meet you,” they gushed in unison.

I scanned the crowd once more. Curious faces peered at me, but I didn’t see Roald anywhere. What had he meant? Who was coming for me? Frustrated, I sighed heavily. More than being exiled from the ocean, I was beginning to feel like I’d been exiled from reason. Hal was right, there was blood in the water. But I was still too blind to see.








  
 





Chapter 10

 

I lay in bed staring up at the canopy overhead. Someone had strung twinkling blue lights through the gauzy fabric. I’d opened the windows, dying to get the fake chill out of the air. Hot wind blew in through the open casement, ruffling the curtains. The noise downstairs had finally abated. The reveling mers had left. I was grateful. I’d stayed downstairs pretending to enjoy myself for as long as I could. Finally, it seemed, Manx had cued in on my discomfort and asked Pangi to take me back upstairs.

“You look very tired,” he said. “The first day can be exhausting. Too many hands and too many people. Why don’t you rest?”

“Thank you,” I said gratefully. The day had been more overwhelming than he knew. I desperately needed to escape to somewhere quiet.

“I’ll check in on you later. Tonight didn’t go as I had hoped. There was miscommunication between us. Is it all right if I come by, wake you?”

“You’re assuming I’ll be able to sleep.”

“I’ll get these carousers out of my…our…house and see you soon.” He’d smiled sweetly at me, making me wonder for what felt like the tenth time that night who he actually was. Was he the regal king who’d appeared in our grotto, the caring fiancé who’d carried me upstairs, or the sharp-tongued letch from the party? I wasn’t sure and didn’t like the uncertainty.

Sighing deeply, I got out of bed and went out to the balcony. It was that strange time of night when the moon had already passed most of the evening sky. It was not yet daylight, but the night’s sky had lost its depth. The balcony looked out on the canal. A sleek yacht motored down the waterway. I looked at the human passengers sitting on the deck. They were an old, white-haired couple wearing matching red, white, and blue jackets. They sipped drinks from stainless steel mugs and laughed as they headed out to sea. They looked sweet. I had assumed that humans would be my biggest problem on land. Maybe not.

A second, smaller fishing boat passed by. It had a canopy covering the deck. Its metal rigging clacked against the deck poles. The boat moved slowly as it passed the villa. The waves in its wake were illuminated orange by the light of the nearby street lamps. The light cast long shadows across the rickety old vessel. The boat slowed to a near stop. A man stood in the shadow of the canopy. I could make out his silhouette. But more than that, I could make out the shimmering green color of his eyes. I stood frozen, my hands gripping the balcony rail.

The man stepped forward into the light. His face was shadowed by his hood. He dropped his hood back to reveal his face.

“Hal?” I whispered.

He motioned as if to speak to me but then stopped short, pulled his hood back on, and stepped back into the shadows.

Behind me, the door opened. “Ink?” Manx called.

The boat picked up speed and motored away from the mansion. But I could still see the glimmer of Hal’s green eyes. What in the world was he doing here?

“Ink? Where are you?” Manx called.

I watched the boat motor out of sight, slipping down the dark canal. 

“Ink?”

“Here,” I called then stepped back inside.

Manx laughed. I could smell the sharp scent of alcohol on him. “I thought maybe you’d swum home. It was quite the sight downstairs, wasn’t it?”

Immature. Asinine. Disrespectful. I couldn’t figure out which word to use to describe what I had seen. “Yes, it was,” I said simply.

“Humans are wonderfully hedonistic. They have so many pleasures, amusements we are not provided. Mers are naturally drawn to the sensual. Human food, alcohol, drugs, even sex…they are all delicious indulgences. On land, some mers struggle to control themselves. Others choose not to.”

“What about you?”

Manx shrugged. “Life in the ocean is about survival,” he said, coming close to me. Gently, he put his hands on my waist. “We live in hiding, strive to protect our ways, but we don’t enjoy life much, do we? Humans enjoy life. You should see New Orleans. Many Gulf mers enjoy the erotic pleasures of that city. And Miami is alive with energy, wild, hot energy. It wakes us up, makes us crave pleasure again.”

I pulled back, forcing him to drop his hands. “They are dancing on the bones of their ancestors.”

“Have they sent me such a serious mermaid?” Manx asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “You are a vision of loveliness, and we are alone here. Most mermaids would have melted into my arms by now.”

“I’m not most mermaids.”

Anger flashed across his face. “Clearly. Maybe your heart already lies elsewhere? Tell me about your old friend Roald. What was he to you?”

“A comrade, nothing more. My heart belongs to no one,” I said, but I surprised myself when Hal’s green eyes and the feel of his lips on my hand crossed my mind.

Manx looked closely at me. “You’re wrong,” he said then. “Your heart belongs to me. You don’t know where you are, princess. I’m the only thing that stands between you and danger. Be glad you have me looking after you. It’s about time you realize that I’m all you have.”

In a way, he was right. I was an orphan sold off by my own king. But it had been done for the good of the tribe. I might not have had my parents, but I still had my tribe, and I loved them. I was about to tell Manx just that when he put his hands on my waist again and pulled me close to him. He pressed his face into my hair. “You still smell like the sea,” he whispered. “Don’t worry, Ink. I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll love you all my life. You’ll be my bonded one, my beautiful bride, my queen. You looked so beautiful tonight. My tribe liked you. They liked your looks and that smart mouth of yours.”

“Did they?”

“Hmm,” Manx groaned, pulling me close to him. This time, I could feel his erection pressing through his pants. Surprising me, Manx leaned in a planted a kiss on my lips. I could taste the flavors of coconut and alcohol in his mouth.

“Manx,” I protested, “please stop.”

“You’re so beautiful, Ink,” he said, his hands gently stroking my breasts.

I stepped back. “Manx, we are not common mers. Our ceremony…they will want to ensure we are properly bonded, that you are my first. I understand such things are important to the Gulf tribe. We must wait.”

Manx exhaled heavily. “Yes,” he whispered. “You’re right.” I could feel waves of frustration emanating off him, but he tried to compose himself. “Rest tonight, my princess. Dawn will come soon. In the morning, I’ll take you to Club Blue. And tomorrow night, after the ceremony, you will go to the cecaelia.”

“And what, exactly, will she do?”

Manx stroked his hand across my back. “In the bayou, they saw your tribal mark among the smoke and blood. The mamiwata advised our bonding. But the cecaelia knows the meaning of the tribal marks. We’ll soon learn what you are destined to do.”

“They are nothing more than patterns, shapes.”

“No. They are more. They are a vision into the future. If the prophecy is true, then I have the most powerful bride in the deep. What are you going to do with all that power, Ink?”

“Sleep,” I said jokingly, making Manx laugh.

“Then I will leave you to it, though I hate to go. Are you certain we can’t—”

“Good night, Manx.”

He nodded, and then begrudgingly left the room.

After he was gone, I went back out onto the balcony. Hal and the fishing vessel were long gone. I couldn’t sense him anywhere. Why had he come? What had he wanted to say?

The city of Miami was just waking up. I could hear the purr of car engines and boat motors. I looked at the dark waves slapping along the breakers and thought about my tribal. While we Atlantics put little stock in our marks, my mother once told me that they’d named me Ink because when I was born, tribal marks covered my whole body. They faded in the days after my birth, leaving only the mark on my back. Everyone said that as a newborn, I looked as though I’d been born into a cloud of ink. What news would the cecaelia have for an inked princess like me?








  
 





Chapter 11

 

Club Blue, a nightclub housed in a building that Manx described as an Art Deco masterpiece, sat along the strip in South Beach. While I had no interest in the human architecture, the third floor office were Manx was meeting with two armed mermen had a fabulous view of the ocean just across the street. It was already midday, and the sun was high in the sky. I watched the scantily clad human women, over-muscular men, and sagging elderly humans moving across the beach. They were so excited to be by the ocean. It surprised me. I hadn’t known humans could love the sea as I did, could relish playing among the waves. It perplexed me. Humans were strange creatures. Those I’d ever gotten close to were usually doing something wretched to our world. These people, however, were not unlike us.

I touched the sun-warmed glass. The human children were so joyful, so happy to come to the seaside. They squealed with excitement, running along the surf on chubby little legs, laughing joyfully when the waves broke against them. Who knew humans were capable of such joy? 

“Would you like to try coffee?” Pangi asked, pushing a cup of steaming black liquid toward me.

I shook my head. The smell of the liquid nauseated me, but the others seemed to have adapted. Pangi had been toting around a mug of the drink with her since she woke. Even Manx was sipping a cup, careful not to spill any on his crisp, white shirt.

“I’ll find you something else then,” Pangi said then drifted away. She seemed distracted.

My skin itched and my whole body ached. I felt like I was drying out. In centuries past, mers used to spend more time on land. We interacted more freely among the humans. Now our movements were limited. It was decreed that we were safer under the waves. Maybe we’d done ourselves a disservice. Would it be better if we spent more time on land? I wasn’t so sure how I felt about it anymore.

I sat down at Manx’s desk. He was sitting on a couch across the room from me talking to the armed mermen in low, serious tones.

A moment later, Pangi returned. “Here you go,” she said, setting down the glass of water. “I’m going to go downstairs to the kitchens to bring you and Manx some breakfast.” In the bright sunlight, her hair looked even rosier than it had the night before.

Propping my elbows on the desk, I pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes. The sunlight was giving me a headache. When I pulled my hands away, my elbows pushed some papers across Manx desk, causing the glass to wobble. I grabbed it, but not before some water spilled.

I looked up. Manx hadn’t noticed. Something told me he wouldn’t be pleased. I grabbed a napkin from a tray nearby and then started to clean up the water. Papers shifted from a closed folder to reveal a pile of photographs. All of the photos were of Hal. There were pictures of him coming in and out of a pink building, a neon blue sign shone the name of the place: Space Coast Billiards. They’d also taken pictures of him getting onto a motorcycle as well as one fuzzy photograph of him disappearing into a river half transformed. His eyes glimmered strangely in the image. Under the pictures I spotted some very old documents and a crumbling map of the Indian River Lagoon near Cocoa Beach. Sections of the map had been highlighted. I picked up a black and white photo of a pier that extended out into the ocean. Underneath, the date 1962 had been noted alongside the word Oceanus.

“Find something interesting?” Manx asked, setting his hand on my shoulder. He took the photo from my hand and set it face down on the desk.

“I’m so sorry,” I said as sweetly as I could. “I spilled water on your desk. I was just cleaning it up when I spotted that old photo. Humans are so inventive, building piers just so they can be closer to the sea. Look how they all flock to the ocean,” I said, motioning toward the humans on the beach outside, moving Manx’s attention away from the photo of Hal. “They don’t even know what lies at the heart of the deep.” I looked up at him and smiled. I could tell by the expression on his face that I had pulled it off.

“Let them stay blind. All the better for us.” Manx kissed the back of my head then turned to reorganize his desk, sliding the photos of Hal back into the folder. He handed me the glass of water. “You must be very thirsty.”

“Thank you.” Why did Manx have photos of Hal? What the hell was going on? “Who were those men?” I asked, casting a glance at the armed mermen who were, their meeting adjourned, leaving.

“My guards. Gulf mermen I trust. They are tracking down our renegade mers. At least half of the suffocators have suddenly gone missing.”

“How do you know they are renegade? What if something terrible has happened to them?”

Manx raised an eyebrow. He wore an expression that told me he hadn’t expected me to ask questions. “We’ve had reports. Some of them have been spotted…well, where they should not be. Our people need stronger leadership, leadership we—you and I—must bring. We need to change our ways, come out of the sea, and recapture our power on land. No more hiding under the deep. It’s time for the sharks to come out of the water.” Manx was staring off in the distance, a worrisome glimmer in his eyes. He then took hold of my arms and looked into my eyes, his eyes bulging wide as he stared at me with such intensity it made me nervous. “You’ll help me. The mamiwata said you have great power. Whatever it is, you will use your power to help me. We will rule over the humans, and more…so much more.”

“Manx? Ink? I have breakfast,” Pangi called with a singsong as she entered the room carrying a large tray. “Scottish salmon, Ink. You’ll actually like it, I hope.”

Manx let me go. I realized then that he’d been squeezing my arms so tightly that they’d started to bruise.

Shaking off the strange zeal that had taken over him, Manx crossed the room to meet Pangi. “Looks beautiful,” he said, examining the tray. “Come eat, my mermaid. The clock is ticking, and you have a big day.” Pangi set the tray down on the table and Manx dropped himself into a seat.

I looked at his desk to see one photo of Hal lying forgotten on the desktop. The photo had been taken at night. He was standing outside Space Coast Billiards. He was smoking a cigarette, the red flame illuminating his handsome face. I picked up the photograph and stuffed it into my pocket. I then plastered on a fake smile and went to eat breakfast with my fiancé, a man whose wild eyes and words worried me to the depth of my soul.








  
 





Chapter 12

 

In the Atlantic, a bonding ceremony takes place in the king’s grotto. His Majesty says a few words of blessing on to the couple, they exchange the symbolic marriage shells, and the bonding is complete. In my great-great-grandfather’s day, however, the acolytes of the Great Mother Ocean presided over the holy affair. After King Tricus decimated the temples in his fit of rage, the ceremony had gone from being a spiritual one to a matter of state. The bonding ceremony that was waiting for me, however, was nothing of either sort.

About midday, Manx had loaded Pangi and me, and four Gulf mermen guards, into his Cadillac SUV and sent me back to the villa to change for the event. The bonding ceremony would be held at Club Blue. I would become a bonded mermaid and queen of the Gulfs while standing on two legs. This was not how I’d ever envisioned such a special day. But, then again, nothing about my bonding was as I wished. When I imagined who I would wed, I’d never imagined someone like Manx. I’d never really romanticized much over who my bonded partner would be, but when I did, I’d always seen myself with someone more like Hal.

I lifted the nagual’s photograph and stared at it once more, my eyes taking in every line on his face. Looking at him was making me feel even more trapped. Creon had sold me into this arrangement to advance his own power. His niece would rule the Gulfs. The Gulfs would owe Creon for the refuge he was offering and would owe me their allegiance. Creon would have the Gulfs in his hands. I had become a puppet. Now Manx would try to shake the truth from me, using the cecaelia to discover my gift. And then what? Would he have me use siren song against humans? On the freshwater mers? On the naguals? I stroked my hand across the photo, touching Hal’s face. Mere hours after my heart was awoken by someone I had no hope of ever loving, they’d traded me off.

“How does it fit?” Pangi called. “Don’t you love it? The color reminded me of your tail.”

I stared into the mirror. Pangi had selected me a sequin, aquamarine-colored gown for my bonding ceremony. She’d already neatly braided my dark hair, curling the dark streaks of blue and magenta, pinning my locks at the back with a sand dollar adornment.

“It looks…great,” I said. I did look striking, but it hardly mattered.

For a minute, Pangi was quiet. “Ink, I know you are nervous, but we need to get going.”

I looked down at Hal’s picture again, folded it, then slid it into my sequin bag. Sighing, I rose and opened the door.

“Wow,” Pangi said. “You look beautiful!”

Despite my own frustrations, I didn’t want Pangi to feel bad. She had selected a nice gown. “Thank you. It was a lovely choice.”

The pretty mermaid, who was dressed in a rose-colored gown that matched the hue of her hair, smiled. “Let’s go.”

Walking clumsily in a pair of sparkly silver heels, which Pangi said were “not that high,” I followed her out of the house to the waiting SUV. I couldn’t help but notice that Manx’s guards seemed to be on alert. Their weapons were drawn.

“Is there a problem?” I asked the merman guard who opened the door for me.

“No, My queen. We’re just being cautious.”

My queen? “Why?”

The merman shifted uncomfortably. Not answering me, he helped me into the vehicle and shut the door behind me.

I cast a glance at Pangi who was chewing on her fingernail and looking out the window. “Do you know why they are on alert?” I whispered to her.

She shrugged and shook her head, but the expression on her face betrayed her. Something was afoot, and Pangi knew, or at least suspected, what.

The vehicle pulled out of the driveway and headed across town to South Beach. I wondered then about Roald and the suffocators. What, exactly, was happening? Roald had said they would come for me soon. Who were they? The only one who seemed, thus far, intent on having me was Manx. But his reasons for that were clear. He’d bought his people a home and through me, he thought he’d bought himself a weapon. But I also remembered the expression on Hal’s face the night before. What had he wanted to say? Why had he come?

I sighed deeply and slumped back in my seat. The SUV moved down the busy streets, the glowing orange lamplights illuminating the inside of the vehicle. The tall, silver-hued skyscrapers rose overhead. It was another hot night, the air sticky and humid. When we finally reached South Beach, the place was alive with people. The neon lights on the buildings illuminated the streets where smartly dressed men and women headed off to clubs and restaurants. The city street was alive with opalescent color and thumping music.

We parked in the reserved spot for Club Blue. Manx’s guards opened the door to the SUV and helped Pangi and me out. The club, usually open to humans, had a sign out front stating the place was closed for a private event. I felt the eyes of a group of human men on Pangi and me as we made our way inside. Flicking my eyes toward them for just a moment, I could see they were staring at us. It was a strange feeling. I knew that human males couldn’t resist our mermaid charms. They were instinctually drawn to our beauty, but I never imagined I would cast that much allure.

The armed mermen opened the door and ushered us inside. Therein, I found many of the same revelers I’d seen the previous night. This time, however, everyone was dressed in their finest. The assembled group of mermen and mermaids looked stunning. Gold, diamonds, gems, and sparkling gowns twinkled under the Club’s lights. Once again, they were drinking and dancing, the music blaring loudly. They let out a loud cheer when I entered.

Was this how I would wed? Was this the scene of my bonding ceremony? I cringed at the thought of it. Not two hundred years ago such ceremonies had been conducted in the most sacred places in the ocean, calling the spirit of the Great Mother Ocean to bless the bonding. Would I be bound under the glare of strobe lights?

Manx crossed the room and joined us. “My beautiful queen,” he said, kissing my hand. “You are a vision. Come. We will dine before the ceremony begins. They have a feast laid out for us…literally,” he said with a laugh. “Have you ever heard of nyotaimori?”

Puzzled, I shook my head.

“You’ll love it,” he replied then led me by the hand to an alcove where dinner waited. “Pour the champagne,” Manx called to a mermaid attendant then motioned toward the dining table. “Your feast, my bonded one.”

I was shocked when I looked at the table to see a human woman lying there, her breasts fully exposed, her body covered with cuts of raw fish and sushi. “Is this a joke?” I asked.

Manx laughed out loud. It was then that I realized that he was already intoxicated, if not under the influence of other illicit substances. Clearly, he too enjoyed the pursuit of human pleasures. From the look of his wild eyes and erratic movements, he was flying. He leaned over the woman and inhaled deeply. “I smell the sea. Just like back home,” he said.

“Is she…” I didn’t know what. She looked like she could be dead.

“Stoned out of her mind,” one of the mermen guards said then as he gently trailed his finger around the girl’s nipple. “Pretty though. Can I have dessert?” the guard asked Manx with a laugh.

An attractive Gulf mermaid returned carrying a tray of champagne glasses. “My queen,” she said, handing a glass to me.

She curtsied politely to Manx, handed him a glass, and then left.

“Drink,” Manx encouraged me.

I lifted the glass to my mouth. The effervescence tickled my nose. I smelled the sharp scent of grapes. I pretended to drink while Manx turned away. I set the drink down.

Manx leaned over, licked one of the morsels off the girl’s stomach, and then nodded to his man. “After we’re done. Let me see if I can tempt my bride. Will you eat, my mermaid?” he asked me.

I looked at the woman. Her eyes were closed. Her long, dark hair fanned out all around her. “I…” I began, then shook my head. “I don’t want to mess up my dress,” I lied. Disgust and rage wracked me, and from somewhere deep inside me, I started to hear a low, hollow sound. The rage began rippling upward. My back tingled, and I heard a tune echoing through my mind. It was all I could do to cage the sound.

“Have it your way then,” Manx said with a laugh then lifted a cut piece of tuna from between the girl’s legs, popping it into his mouth. “The sooner we complete the ceremony, the better. Let’s get this done so we can go meet the cecaelia then go back home for some real fun,” Manx said then took me by the arm, leading me onto the dance floor. He motioned for someone to turn off the music then bowed to a man standing near the back of the room. I had not seen him at first. The merman blended into the shadows. When Manx motioned to him, he came forward. The man had long, dark dreadlocks that trailed down his back. He was wearing a black robe adorned with bones, shells, and feathers.

“What is this?” I whispered to Manx.

“My priest,” Manx replied. “He will perform our ceremony.”

I cast Pangi a worried glance, but her face was blank. She would not meet my eyes. I then glimpsed around the room. Most of the mers assembled were Gulfs. I recognized only a few Atlantic faces in the room, very few. I hadn’t expected Creon to be there, but perhaps Seaton or Roald? Maybe one of my old companions? Instead, I saw Atlantic mers who I hardly remembered. Where were my people?

“Princess,” the Gulf priest said, bowing to me.

“What is your name, merman?”

“I am called Legba.”

I eyed the man closely. He had that air about him that those close to the spirit world often carried. I exhaled deeply, uttering the lowest of hums from the back of my throat, and tried to feel the vibration around him. It was chaotic and dark. Before he noticed, I pulled my energy back.

“We are ready,” Manx said then turned to me. “Just follow my lead,” he added, taking my hands. Manx and I stood face-to-face while the assembled mers watched on. Legba stood before Manx and me.

From inside his robes, Legba pulled out a turtle shell rattle. He shook it, silencing the crowd. The sound filled the air with a strange vibration that set me on edge. “Let Mother Night make her watch, and the old ones bless this pair,” Legba called. “Who bears witness? Who will attest to this bonding?” he asked.

“We will,” the Gulfs called.

“Manx of the slow waters, name your bonded one,” Legba said.

“I name Ink of the Atlantic.”

“Ink of the fathomless deep, name your bonded one,” Legba commanded me.

Everything inside me rebelled. This was not what I wanted. I imagined my father and mother watching this fiasco from the spirit world, abhorred at what they were seeing. Was this right? Was this really happening? I didn’t want this. For a second, the memory of Hal with the sunlight shining down on him flickered through my mind. It didn’t matter. Nothing I wanted mattered. I had to do this for my tribe. “Manx,” I whispered.

“The princess calls her king,” Legba confirmed. The man motioned for someone to bring forward a table upon which he set an abalone shell.

“Tell it to the rivers, lakes, and oceans,” Legba said then reached for Manx’s hand which he gave over willingly. Legba pulled a knife from his belt and cut a line down Manx’s palm. He turned the king’s hand so the blood dripped into the shell.

Legba reached for my hand. Sensing my nervousness, he nodded kindly at me. “Tell it to the streams, the waves, and the sea,” he said then cut me quickly.

I harnessed in my body’s reaction. My blood dripped into the shell.

“Old enemies, your blood is now mixed, your blood is now one,” Legba said, lifting the shell which contained our intermixed blood. “The past is dead. With blood comes new life. Ink and Manx, now you are one. Bonded. King and queen. Turn and face your court,” Legba said, motioning to the mers assembled behind us.

“My queen,” Manx said, reaching for my good hand.

I placed my hand in his. My knees felt weak. Following Manx’s lead, I bowed before the crowd who erupted in cheer. I looked at Manx, who leaned in and kissed me. When he pulled back, he whispered, “my bride.” The finality of the situation settled in on me. I was now Manx’s bonded one, queen of the Gulfs, and that night, I would have to give myself to him. At the thought of it, it was all I could do to keep myself from sounding a note to kill every living creature in the room.








  
 





Chapter 13

 

The evening air was perfumed with flowers and the scent of wet earth. We wove down a narrow dirt road through the Everglades on our way to meet the cecaelia. Outside, the frogs, crickets, and birds created an amazing chorus of noise. I stuck my hand out the window to feel the warm air. The humidity made my skin feel dewy. I looked up at the stars. They looked much the same over land as they did at sea. The wetlands around me shimmered silver in the moonlight. Florida was such a wet place.  It was no wonder our kind had once felt comfortable to come and go as we pleased between land and sea. Florida was little more than a mottled mess of islands.

After more than an hour’s drive, we pulled into the parking lot of a dilapidated tavern. The sign overhead, in twinkling neon lights, read The Drunken Mermaid. An illuminated mermaid, her nipples illuminated by red lightbulbs that flashed on and off, was poised above the door. A sign read Live Mermaid Shows.

“What is a live mermaid show?” I asked as we crossed the parking lot.

The mermen guards laughed.

“You’ll see,” Manx told me with a grin.

I raised an eyebrow at Pangi, but she seemed distracted. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just…I got a little car sick. How about you? Are you okay? What a night, right?” 

I nodded. What could I say? I was now Manx’s bonded one, queen of the Gulfs. It was done. What a night indeed.

One of the guards pushed open the door to the tavern. Two guards stayed outside, their weapons drawn, while two others entered the tavern with us. Taking my hand, which Pangi had dutifully bandaged after the bonding ceremony, Manx led me inside.

The place had a slightly rancid smell, not unlike the scent of Club Blue. The tavern was very dark. The bar was lined with a dozen glassy-eyed men. Some of them stared absently into their drinks while others sat looking at the large glass wall behind the bar. It was an enormous aquarium. Inside, a girl dressed in a red halter top and a plastic mermaid tail swam to thudding rock music. Holding her breath, she spun and shimmied, her dark hair making a halo around her. This, apparently, was the live mermaid show.

The “mermaid” signaled to the bartender who went down the line collecting dollars in a basket. After he’d made a haul, he showed it to the girl who winked at the men, blew them a kiss, and then pulled off her top. She pressed her breasts against the glass. The men, at least those who weren’t lost in the haze of alcohol, cheered with delight.

“Gross,” Pangi muttered under her breath.

Manx led us to the back. In the corner of the tavern, half hidden in darkness, I saw a woman sitting alone at a table. She was smoking a cigarette and watching us carefully as we crossed the room. She had long white hair. Her skin was dark, her lips red. She nodded to Manx then motioned for me to come forward.

“Go ahead, Ink,” Manx said then turned to Pangi. “Let’s get a drink.” Leaving the guards standing post not too far from me, Manx went to the aquarium wall and tapped on the glass. The “mermaid” swam to him, did an underwater flip, and then blew him a kiss. He laughed loudly and shook his head in amusement. He motioned to Pangi to follow him.

“Come, Ink,” the cecaelia called. “You don’t need to be afraid.”

I was getting tired of people telling me what I should and shouldn’t fear. I crossed the room and came to stand before her. “My Lady,” I said respectfully, inclining my head toward her.

She laughed, nodded her head to me, and then motioned for me to sit beside her. “I like your manners,” she said then added, “but I expected no less from the daughter of Dauphin and Coral. Your parents had none of the engrained snobbery Creon feels toward my kind. It was they who sought to protect the last of us. Did you know that?”

I shook my head then took a seat beside her.

The cecaelia gazed at Manx. “The Gulfs find me useful, but I only tell them what they want to hear. Otherwise, they’d have no patience with me either. They like for me to read their marks, tell them their fate. They’re believers. Now you are their queen. But what about you, my dear? Do you believe your fate lies in your tribal mark?”

Her frankness caught me off guard. “I don’t know.”

“Well, let’s see this legendary mark of yours. Your mother once told me that you were born with marks all over your body, but they faded after a time.”

“That’s why they named me Ink.”

“Indeed it is. She asked me what it meant. I told her that it meant you were special.”

“And were you just telling her what she wanted to hear?”

The cecaelia laughed. “I like your wit as well, princess.” With gentle hands, the cecaelia helped me turn in my seat. She moved the hair away from my back and uttered a low “hum” as her finger traced the marks on my back. It sent a shiver down my spine.

“How did you learn to read tribal marks?” I asked her.

“In your grotto, princess, very long ago. My kind lives much longer than yours, you know. I was there during Princess Tigonea’s uprising. We lived among you in those days, when mers sang the song of the siren. After Tigonea’s ruse, we were thrust out of the grotto, my kind and so many others. The Atlantic king’s scouts hunted us to the edge of extinction. But not just us, all creatures who were not Atlantic mers, including the naguals.”

I could hear the bait in her voice. I wasn’t biting. “Why did they try to eliminate you?”

“We tried to help the princess. There is a prophecy, you know, about an Atlantic princess who will rise in power. We backed Tigonea because we thought she was the one,” the cecaelia said then let go of my hair and leaned back. “But she wasn’t. You know, you have her eyes.”

I smiled at her. Cecaelias had a reputation as tricksters, and I knew she was toying with me. In a way, it was fun to tangle with her, but I had a serious question for the seer. “And what do you see now?”

The cecaelia leaned in closely. “Oh, you’d like me be honest, would you? I can respect that. The lies from all of those around you must batter against you like waves. Mermen are playing games,” she said then lifted her drink and tipped it toward Manx who was flirting with the “mermaid” who was now sitting on a barstool wrapped in a towel. “Your king wants what is not his. But his heart is in the right place, on that matter at least.”

“Oceanus? The Indian River Lagoon?”

The cecaelia lifted her cigarette, inhaled, and then nodded. “His people need a home. It is unfortunate, however, that Oceanus is already inhabited.”

“By the freshwater mers.”

“What is left of them. Of course, that’s nothing a little genocide can’t solve. In that matter, your king’s heart is…misplaced.”

“What can I do?”

“Oh, my dear,” she said, then took another sip of her drink, “if only it was so simple.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean?”

“Your father swore to protect Oceanus’ residents. Did you know that?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“And how do you know that?” It was her turn to raise an eyebrow at me.

She had me. I smirked at her. I don’t know how she knew, but she knew.

“Honor your father’s promise…any way you can. It will not be easy. Not now. Not after tonight. But you must protect the innocent. You will, won’t you?”

“I will try.”

“No,” the cecaelia said as she rose. “No. You must. Any way you can. Let your heart guide you.”

Her words puzzled me. I was about to question her further when I heard a strange sound coming from the parking lot. Beyond belief, it was the sound of gunfire.

“Now it begins. Our hope lies in you,” the cecaelia said.

I turned to look back at Manx. A moment later, a group of men I recognized, suffocators who worked for Creon, entered, their guns blazing. With a quick blast, they took out the drunken humans. I heard a sharp wail as the pretty faux mermaid took a gunshot to the stomach. She crumpled to the floor, red blood pooling around her. Manx pulled a gun from his belt as one of the suffocators took aim at him. He shot the man between the eyes.

“Ink! Get down,” he called to me. He and his guards shot back, a firefight consuming the place.

I turned back in time to see the cecaelia morph into her half-octopus form. With her eight sticky black legs, she climbed up the side of the mermaid tank then lowered herself into the aquarium. She motioned toward the back door then disappeared down, out of sight.

“Pangi,” I called to the mermaid who was huddling under the table nearby as the two groups of mermen shot at one another. “This way!”

Pangi looked terrified, but finally she came with me, moving as best she could in high heels. She skidded over the shards of glass then headed with me toward the back door. I pushed the door open.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Manx?” she asked.

“Let’s get to the SUV,” I replied, but the moment we turned the corner toward the parking lot, I saw what looked like a war zone. Manx’s guards had taken position behind a car and were shooting at a group of suffocators. Several bodies, both human and mer, lay in the parking lot.

“There,” I heard one of the suffocators yell. “There she is!” The merman, whom I’d seen several times at Creon’s side, raised his gun and fired at Pangi and me.

Moving quickly, I pulled Pangi behind a truck. The door to the bar clapped open followed by more gunshots. I peered through the car window to see Manx and his guards taking aim at the suffocators. Two of Manx’s mermen already lay dead, the suffocators dropping in equal numbers. I scanned the group for Roald. He wasn’t there nor were the two suffocators I’d seen with him at my welcome party. But I did recognize Creon’s men.

“Those are the king’s mermen! He must have sent them after Manx…after me!”

Pangi, who had a cut on her forehead, sat shaking and clutching her bag. She didn’t say a word.

“We need to find a way out of here. I think we can make it to the SUV. Come on,” I said. Grabbing her hand, I started weaving among the vehicles.

I scanned the parking lot and was shocked to see that all of Manx’s guards had been killed. Manx was trapped in the foyer of the bar. Creon’s suffocators fared no better. From what I could tell, there was only one still standing. The parking lot was littered with bodies. Pangi and I had just reached the SUV when I saw Manx step out to shoot the last of Creon’s men. The merman fell to the ground.

“Ink,” he called. “My queen!” He turned and rushed toward Pangi and me. I moved to meet him, crossing the parking lot toward him.

“Manx, are you hurt?” I called.

He shook his head. He had a sharp cut down the side of his face, but otherwise he looked okay. “We need to get out of here—” he started to say when I heard a gunshot…from behind me.

Seconds later, blood blossomed across Manx’s chest. It stained his white shirt. He froze.

In disbelief, I turned and looked behind me to see Pangi holding a gun.

Manx dropped to the ground. He still wore a shocked expression, but the light in his green-blue eyes had already started to go dim. I kneeled beside him and collected him into my arms. His shuddered hard, blood erupting from between his lips, and reached out for me. “Creon,” he whispered, then those striking eyes went dim.

“Manx?” I whispered.

“I told you not to trust anyone,” Pangi said.

The king of the Gulfs was gone. He had died in my arms. I stared at Pangi. “Why?” I asked, my voice shaking.

“Because there can only be one ruler in Florida, and it’s not that piece of shit,” she said, motioning to Manx. “That’s for my grandfather, you blood-thirsty Gulf,” she spat at the dead merman. “I’m sure you understand. You saw what he was. The Gulfs decimated my family too. But…I’m sorry, Ink. It’s nothing personal, but it can’t be you either. You’re queen of the Gulfs now. And, well, I can’t let that happen, not if I’m going to be Creon’s queen,” she said then lifted her weapon once more and aimed at me.

“No, Pangi! Wait,” I called, but then I heard the harsh echo of a gunshot. There was a strange moment, seemingly suspended in time, as I waited for the killing blow that ultimately didn’t come. On the contrary, Pangi staggered forward, looking surprised, a bullet hole between her eyes. A moment later, she dropped to her knees, blood trickling from her wound. She tumbled over in the dirt.

A wave of comforting vibration cascaded over me. I turned and looked behind me. Slipping his weapon back into its holster, Hal stepped out of the shadows. His green eyes glimmered in the moonlight. Without a word, he beckoned to me. Without hesitation, I followed.








  
 





Chapter 14

 

I sat wiping blood off my arms as we drove away from the Everglades, Miami, and the incomprehensible, bloody scene. Hal stayed quiet as I stared out the window and tried to process what had happened. This had all been orchestrated by Creon. He’d bonded me to Manx, making me queen of the Gulfs, as a play for power. The Gulf and Atlantics were now locked in bonds and blood. Creon would frame our deaths on the renegade suffocators. He’d set it up so easily, playing the Gulfs’ weaknesses. Now he would step in to protect them. Manx had no brothers. The Gulfs’ line was dead. Creon had gambled big, hoping to win it all, but he had not anticipated the interference of Hal. I was supposed to be dead. Creon’s poor sweet mermaid niece, murdered by renegade suffocators. It would have been a terrible tragedy.

“How did you know I would be there?” I asked Hal once my hands had stopped shaking.

“The cecaelia is a trusted ally. She let me know you were coming. We suspected Creon’s plans for you and Manx.”

“She survived, didn’t she? She disappeared out of sight.”

“There are caves under the tavern. She escaped, as she always does.”

“You’re taking a great risk rescuing me. Creon will learn where I have gone. He may try to blame Manx’s death on you, probably on both of us.”

“Creon wanted you dead. I couldn’t permit it.”

It was all going to work so perfectly for Creon. With Manx and me dead at the hand of the suffocators, they would all turn to Creon to punish the killers of the young king and queen. Little would anyone know, Creon himself had set the death sentence on us.

“I don’t know what to say. You have my deepest thanks,” I said, turning to him. His handsome face was dimly lit by the glowing street lamps.

Hal smiled gently at me then reached out and took my hand, squeezing it lightly. “Why don’t you rest? We’ll be there in two hours.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“Oceanus…Cocoa Beach, as it is called today. My home. Creon will come for you, but not tonight. Tonight you may sleep. I’ll keep you safe.”

“Thank you, Hal.”

 He nodded.

I curled my legs up into the seat sideways and lay my head against the headrest, gazing at Hal as he drove. His eyes glimmered inhumanly, soft green light sparkling in the glare of the dashboard lights.

“You were at my exile ceremony,” I said then, my voice sounding hollow.

Hal nodded.

“And again in Miami. Why did you come?”

“I wanted to make sure you were safe.”

“Why?”

He turned those flashing eyes on me. “Because my heart is lost to you…from the moment I set my eyes on you,” he said simply then turned back to the road again.

I lifted his hand and pressed it against my lips. I then closed my eyes and prayed to the Great Mother Ocean. Against unfathomable odds, I had found my way back to the only person who’d ever sparked my heart to life.

*  *  *
I woke when Hal’s car pulled into the driveway of a small house sitting alongside a river. The house was painted in hues of faded orange and was trimmed in blue, the side of the building covered with vining jasmine that perfumed the night. Old oak trees, thick Spanish moss hanging like beards from its branches, shadowed the road. The moon cast its light on the rippling river water. I could smell the tang of the brine in the air, the fresh and salt water mixing together.

“Where are we?” I asked groggily.

“Along the Indian River…at The Plaza Hotel,” Hal said.

Puzzled, I raised an eyebrow at him.

Hal smiled gently. “We are in Rockledge, just outside Cocoa Village. My people owned a hotel here in the 1920s. It perished in a hurricane so they built the small community, Valencia, in its place. The nagual and the lagoon mers have inhabited this area since the 1800s. This is my home.”

Hal got out and rounded the car, opening the door for me. Taking my hand, he led me to the door of his small house. Key jangling, he pushed open the door and switched on a light. The room was lit with a soft orange glow. The house was neatly arranged but filled with a number of curiosities: antique maps and illustrations of ships decorated the walls, odd little trinkets he’d fished from the deep sat on the mantel, and he had orchids growing everywhere.

“I’m sorry,” Hal said. “I can’t remember the last time someone was in my home. I do my best, but I’m just an old alligator,” he added, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled. In the dim light, his eyes glowed a warm green. He shifted uncomfortably, like he wasn’t sure what to do next. I could see he was nervous, and I was sorry for it. Clearly, he was a very private creature.

“Hal,” I said, taking his hand. “Thank you for rescuing for me. And thank you for bringing me here. But I think I should go. I need to confront Creon. I don’t want…I don’t want you pulled into the middle of this. My being here endangers you. That’s the last thing I want.”

“I owe your father my life. I owe you my life. And you,” he said, looking down at me. He reached out gently and touched my cheek with the side of his finger. “You.”

Before I even knew what I was doing, I reached up and wrapped my arms around Hal’s neck, then pressed my lips against his. Every step I’d taken after I’d met Hal had been in the wrong direction. The fact that I was free, even if just for a moment, to follow where my heart wanted to go made me feel urgent to try. I wanted Hal to know just how much I wanted him. I only hoped he wanted me too.

When I pressed my mouth against his, I felt something I’d never experienced before. I felt like I was melting into him. His mouth was soft and sweet. I loved the feel of his hot breath intermixing with mine. His strong hands clutched my waist, pulling me close to him. My skin prickled, and I felt a burning need inside me. In the midst of all this chaos, I found a soft refuge in Hal’s arms. This strong, soft-spoken creature was everything I needed. He was not one of us, that was certain, but it didn’t matter. All I knew was I wanted him.

“Ink,” he whispered, pulling back.

“I’m sorry,” I said, breathless. “I couldn’t help myself. I thought I would never see you again, would never be able to have you.”

“I want you too,” he whispered, setting a soft kiss on my lips. “But you’ve seen so much this night. They’ve put you through so much.”

“That’s why it must be tonight. Make it go away,” I whispered in reply.

Hal lifted me and carried me through his house to a small bedroom in the back overlooking the river. Moonlight shimmered on the waves. Hal lay me down on his bed. The scent of jasmine filled the room. I pulled my aquamarine-colored gown, covered in Manx’s blood, over my head and dropped it on the floor. I sat, topless, in the dim light. Hal pulled off his shirt and slid out of his jeans. He then joined me on the bed, leaning over me to kiss my neck and face. With gentle hands, he carefully stroked my breasts. My body jerked, the sensation setting me on fire. Mers whispered that lovemaking on dry land was much more pleasing. I’d never been with anyone before so I had no way to compare, but the sensation of Hal’s hands and lips on my body was pure bliss.

He kissed down my chest and across my stomach, stopping when he reached the line above my panties. He sat up and looked at me, brushing a strand of hair away from my face. “Are you certain?” he whispered. “I know the meaning of this…gift…is heavy among your kind.”

I didn’t answer him with words. Instead, I exhaled deeply letting my desire for him travel on the invisible waves around us.

“Siren song?” he whispered.

I nodded.

His hands slid down my sides. I reached out to touch him, stroking my hands across his strong chest. I reached up and touched his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned into my touch. His expression moved me.

“Ink,” he whispered, his voice cracking. He buried his head into the crook of my neck and kissed me while he gently touched and kissed my body. I breathed him in deeply, caressing his back and arms. He was covered by so many scars.

“What happened to you?” I whispered.

“Too much,” he said, lifting my hand and kissing it. “Battles…human, mer, nagual…always, there is fighting. I’m weary of such machinations. The desires of the few destroy the lives of the many.”

“It will stop. It must.”

“Yes,” he replied simply, planting a sweet kiss on my lips. “Let’s think on it no more. We may only have this night. Let’s think on it no more.”

He was right. When Creon found me, he would try to kill me…us. We could be dead by the next eve. It didn’t pay to waste the little time we had worrying over the past or the future. I would have two choices come morning, fight or die. Perhaps Creon would negotiate, but I didn’t trust him. If it came to it, I would do what I had to in order to protect my people, to protect Hal. But as Hal’s hands slid over my hips, his fingers hooking onto the sides of my panties, I realized I didn’t want to think about it anymore. That moment belonged only to Hal and me. And in that moment, my heart was in control.








  
 





Chapter 15

 

I woke the next morning to the feel of soft lips brushing against my cheek. I opened my eyes to find the entire room bathed in glowing orange light. The sun was rising over the river. It cast its rosy hue across the room. Hal was lying beside me, his eyes glued to my face.

He lifted my hand and kissed it.

My life had been turned on its head. Just days before, I had been happily lost to the deep, bemoaning my upcoming year in exile. I had no way to know, at least not until I set my eyes on Hal, that a storm was brewing. It seemed like everything changed the moment I saw him.

“I can let you sleep a bit more, but only a bit more,” he said.

I shook my head. “No, I need to get up. The game is already afoot, and I’m a few moves behind Creon.”

“But you are alive.”

I closed my eyes and focused on the water lapping against the rocks outside. I felt the water flowing toward the ocean. And from the ocean, I felt a strong surge of energy. I could feel the pangs of war. For a moment, I thought about Pangi. It wounded me that she had betrayed me, but I’d understood her feelings toward Manx and the Gulfs. The peace between our people was hard to swallow. Now Manx was dead, murdered on dry land by an Atlantic. And me, his queen but scant few hours, had survived. Would they ever believe that I had not plotted his death? Would both the Atlantics and the Gulfs hunt me?

“I need to connect with the Gulfs,” I said. “I need them to know what happened.”

“The cecaelia is close to the Gulfs. She survived. She saw and knows what happened. The Gulfs will believe her.”

“I hope you’re right. But still, Creon will learn where I am, and he will bring the war here. I am endangering your people.”

“We will fight, as we always have.”

“I don’t want that. You have suffered enough. I won’t let you fight for me.”

“Creon and Manx started the war between our people and yours. Manx intended to slaughter us and move the Gulfs to Oceanus. The lagoon waters are ideal for their people. Creon and Manx made a deal. If Manx eradicated us, our land would be theirs.”

I stared at Hal. “How do you know?”

“The king sent his suffocators to kill us, but many of them refused. Instead, they gave their arms to protect us. Many of your people are already here.”

“Roald?”

“Yes, I have met this merman. He is a friend of yours.” I loved that Hal’s words had been a statement, not a jealous insinuation. And I was relieved to hear that I was not alone in finding the whole matter repugnant. Some of my people, at least, would already be behind me. 

“Then I must meet with them.”

Hal nodded and offered me a hand, helping me out of bed. I realized then that he was dressed. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt. I, however, was still completely naked. In Hal’s presence, however, I didn’t mind. He inhaled sharply when he saw me but looked respectfully away.

“I went out this morning,” he said then. “There was not much to choose from at this time of day, but I thought you would not want to wear that garb,” he said, motioning to the blood-splattered dress that lay on the floor. He turned and handed me a small stack of clothing: a teal-colored t-shirt, faded blue jeans, and cotton underwear.

“Thank you.”

“I…I had to guess at sizes. But I thought, maybe, I know your body now, a bit,” he said shyly.

“Hal,” I said with a smile, setting the clothing down on the bed. I cupped his cheek in my hand. “My sweet nagual. I never felt for anyone as I feel for you. My heart belongs to you.”

“And mine to you. I had resigned myself to the idea that I would never…love. My heart felt like it was made of stone.”

“Then I’m glad that I was the one to make it beat,” I whispered and set my head on his chest. “Now, we just have to stay alive.”

“That’s easier said than done.”

I felt something inside me stiffen in resolve. “We’ll see about that.”








  
 





Chapter 16

 

“Ink, thank the Great Mother Ocean you’re alive,” Roald said with a relieved exhale as I entered the darkened pool hall of Space Coast Billiards. The small building, boasting bright pink paint, was nestled just off AIA along the Atlantic in Cocoa Beach. Cocoa Beach, lined with tourist shops, hotels, and pastel-colored houses, was starkly different from Miami. The small town, a bit past its prime, had a humble look and feel. I’d caught just a glimpse of the pier as we drove through the town. I loved being so close to the ocean, smelling the briny scent of the sea in the wind, tasting salt in the air. Space Coast Billiards sat in a row of similarly painted shops that advertised hermit crab races, key lime pie, and buy-one-get-one-free bikini sales. Since it was early morning, the billiard hall, which doubled as a tavern, was shuttered. Apparently, Space Coast Billiards was a night spot. Inside, the décor, surf boards and taxidermied fish, was a far cry from the chic modern trappings of Club Blue in Miami, but it had its own charm. “Hal,” Roald said then, nodding to the nagual. “Many thanks for saving our princess.”

I scanned the room. There were at least three dozen people assembled there, about a dozen of which were suffocators from my own tribe. I nodded respectfully to them. They returned the gesture. In the crowd, however, I saw others. The naguals were easy to notice, their eyes glimmering in the dim light. The others I did not recognize must have been the freshwater mers. They were a handsome-looking, dark-haired group with large, dark eyes.

“She looks like her father,” a voice called from the back of the room. “Princess Ink,” an old man, one of the freshwater mers, said as he came toward to the front. He was a slip of a thing, bent and walking with a stick. His tanned face was deeply lined. “You are welcome here among us.”

“This is Milne,” Hal introduced. “He is the eldest of the mers in the Indian River Lagoon.”

“Well, we aren’t really in the lagoon much anymore, are we old friend,” the old man said cheerfully to Hal. “But at least we still have our home here in the brine waters. We have your father to thank for that, though it cost him his life.”

I felt as if a fist had tightened around my heart. “What do you mean?” I asked.

Milne looked up at Hal. “You didn’t tell her?”

Hal shook his head then took my hand. I could feel a soft vibration emanate from him as he tried to lend me his strength and comfort.

Milne cast a glance from Hal to me. “In the midst of the war, your father negotiated an accord between our people. If the nagual and the freshwaters would lay down our arms and accept the rule of the Atlantics, not aligning ourselves with the Gulfs, we would be given rule over the Indian River Lagoon and the Florida coastline from Oceanus north to Jacksonville.

“We accepted. It was a fair agreement. Creon, however, cast a warrant for our death behind your father’s back. He wanted our lands. When your father stepped in to protect us, Creon’s men took your father to the heart of the deep and left him there to die. Your mother was easier to kill. They paid a human to execute her. She was lost in the Everglades. The mamiwata and her people loved your mother, searched for her, but they couldn’t recover her body. Creon then executed most of us until our last king bought us this small slice of land in exchange for his head. So much blood. This small girl is the only living descendant of our royal line. Come forward, Imogen,” Milne called.

A young mermaid, perhaps no more than fourteen or so in age, stepped forward. She had a petite face, dark eyes, and luxurious, flowing dark hair. “My Lady,” she said then, bowing politely to me.

It is silent in the deep. Leagues below the surface, truth dies. My kin and I had lived blind under the waves. Secrets swam all around us. Hal was right when he said there was blood in the water. But, blood had been in the water for many years. Creon had simply done a very good job of concealing it.

I bowed to Imogen then cast a glance at the collected crowd. What a ragtag group they were, the last of the naguals and freshwaters, murdered to the edge of extinction by my uncle who had just sentenced me to death. In my heart, I had always known Creon had killed my parents. I’d known it like I knew my own name. Now, more than ever, I yearned to end what Creon had started. Now that, finally, someone had confirmed what I’d known all along.

Imogen looked at me. “What shall we do now?”

I glanced up at Hal who nodded to me. 

“Now, we fight.”








  
 





Chapter 17

 

The moonlight glimmered on the waves. It was a cloudy night, wisps of gray covering the stars and fracturing the moon beams. Such haunting dark shapes in the sky added to the ominous feel in the air. The Atlantic waves crashed against the shoreline. The surf was heavy. It left a froth of sea foam all along the shore.

Word had come from the Atlantic. Creon knew I had left the scene at The Drunken Mermaid with Hal. How, I didn’t know, but Creon knew I was in Cocoa Beach. He’d called up his suffocators to find me and deliver me to him that night. He would come to land and retrieve me himself. But Creon’s lack of emotion would be his undoing. He had not anticipated that his own people would stand against him. Empathy was an emotion Creon did not understand. He never would have guessed that Roald and the others had turned against him to protect the freshwaters against Manx’s imminent assault. So, when Creon had called up his suffocators to find the renegade princess who’d murdered the king of the Gulf and run off with her nagual lover, he couldn’t have guessed that some of those mermen would warn us.

It was Roald who learned the news. With shaking hands, he’d taken a phone call in the billiard hall that afternoon only to return looking ashen.

“Creon,” he’d said, looking at me with a startled expression on his face, “has called for your death. He is calling it regicide. He’s sent the suffocators for you and Hal.”

“Is there any news from the Gulfs?” I asked.

“They’ve gone to ground, back to the Gulf. They will not rise against you, Ink. They believe the prophecy.”

The scope of what was happening was starting to slowly congeal around me. If I could wrestle power from Creon, I could truly ally the Gulfs and Atlantics in the name of peace. And I could protect the freshwaters and the nagual. 

“Ink,” Roald said with all seriousness. “We must defeat Creon.”

“Yes, but how?”

“We will fight,” Milne said. “With our dying breath.”

“What of the Atlantics?” I asked Roald. “Creon’s guards? The scouts? Will Seaton and the others turn against me?”

Roald shook his head. “I don’t know.”

I looked back at Milne. “We Atlantics should face Creon alone. I don’t want any of you to die because of my people.”

“We will die either way,” Imogen said. “But, we will die on our feet beside you.”

“If Creon wants the renegade mermaid and her nagual, let’s give him what he wants. Tell them you have us and arrange a meeting,” I told Roald.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

I cast a glance at Hal who nodded.

“Let’s lure the bloody king out of the deep,” I said, my back tingling as waves of rage threatened to spill out of me.

Hours later, I found myself staring at the waves rolling onto Cocoa Beach. From the other side of Florida, I could feel the Gulfs holding their breath as they waited on the outcome of this night. I hoped I survived long enough to make amends. All these years I had blamed the Gulfs for my parents’ death. And all along, their real killer had slept in the same home as me.

 It was Creon who rose out of the ocean first, his trident in hand, his long white hair lying wet on his chest. A warlike beast, on land he was an impressive specimen. He rose slowly, surprised to find all of us waiting to meet him on that dark stretch of beach. I saw his brow furrow. He’d expected to see Hal and me bound and gagged, waiting for his majesty’s judgment, not to see every aquatic shifter in Cocoa Beach on the beach. But Creon had told his suffocators to bring Hal and me there, and that is what they had done.

Roald and the other Atlantics stood around me and Hal. I looked up at him. Hal’s face was hidden in the shadow of the hood he’d pulled over his head, but I could feel the rage growing inside him. There was an intense strength in him that he could barely control. The air around him vibrated with fury.

Behind me, I heard Imogen take in a sharp breath, but she did not move. I honored her bravery.

The mers of my tribe rose from the waters around Creon, a deadly looking force, their weapons glimmering in the moonlight. They’d come prepared, already transformed into human form, ready to drywalk. They were clothed in black and armed. Creon had brought at least three dozen mers, including my scouts. Among them, I saw Seaton who rose from the water behind Creon. His face was stony.

“You have the traitor?” Creon called. I could see him eyeing the assembled group. Surely, Creon would realize that these men were not his allies. But then again, Creon was not one to be bothered with the lesser of our kind.

“We have,” Roald replied.

“And the nagual?”

“Yes,” Roald answered.

“Cut his throat,” Creon replied, motioning for two of his most loyal guards to step forward.

“No,” I said then.

“Murderous mermaid,” Creon spat, “how dare you speak?”

“Do you fear my words, Creon? Are you afraid the tribe will hear me speak the truth?”

“Silence!”

When the guards rushed Hal, he bolted forward to meet them, his bare feet moving quickly across the sand. Hal kicked one of the mers so hard he fell back into a crumpled heap. The other got a punch in, but Hal stopped him, slamming the merman onto the earth. Neither man got up, but they were still alive.

“Enough,” Creon yelled then strode forward onto the beach, brandishing his trident before him. “What is this incompetence? Someone grab the nagual.”

“No,” I said again. 

“You were always a willful one, weren’t you? King killer,” Creon said loudly, “you and your nagual lover must pay for this regicide. King Manx is dead because of you, mermaid. You assembled naguals, you brine-water mers, step aside so we may deal with this treacherous lot. Advance, Atlantics, and take them,” Creon called, motioning to the army behind him.

I stepped down the beach toward them and looked at my people, making eye contact with Seaton and the others. “Lay down your arms, my brothers and sisters,” I called. “The real killer stands before you here. Creon, son of Hytten, I charge you with the murders of Dauphin, Coral, and King Manx. Creon has lied to us for years. He killed my parents. It was he who ordered the death of Manx, planning to place the blame for his—and my own—murder on the renegade suffocators whom you see standing around me. But it was Creon’s people who did the killing. These brothers and sisters standing here with me left Creon’s rule when he and Manx ordered the genocide of the remaining freshwaters and naguals. I was supposed to die alongside Manx. But I lived and learned the truth. Search your hearts. You know me. Would I murder the king of the Gulfs? How many of you have doubted the story of my parents’ death? Atlantics, lay down your arms.”

“Usurper! Liar,” Creon shouted, but his face betrayed him. He was found out. At long last, his treachery was unveiled. The muscles around his eyes twitched.

Seaton tossed his blades on the beach. Achates and the other scouts following suit behind him. Moments later, my brethren, the Atlantic mers, laid their blades down and bowed their heads to me.

“You will stand trial for your crimes,” I told Creon. “After you’ve had a little time to think over your rash behavior in the shallows.”

“Never,” Creon said, then moved quickly toward me. With a hurl, he threw his trident at me.

“Ink,” Roald yelled.

Hal, however, moved fast, putting himself between the trident and me.

I had no time to think. I let out a shrill so loud that it knocked the mers behind me to their knees. I shrieked, the sound waves moving around Hal, then in the direction of the trident and the king. I could see the sound rippling through the air. Somewhere in the distance, glass shattered, and I heard a car alarm whine. The mers standing on the beach behind Creon covered their sensitive ears with their hands. They went down on their knees into the surf. Between Hal and the king, the trident stopped midair, and then burst into a thousand pieces which flew backward, piercing Creon like a thousand tiny daggers.

The king of the Atlantic screamed in agony as a large piece of his trident slammed into his chest. He clutched it then fell backward onto the beach.

A second later, the song dissipated, leaving only a bonging echo. I rushed to Hal who had fallen in the wake of the siren song.

“Hal,” I gasped, falling on my knees beside him, “are you hurt?”

He grinned at me. “My ears are ringing, but I’m alive.”

I held him, my body shaking, then gazed at Creon. Blood oozed from the massive piece of metal lodged into his chest. Streaks of blood marred the sand and water around him. 

Taking a deep breath, I helped Hal stand then turned and faced the Atlantics. 

“Is everyone all right? Is anyone hurt?” I called to them.

At first, no one spoke. They stood looking in awe. Then, Seaton stepped forward.

“Hail Queen Ink,” Seaton called then, “the Siren Queen.”

“Hail the Siren Queen,” the Atlantics chimed after him, kneeling in the water which was tinged with Creon’s blood.

“Hail the Siren Queen,” Imogen called, bowing. The other freshwater mers joined her.

“Hail,” Hal said then bowed, the naguals joining him.

For a moment, I stood motionless. The turn of events seemed so strange, so unbelievable.

“All of you, please rise. My friends, we have important work that must be done.”

“What work is that, my Queen?” Seaton called to me. I couldn’t help but notice the proud expression on his face.

I looked back at Hal who was smiling at me. Waves of love emanated from him.

“True peace.”








  
 





Epilogue

 

My hand hung out the open window of Hal’s car. I scooped light and air into my palm. We were driving away from Pensacola back to Cocoa Beach, which I now called home. I gazed out at the dunes. It was a pity that the Gulf had become poisonous. The white beaches looked like they were made of sugar, the surf a lovely sapphire blue. Maybe one day the Great Mother Ocean would heal the waters, but not yet. Not yet. I closed my eyes, inhaled the perfume of the ocean, and thought about the conversation that had taken place that morning.

“I saw you in the smoke, in the fire, the mermaid from the prophecy. We knew you were coming, but we did not expect things to end like this. Yet that is the way of things,” the mamiwata said that morning as we—the cecaelia, mamiwata, the Queen Mother of the Gulf, Hal, and me—sat on the deck of a nearly-empty café overlooking the ocean.

“After a lifetime of watching Gulfs and Atlantics kill one another for power, my son no different than his father or grandfather before him, it really isn’t a bad thing to suddenly find a mermaid on the throne in the Atlantic,” the Queen Mother had said. “Bittersweet.”

I took her hand. “I am sorry for your loss. He died in my arms. I couldn’t do anything to save him, and I am sorry for it,” I told her. There had been no love between Manx and me, and given the way he was, I doubted any love could have ever grown there. But in the end, he had died because he had wanted to save his people.

She nodded kindly, patting my hand. “When we first met, I told you that you are my daughter. I meant it. With Manx’s death, our line is finished. Our race is nearly finished. The Gulfs will rely on you now, Ink, to guide us, protect us, lead us.”

“With all my heart, I will do my best.”

“With heart,” the cecaelia said then, sipping her Bloody Mary. “What else can we ask for?”

As I sat beside Hal, driving away from that small, strange gathering, I thought about my new role, my new life. I was now queen of the Atlantics, the Gulfs, naguals, and freshwaters all under my protection.

I reached out and took Hal’s hand.

“Are you all right?” he asked me.

“What more could I ask for?”

Hal lifted my hand, kissing it softly.

I closed my eyes and directed my energy toward the ocean. I let a nearly soundless siren song emanate from me. I felt the fathomless deep, the sea life, and the Great Mother Ocean. Her energy was alive, and soon, I would bring back her ways.

I smiled as I remembered a question Manx had asked me my first night in Miami. “What are you going to do with all that power, Ink?” I didn’t know what to tell him then, but now I knew. I would rule. I looked back at Hal who smiled at me. I would rule, with heart.
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Of Ocean

Cast into the sea at birth, human-born Ia found her adoptive family among the merfolk. While her underwater upbringing was peaceful, Ia’s blood-heritage and the strict societal rules of the merpeople lead her to wonder of the world above the waves.

And Ash

When a storm lands Ia ashore, she discovers her body has transformed into the human she would have been. Taken in as property by a callous plantation owner, Ia works alongside the slaves until she can make her way back to the water. There is nothing Ia wants more than to go home, that is, until she meets a handsome, troubled man named Matthias, who has a touch that can be as kind as his tongue is harsh.

Torn between two very different lives, Ia must choose – stay in his world and risk her life for a love untested, or return to the familiar arms of the underwater world that raised her and risk losing what may be the greatest love she will ever know.

Will Ia’s choice lead to her happiness or her destruction?








  
 

Prologue
Summer was waning when I was born, marked by the heat leaving the waters and the nights growing longer. My family wanted to migrate with the rest of their people, but they waited for me in the stillness of the waves, keeping an ever-watchful eye.

Mother heard the wails of the fisherman’s wife the night the woman discovered she carried me in her womb. The fisherman and his wife lived next to the water in a small, dilapidated shack made of rotten wood and leaky thatch. They had six children before me, although Mother knew not in what mixture their genders numbered. All but two were taken away at birth. The couple had too many as it were for a meager fisherman and his wife, and I was yet another mouth to feed.

The fisherman’s cries of mercy woke my family the night I was born. My arrival was sooner than expected, his wife not having carried me nine months in her womb. I was tiny, frail. My left leg was misshapen, my head oblong.

Mother watched him from beneath the surface, saw his tanned sailor’s skin, ebony and white streaked hair, and grey-whiskered face. He looked down at me, the fragile bundle cradled in his arms, and cried out through parched lips and crooked, black teeth:

“Forgive me, O God! Have mercy on her. I leave her to your care.”

He dropped me in the water with a small plop.

My sister, Liliana, caught me before I plunged too far into the depths. My family crowded around me, anxious and excited. My uncles debated eating me, seeing my size and stature, convinced I would not survive. Mother waved them off and took me from my sister’s arms, cradling me as my still-human lips turned blue.

It was an enormous challenge for a human to come into the fold. Not many of us were capable of such a change, but Mother knew my lineage had been on and in the water. She had watched my father and his father before him.

She lowered her lips to my nose and mouth, and she breathed into me the life of the sea dwellers, the merfolk. I sputtered a bit, and my body shivered, unsure of the transformation. Mother held me tight, sang me lullabies of the whales, and when all my family had lost hope that I’d survive, I woke.

My scream was shrill, she said. Loud, piercing. She was proud, surprised at the pushing force of the water I had generated. She knew I would be a good Caller.

With that, they gathered to me – my mother, sister, uncles, aunts, and cousins – and in a ritual almost lost in the passage of time, sang as my mother fed me two drops of her blood.

My legs lengthened and molded together, as her nourishment pulsed through my body, changing me inch by inch. Where my feet had once been, two fins took shape, overlaid with iridescent blue scales.

The process was beautiful, my family told me, rare, and yet there I was, the adopted, healthy and changing. Born human, and through the grace and love of the one I would know as Mother, turned into a creature of the deep, a daughter of the ocean, a mermaid.








  
 

Chapter 1
The Caribbean

1736

I ran my fingers through my hair, and the motion failed to ease my dissatisfaction. My locks had been cut short the day prior. The feel of the crude length in between my fingers disappointed me, and it always had.

Mother let it grow longer than she should, fascinated by my strands of gold.

“Someday.” I heard her whisper, holding to the hope that my voice would sound out soon. If it did, I would be a Caller, and there would be no more cutting. My hair would grow to a gorgeous length, and Mother would comb and braid it lovingly.

The Calling Days were filled with ritual. The beautiful braids would be loosened, combed through and shined with ground pearls. The mothers would whisper sacred words to the Callers, and those sacred daughters would swim up until the light broke through the surface and beyond.

Only the Callers had long hair, and they were proud of it, some more prideful than they should be. Their lengthy tresses were beautiful, and they were enticing to the men they lured, they said, stroking their strands in front of us shorn Untried and Lessers.

Our clan had rarely more than seventeen Callers. My four sisters came into their positions early, each possessing the melodic, high-pitched voice of our now retired mother. They would have their own families soon, and the eldest of my sisters was already mated to the strongest male of our tribe.

Only I was left untested, and Mother grew more anxious with each season. I was rare, she said, me with my golden hair among the naturally dark-haired merfolk, and my large eyes the color of sea foam. My breasts were plump and hips wide to birth young.

Mother made a list of males for me, some of them with exceptional status among our kind, but I could only be mated if I were a Caller. The females without a voice were little more than servants – Lessers.

My family hadn’t produced a Lesser in four generations. Then again, I was adopted. Once a human, pitied and turned. Some wagered against me, and even my own sisters held doubts, but never Mother. To her, I just needed more prodding and a little more time.

“Ia!” 

I heard her voice a world away, could sense the excitement in it.

“Ia! Come here, now!”

I stopped fumbling through my crude hair, and gathering my composure, I swam in the direction of her voice, following the current and a few wayward schools of small fish, thinking that perhaps I should snack before I approached her.

She found me before I could give it a second thought.

“You are Calling.”

My jaw slacked open. “Tonight?”

I had not been made aware I would be tested, had not been practicing as I should.

“Of course, child,” a low voice from behind me answered, and I turned to face shining eyes highlighted by deep wrinkles at their corners. Our High Mother, Queen of not just our tribe, but our entire clan.

I stumbled over proper forms of address, instead choosing to lower my head to show some reverence. Her hand lifted my chin, and my gaze met hers.

“You have seen twenty-five years come late fall. That is close enough,” the High Mother said, her eyes narrowing as she studied me.

“Mother, is this what you wish as well?” I asked, hoping for support in delaying this, but found only a sigh as a response. Mother seemed hesitant to answer me, pausing before she answered, and considered the gaze of the Queen in our midst as well as the looks of the people that were gathering around us.

The High Mother raised her eyebrows as she turned her attention to Mother. It was foolish to deny the High Mother.

“Two ships have been spotted,” Mother replied to me. “You call, or you fail and the young mermen find another beauty to pine for. Our High Mother is right. You are of age, and it is time.”

“Good,” the High Mother said. “I was hoping for more interesting activities besides the usual mating ceremonies. A test is always full of excitement.” She winked at me with a smile on her lips as she turned to leave with her entourage. “And surprises. Always full of surprises.”

Mother bit her lip and clasped her hands in front of her as she turned to join the High Mother’s entourage, then swam away, leaving my thoughts to chase the shrinking iridescent green of her fins. Chattering jolted me, and I found remnants of our voyeurs studying me, some haughty, certain of my failure, and others stressed. The faces of the Lessers were lined with worry.

No one who had truly lived life at the bottom ever wished it on others.

I did not cry, at least not where anyone would witness. I turned and fled in the direction opposite my mother, my tail flexing as fast as it could go, propelling me through the depths until the light grew incredibly dim.

I took refuge in a dark grotto, long abandoned by life. I had found it as a small child, fleeing the insults and jeering of my peers, and anytime I found my life overwhelming, my future forlorn, and my choices stolen, I retreated to my silent sanctuary.

This day was darker than others, and the entrance to the cave sat before me, a gloomy mouth opened wide. Instinct told me to leave, to seek my family, but I knew they would bring me no comfort. Tracing the ancient drawings of the humans along familiar walls always brought peace of mind to me, brought my thoughts to an arena of ‘what-ifs’.

What had this place been, long ago, to the humans? It hadn’t always been underwater. Humans cannot breathe as we can, nor do their eyes see through the dark depths.

I swam in, my eyes adjusting to the change in light, the faint glow of the depictions warming up the atmosphere around me. I wound my way around the sharp edges of the ceiling to my favorite spot, a deep area with figures chasing enormous land creatures, and even a drawing of fire, yet another mystery of my birth-world that I had never experienced and had only seen from afar.

What would it be like to be as I was born – human? From what I had seen, the people above the surface were free. They ran, and walked, and laughed on the beaches. Lovers entwined themselves under the stars. Surely, their days were filled with sunshine and love, and such a people would treasure each other, and there would be no Lessers among them - Would there be?

I questioned Mother about their world often, and her answers would always fall to the story of my birth, and how my father had chosen death for me, but I wished to believe that it was because a part of him knew my true family awaited me beneath the waters, a family that could mend my frail, human form.

The human body was a weak one, indeed. Those I feasted on were grotesque creatures, with rough beards, blackened teeth, and tough skin. Wide, fearful eyes, too. I would wonder if I would have been as they - rough, rotten, and fearful of my death. I would hold on  longer to them than I should, studying them, watching their mouths open as they gasped for air and their eyes widen with the realization that I would not be saving them.

It was painful to sink my teeth in, to feel the life of them spurt forth and drain down my throat, but it was necessary, no matter how I longed to help them to the surface, and no matter the pity I held for a creature that I could have been. Survival, my mother named it. It was my survival as opposed to theirs.

Tonight, too, would determine my fate. It would cement my place in our tribe, in our clan, in our kind. Should I fail, I would serve and be one of the silent ones that looked on the young Untried with furrowed brow.

“You will succeed,” the masculine voice next to me whispered, the movement of his words bubbling in my right ear as a strong finger played with a strand of my shortened hair. Smooth, deep, and haunting, his voice made most of the females giggle and sigh.

It grated down my spine.

“Hello, Ro,” I said, flat and irritated.

“So this is where you come to hide.”

My hand jerked up and wiped away the water leaking from my eyes. I had been crying, and he’d seen me. I pushed away from the wall and floated back into an open space.

“I am more than capable of catching you,” he said.

“Is that a threat or a poor attempt at seduction?”

He laughed, and the smirk he gave me was evidence of both.

He had been after me since I had grown into a young adult, my curves and breasts blossoming. Ro was quick to make his intentions known, and as the youngest, strongest guard of my clan, he would have his pick.

I had been flattered, taken by the handsome merman with that gleam of lust in his eyes. His words, his compliments, enveloped me. If only I’d call, then I would be mated, be his for the rest of our long lives.

It was a dream readily crushed when I found him thrusting against one of my tribe’s unwilling Lessers.

Fattened by a grand feast, most were asleep when a small cry, quickly silenced, roused me. I left the safety of my sisters and swam around our grotto, curious. Turning the corner of an older structure inhabited by Ro’s family, I saw them and stopped, frozen, clinging to the wall next to me.

I couldn’t remember her name. Many Lessers lost their names when they assumed their positions and instead took the names of their family. She was a year or two older than me, a more recent Lesser, with vibrant, short red hair that was now grabbed up to the scalp, forcefully, in one of his hands. The other hand greedily squeezed her breasts.

Tears streamed down her face as he grunted and groaned, slamming against her, and the sand of the floor blew up with the twitches of their fins. Harder, quicker he moved, her face tightening in pain under him until his head threw back, and his mouth opened in an ‘O’.

Gathering herself, she took the moment to escape from beneath him, feeling the slack in his grip.

He rebounded, caught her before she could move. “I’m not done with you.”

His face darkened again, and the hand still holding her hair pushed her head down past his chest and abdomen. My hands balled up into fists, and I started to move toward them, determined to defend her as best I could. A hand grabbed my shoulder, stopping me before I could step from the shadows. It was my sister, Liliana.  Her eyes were wide, and she shook her head as she held a finger to her lips to silence any intention I had of voicing my dissent. After a moment, she pulled me to her, and we fled, having stayed as long as we had only due to my state of shock. It was akin to watching a shark tear at the limbs of one too slow to flee their death.

I was unknowing in the ways of mating, let alone abused mating. It terrified me at first, the fear evident on my face each time he neared, much to his confusion.

Then I became infuriated, especially when I saw his abused Lesser, swollen with young, banished to the growing reef for the duration of her situation. It was shameful, hurtful when her matriarch passed judgement, and the Lesser said nothing, not a word for her own defense. 

I opened my mouth, but words failed me too as the realization hit me that no one would believe her.

Or me.

Or both of us.

Charming Ro had set himself up as the ideal merman, the destined Premier Guard of our tribe, and perfect mate. His great-grandmother had been a High Mother – a Queen – and his mother and father were among the elite of our tribe. His ancestry alone afforded him far more reverence than he deserved. To insinuate he raped a forbidden, chaste Lesser, would have been laughable and insulting, and I knew it as truth in the depths of my being. I would’ve taken the same disbelieving position as everyone else had I not seen him. For the first time in my short life, I understood – in its entirety – what Lesser truly meant, and it shook me to the core.

I’d been the receiver of many a cruel act from not being mer-born, but even I was regarded as above the Lessers.

Now, here he was.

Ro. Half propositioning me. Half threatening. His face and posture screaming that he’d do the same to me as that poor Lesser if he could get away with it. He might even try here if I angered him enough.

I smeared a smile across my face. “I need to be alone, Ro.”

He shrugged. “You are worried that you will fail.” 

“What is it to you if I do fail?”

He moved closer, pressing himself to me. “It would be in your best interest if you don’t, but,” he paused, choosing his words. “I have never been one for restrictions.”

I glared at him, my thoughts returning to that horrible night.

“You know I saw you.” It slipped out, and half of me hoped it would shake him up.

He shrugged again as though it were a casual comment, nothing serious in its implication.

“I thought as much. Your behavior, your sudden dislike of me. I suspected that might have been you, hiding behind that corner,” he leaned in, his lips tickling my earlobe. “Caller or Lesser, either way, you are mine. Do not forget that.”

He grinned as he backed away from me.

I shuddered. “Why me? Why not one of my sisters, or one of the ones who adore you?”

His head cocked to the side as he considered it, searching for an answer.

“Why do you deny me?” Hurt crossed his face for a brief moment before that all-too-slippery sneer tugged at the corners of his mouth again. “It makes me crave you all the more. Good luck tonight, Land-born. I will see you after.” He winked, the glow of his purple mer-eyes paling as he backed away, and then he swam off, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

He will not have me. If I am a Caller, then I shall choose someone else. If a Lesser… I’ll leave. I’ll be forgotten, Forsaken, but at least I will not be his.

My hands tightened into fists at my sides as I swam back home.










  
 

Chapter 2
“He swims strong, one of the fastest, and I have no doubt his sons will offer great protection as he has for his family.” Mother’s voice held excitement when speaking of Ro, her focus shifting back and forth between my sister and me.

“Ro does fight well,” I was always careful to compliment Mother’s choices when she started beaming about the formation of our own families, even more so when she made us listen to her.

Liliana rolled her eyes as she smiled. She was as beautiful as all mer-born and had been tested already, declared to be a mother as soon as she’d selected a mate. Her call was strong; she’d claimed two ships in her first year alone.

She was once the top choice for Ro’s family. His mother had flattered her incessantly over her beauty and great talent, but much to everyone’s surprise, Lili refused to select a mate, instead choosing to take her first season as a Caller to bring honor to our family. I had wondered in those days who she was holding her heart for, who she was waiting on, and often questioned why she never seized the opportunity to profess her love. Liliana kept her desires as silent as her opinions. Not even our mother could read her, and our sisters were unable to drag a word out of her.

It was a pleasant surprise to have her as my Call Giver – the one who would instruct me, and ultimately, test me. She smiled as she held my hand, encouraging me, but I could see the concern in her eyes too.

After all, voices were inherited.

We surfaced side-by-side, and I was lost in the light. Although the sun was sinking below the horizon, it was blinding and beautiful. Our kind surface so rarely when we are not Callers, and I remembered the relaxing warmth of the sun on one of our annual visits.

I kept my sight fixed on the descending sun, enjoying the heat from it on my shoulders and face, wishing I could’ve had the day up here. I could hear the other Callers surfacing at our backs, giving us some distance and a little privacy.

“We’ll have to stay in deeper waters tonight,” Lili’s voice was soft, gentle, and high. It soared when she sang, and yet sounded like a small child’s when she spoke.

I nodded in reply, still studying the sun in its waning majesty.

“We will have a storm tonight. A bad one.”

She pointed to the north, where the sky was already blackening with ominous clouds. “The ships will be here soon.”

I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head to the side, confused. I saw nothing but the shore in the far, far distance that looked to be enveloping the sun with each passing moment.

“I can hear them, Ia,” she said. “You will too. It’s a taught ability, and necessary for all Callers.”

I lifted my hand out of the water, watching the droplets run down my skin, back toward their origin. “Do you think I have it in me?”

She looked away for a moment, surveying the other Callers that were surfacing. “I hope so, Ia. I would not wish being a Lesser on my worst enemy.”

“I wasn’t aware you had any,” I smiled, half-heartedly.

She huffed a little, eying me with irritation. “You need to take this seriously, sister.”

I looked down to the depths, unable to see our home and Mother.

“I will not be a Lesser, Lili.” I refused to say more. She knew what was on my mind, and her mouth fell open.

Leaving.

Forsaken.

“You do not mean that, Ia.”

I sighed, feeling the weight of the discussion on top of the mounting anxiety for my test. “I do, Lili. I would rather be a feast for sharks than be locked in servitude to the likes of Ro.”

The name took her aback. She swam closer, those beautiful features of hers contorted with concern. “Why him?” She paused. “Why do you believe you’ll be serving him as a Lesser?”

“He is determined, absolutely determined, to mate with someone in our family,” I said. “He will be our family.”

I felt the shudder roll through her, and could see the drop of her face as she acknowledged the truth in my words.

My mouth opened to ask her of her thoughts, but all I could push out was a syllable before she interrupted me, covering my mouth with her hand.

“Listen,” she whispered, her gaze traveling to a far off place. “Do you hear them? The ships?”

My focus shifted to my ears, but all I could hear was the movement of the sea around us and my own heartbeat. Thunder sounded, startling me, and my concentration went to the building storm ahead.

I shook my head.

She looked back to the other Callers who, visibly, were hearing the same signs as she. “Tonight, Ia shall call for us,” she yelled to them. “It is the first of her tests.”

“So may she call,” they replied in unison.

“May Great Mother give Ia a voice with which to bless us, with life, that we may have life.”

“May it be so,” they replied.

She turned to me. “This is where it becomes dangerous. Are you ready, Ia?”

I nodded. As ready as I will ever be.

* * *
She took my hand, and we swam, keeping our upper bodies above the water as our tails propelled us, until the others were but spots in the distance behind us.

“Look! Do you see?” She pointed to the north, and there they were.

Three ships. One after the other, small but growing.

The sun had all but faded now, and the storm was nearer. Lightning lit the sky above us, threads of iridescence wrapping in and out of the encroaching gray and black.

The sight scared me, and I fought the instinct to dive back to the safety of our grotto. 

Liliana’s calm, determined presence strengthened me. “It is going to be difficult for your first test, but you must try,” she spoke up over the rising howl of wind.

More experienced or talented Callers used such acts of nature to their advantage, their gifts allowing for an extraordinary, hypnotic tone and volume that stretched for kilometers, convincing the men on the ship that their voice would guide them to safe passage.

I felt the rising waves before I saw them, the currents shifting swiftly beneath us, and we bobbed with them in the water, attune to the movement.

The ships were not as lucky. They were large, cumbersome, and the bulk of them rode the waves crudely, sometimes airborne for a moment before the bow crashed down, splashing violently into the next wave. The sails, radiant white in the fading light, teetered and tottered from side to side, the weight of them dragging the vessels down to a perilous distance.

Forms moved about on the deck, frantic, but calculated. Some pulled at ropes; others shimmied up to great heights. As their vessels neared, their shouts and commands could be heard softly in the winds.

“We must get closer,” Liliana yelled, her voice dampened by the gale. “See the ship to the right? That is the leader.” 

She pointed, and I nodded.

The rain felt sharp as it fell, increasing from drops here and there to a barrage.

“I have to call over all this noise?”

“Yes!” She dove under, taking my hand.

We stared at each other for a moment as our eyes adjusted to the dark, and I knew from the look on her face that the weather was worrisome.

“Ia, we can decline this one. There will be other ships, and you have two attempts left.”

 I considered it. “Can you call through this?” I asked, the root of me knowing her answer as I pointed to the storm raging above us.

Liliana nodded.

“Maybe I should try,” I thought out loud. “I would hate to discard this attempt without trying.”

“Are you sure?” She took my other hand as she searched my face with her eyes.

“We will have to get ourselves as close as possible, and stay on the surface to lure them to the rocks,” she said. “The others will join us when we get close, but it will be on you.”

“Or you,” I added, anticipating my failure.

The belly of the foremost ship approached, its shadow looming ever closer, parts dipping in and out of the view beneath the waves. I took a deep breath, the gills under my ears flexing and reveling in the reprieve of the saltwater, and then swam toward it, Liliana in tow.

“Surface……NOW,” she shouted, and we both propelled up and through the water, jumping out of it from the force of our tails.

The ship was massive, the wood creaked and groaned even though it was soaked. I braced myself against its side.

“Now, call. When you have their attention, they will follow your voice,” she yelled. “Start small and easy. Use a single, wordless tone.”

I pulled air into my lungs, felt the pressure of it tingle and burn, and turned my head upward trying to direct my mouth to the edge of the deck as we bounded in and out of the storm-tossed sea.  I parted my lips and let loose with all my strength, concentrating on trying to create the beautiful sound my family was known for.

Nothing came out save a deep, pebble-filled screech.

Liliana lost her grip on the side of the ship as her hands instinctively covered her ears, and she fell back into the depths, wincing as her eyes broke contact with mine.

The ship’s movement grew more erratic by the second as the winds unleashed on us, and I too, lost my grip and retreated underwater. The waters beneath were angry as well. Their currents reached deeper and lifted the contents of the upper levels of the sea to the surface in towering waves.

Liliana screamed my name. I heard that much among the turmoil, but little else, and I followed her voice.

“We are in grave danger. This storm is more than either of us can handle, and the ships are -”

A large hull, like a giant beast, tore through the water as we were pulled up.

“Lili!” I cried out, watching my sister slam against the wood and bounce into darkness.

Pieces of wood skewered my vision; the roar of the winds and rain and crash stunned my hearing.

The humans screamed, some of them now overboard and floating helplessly in the waters with me. The ones still conscious gasped for breath, reaching their arms upward, straining for help, but found none as we were tossed about.

I strained to push myself deeper, knowing if I could make it past this pull, I could retreat to calmer waters and maybe find Liliana, but as I orientated myself, hard wood grazed the right side of my tail. Thrusting my fin up and down as fast as it would let me, I was determined to push away from the behemoth chasing me. Something sharp bit into my fin as the waters began to pull us all upward yet again. It tugged me back, and when I glanced back, I saw its reflective sheen.

A hook.

A very large hook.

The pain of it tore through me, and the desperation to free myself transformed into pure panic as I felt rough threads wrap around my tail, moving farther up my body, wrapping itself around my arms until I could no longer fight it. It was a net, and I was completely, utterly snared.

The ship plunged downward again, and I, tied mercilessly to its side, went with it, the force of it throttling me against the unyielding wood.

My vision darkened as my head grew light, and an unnatural deep sleep consumed me.










  
 

Chapter 3
The weight of the world was on my body, or so it felt.

Pressure.

Enormous pressure in my head, in my ears.

Heat.

It bathed my skin, but it was not a comforting warmth. It was torturous, as though a thousand sharp rocks were scraping across every bit of me.

I coughed and knew from the pain of the water bubbling up my throat that I was no longer in the ocean.

Sand was beneath me, hot and gritty. I closed my fingers around it, cradling it. How different. It felt barely moist.

The light blinded me as I opened my eyes. Overwhelmed, I wiped the remnant of vile moisture from my lips with the back of my hand, noticing the red tint of my skin. Bright pink and burning, it felt it could rip with any movement.

How am I alive?

While merfolk may stay above surface as much as we like, our ability to breathe air is limited. Our human-like lungs are quickly exhausted to the point that we must return beneath the waters at least every other hour or so to draw in better breath through our gills. I suspected from the height of the sun that I had been here more than a few hours, perhaps even a day. The pain coursing through my body told me that I must make it back to the water.

Lifting myself up onto my elbows brought forth a new agony, the hooks and net digging in to the parts of me still entrapped. I released what barbs I could from my arms using my free hand and began to slide down the netting. Rolling on to my stomach would be painful but necessary if I were to dig the remaining hooks out of my tail. The ones in my back would have to remain there until I could make it home. The net I would have to carry, and hope against hope it would not snare something else or trap me along the way.

I groaned as I turned myself over, using the little strength in my arms that I had left. My tail was not cooperating. It convulsed as I tried to use it to assist my movement, and it jerked in multiple directions. I kept my eyes closed as I pushed myself up to sit, afraid of viewing the incredible damage that it suffered.

It might render me unable to swim, unable to survive, and cast me into a long and drawn out death on an unfamiliar beach.

I opened my eyes to find feet at the end of my tail, still bound with the netting and hooks. Not a tail at all.

Legs.

Two of them, with two feet at the end. I followed the reddened, angry skin, sliding my palms up it, my hands in as much disbelief as my eyes. They were mine, the legs. I stopped at my stomach, knowing from the ache of the sunburn and the shocks of pain from the still-embedded hooks that this was neither a dream nor an afterlife.

I had turned human, someway, somehow in the mess.

I sobbed, terrified of what lay before me. Legs. Feet. Hooks, nets, scrapes, scratches, gashes, bruises.

How do I get back my tail? How do I get home?

Legs. I had legs, but my left one was turned inward, the knee dislodged and bulging.

I reached behind my ears and grasped for gills that were no longer there. I wrapped my arms around me, seeking to find some comfort, some calm in the emotions flooding me.

Not only was I human, I was maimed.

Human.

The story of my birth, of my turning, rushed back to me. I was human, now, but not beautiful as the mermaid I had become. I was the human that I would have been had I lived.

The unwanted, deformed, weak human that her father threw to the depths of the ocean.

Then again, while my form was perfect in the water, I had failed my first test. The odds were growing that I would be a Lesser. Perhaps this weaker, human form was a gift. I took deep breaths to calm the turmoil within me, and studied my skin for a moment, watching as it crinkled then grew taut with my movement.

“Miss? Are you alive?”

It was a woman’s voice. A human voice, soft, calm, and comforting.

She spoke English, but in an accent I had never heard. I took a moment before I responded, my head and body still reeling from the pain…and the surprise that I was still alive.

“I do not know.” The words were difficult to say as my lips splintered and cracked. “How long have I been here on shore?”

“All day, I think. We have one other survivor that I know of, and he is not expected to live much longer.” She kneeled down next to me, her face but a blur, and offered me water from a thick, leather pouch.

“We searched for survivors this morning. I am sorry we overlooked you. You are hurt bad, and I will take you to be healed, yes?”

I focused my sight on the sturdy, large frame next to me, and the details grew clearer with each second. Her skin was dark as midnight, smooth and rich, contrasted against the solid white dress she wore. The same cloth was wrapped about her head, just a tuft of soft brown hair peeking out at the top.  Her eyes were kind, and her half-toothless smile, along with the gentle lines that framed it, told me she was loving, and I would be safe by her hands.

I took the offered water, and then gagged at the flavor. It was salt-less – something I had never tasted, but I knew the pain in my stomach signaled that I needed it. She pulled the sack of water back some.

“Easy, miss. You will be sick if you drink too much.”

I nodded, keeping my grasp on the vessel as she draped a piece of fabric around me. 

“Zatia lives not too far from here. She is a freewoman, a healer. She can give you clothes, too.”

Clothes. Yes, many humans wear fabric about them, and I’ll have to be one of them.

“Yes, that would be good.” I replied, still unsure of my surroundings, but as I was at a loss for other options, I agreed to go.

The woman’s stout muscles helped me to my feet, and I cratered.

“I will carry you. You are light.” Without permission or protest, she swept my legs out from under my body and lifted, carrying me as one would an infant.

“What is your name, miss?”

“Ia.”

She paused for a moment, glancing down at me before we continued on. “Eye-uh,” she repeated. “I am Jiba.”

Unsure of my response, I chose silence. Her name was as unique to me as mine was to her.

* * *
Jiba moved at a quick pace. Sweat streaked down her face, and her breaths became more shallow and frequent as she, no doubt, pushed her stamina to its limit with the added burden of my weight.

Fields and a few houses loomed in the far distance when we reached a modest home. It appeared new, the wood in excellent condition compared to the rotten, aged shacks with brittle thatch on the dock that we’d settled near in the north. This structure was one story, simple, painted white. It was unassuming aside from the smear of red that stained the doorframe.

Jiba carried me up its cobblestone walkway, pausing halfway through to take a brief respite. She muttered something beneath her breath then continued her course. We were greeted by an open door.

A girl stood behind it, slumping in that awkward limbo between youth and womanhood, the soft pink of her palms grasping the edge. She shrunk from view as best she could, seeking cover in the shadow as she searched me with her small, inquisitive eyes, and then turned away when they met my gaze.

“Nattie,” Jiba spoke to her, her voice smooth and slow as she carried me inside. “Close the door behind me.”

A heavy sigh heaved from the girl’s chest as she pushed it to, the shadow of the door receding and revealing her petite form and night-kissed skin.

“Zatia won’t like this, mama,” Nattie’s frail voice whispered on the wind away from us, her speech less accented than her mother’s.

“I won’t like what, girl,” called a heavy, sultry voice from the back of the house. Jiba carried me farther in, following the voice and a strange aroma that began to waft through the house.

“A woman from the shipwreck,” Jiba called out to the disembodied voice.

“Matthias told you to bring all survivors to the estate grounds. Master’s orders,” the woman said as pots and pans clanked about.

“She is hurt.” Jiba called out over the clanging, and it ceased for a moment.

“Fine,” the voice replied, and Jiba turned us to face a door next to the main entrance. It was worn, more so than the rest of the house as far as I could see. A large red dot was painted in the middle.

Nattie opened it without a word, her lips moving quickly to mouth an unspoken prayer.

The room was small, cluttered, and archaic compared to the structure that contained it. Dirt was dusted on the floor; plants grew next to every window with stalks bent to the light, drinking in the sun. Dried leaves hung from the ceiling, forming a canopy.

Jiba laid me down on the floor in the center of a giant circle of white that smelled of salt. Her rough, calloused hands lifted my head and placed a small bundling of straw beneath it to cushion me.

Every bit of my body ached.

The door opened, and in walked the commander of the house, the owner of the hoarse, low voice. The sunlight pouring in from the windows illuminated her smooth ebony skin. She pursed her plush lips as she crossed her arms and examined me with her golden-brown eyes. She was beautiful. Breathtaking. Her features bold yet delicate. Her age was only hinted at when she leaned close to me, and I saw soft wrinkles forming at the outer corners of her eyes.

“Pale for a slave, for someone who does hard work in the sun.” Her words were sardonic, yet true. Jiba smirked, and looked up at her.

“She is new, from the north. Maybe she works in the house,” Jiba reasoned.

Zatia shrugged, waving off Jiba’s explanations. “He will be angry that you have brought a white woman here, Jiba,” Zatia’s voice was even-keeled with a tinge of scolding. She raised her eyebrows as she addressed her counterpart.

“Will you help her or not?” Jiba stated. “Her leg is bad.”

Zatia grunted as she took my right foot in hand and reached with the other into a leather apron draped around her neck, pulling out a tool, metallic and worn.

“Have to get these barbs out,” she said, showing me the tips of the pliers. “It will be very, very painful. I will work as quick as I can, yes?”

I nodded, breathing out through my nose as the tip of the tool dug into the holes of my flesh. A quick jerk of Zatia’s arm freed broken fragments of the hooks that had snared me.

Pain ripped through my body, and tears formed in my eyes. Jiba leaned close, cradling my head, and began to sing a soft song.

Zatia paused.

“She was born like this,” she said to Jiba, her tone easing off its earlier abrasiveness. “Her knee, the bone, all of it. Nothing I can do but mend where the barbs tore.”

I looked down at my legs again. My left was mangled indeed. The knee bent inward toward my right side at an awkward angle. An equally deformed musculature restricted its movement. My left foot pointed in to the right as well, and down, the calf that controlled it in a permanent flex.

Zatia pressed her hand softly against my forehead. “You rest as best you can.”

With a snap of Zatia’s fingers, Nattie appeared with a pitcher of water in one hand and torn rags in the other. She knelt next to Zatia and me, dipped the rags in the water and scrubbed off the matted dirt and blood as Zatia continued her work, yanking barbs free from my skin and muscles.

The water was warm, soothing.

“Thank you,” I said, and the women paused to look up at each other before resuming their work, a gleam of surprise in their expressions.

“You are welcome,” Jiba replied, smiling as she took my hand in hers. “You are in good hands. I must get back to work. I will return, and if you are well enough, I’ll take you to the main house.”

I nodded, muscle spasms ripping through my concentration with each of Zatia’s maneuvers.

Nattie followed her mother out; her high-pitched voice carried through the door despite its low volume. She returned with a smile, more at ease with my presence, and continued her task of cleaning me up.

“What is your name?” Zatia’s voice cut through the silence.

“My people call me Ia,” I replied.

Her hands halted for a second, considering the name. “Where are you from?”

The answers churned in my mind for a moment. Should I tell her the truth? That I come from deep under the waves?

That I feed on her kind?

Do I lie to these women who have saved me?

“I’m from the north,” I said, hoping that it was sufficient enough to quell the questioning for now.

“You were lucky Jiba found you.” She stood, wiping bloody hands on her apron. “The others would have done as they were told and dragged you to work as you were.”

“Will she be punished because of me?”

Zatia sighed as she dug through the herbs hanging over our heads, pulled leaves off here and there, and then crumbled them in her fist. “Perhaps, perhaps not. It is of no matter. Jiba chose her course,” Zatia said. “She is a gentle spirit, strong, but even she can be broken. You best not tell anyone that she brought you here.”

She knelt over me, caressing my face in her hands. “Especially my son,” she continued, her lips and jaw tensing. “Lie. Say you did not know the face, and they left you on the doorstep.”

I nodded, and she spoke in her native language to Nattie, who fetched another pitcher of water.

“I must close your wounds, but first, we must clean them. It may hurt.”

I again nodded, this time, closing my eyes and bracing myself for more pain. The warmth of the water trickled from the cloth onto a spot of raw, rent tissue. It was salt water. Ocean water. Heated, and comforting. I felt my body soaking it in, consuming it, thirsty for it.

A small gasp escaped Zatia, and I opened my eyes to find her staring at my legs. The areas touched by the saltwater were glowing, ever so slightly transforming red, angry tears into pink ones, sealing the skin up around them until my flesh became as new.

Nattie froze, mouth agape. Zatia looked down at me, eyes wide and eyebrows raised. “What are you, Ia?”

The words came out slowly, softly.

I parted my lips to tell her the truth of my origin when the door burst wide open, slamming into the wall adjacent.

“You were warned not to bring white people here.”

A deep, angry voice resounded in my ears. The voice was an English one, with but a hint of the unusual accent I’d been hearing.

The man was tall, the hat on his head almost touching the top of the door frame. His skin was a light brown with gold like the deeper clay from the northern shores, and his lips were plush, his cheekbones high and sculpted. The wide-brimmed hat he wore concealed wavy black hair, or so I could tell from the wayward strands that peeked out.

But it was his eyes that captured me. Vibrant, light green made absolutely radiant by the dark contrast of his skin. Angry, yes, enraged even, but my, they were beautiful. Unlike any human’s I had seen before, unlike the weathered, aged, rotten-toothed sailors we feasted on.

He stepped in as Zatia stood, and she and Nattie both kept their heads and sight directed to the ground as Zatia tossed a tattered cloth over me to shield my nakedness from his sight.

“Defy me again, and I cannot save you from the trouble he’ll bring on you. Understand me?”

Zatia and Nattie both nodded, their hands clasped solemnly in front of them.

“Take her,” he ordered.

An African man stepped around him, sliding in between him and the door. He wore only a pair of pants, white and marred with stains, kept up by rope at his waist. His eyes never met mine.

He kneeled next to me and lifted, but unlike the gentle carriage of Jiba earlier, he threw me across his shoulder, and I found myself looking at the ground, an uncomfortable pressure growing where my stomach met the bones of his shoulder.

The sun outside blinded me again, and I jerked in surprise as the man tossed me into a small wagon. My back slammed against the wood, but I did not cry out.

“Sorry,” the man spoke, but his words were muffled, full of weight. As he turned to leave, I noticed both of his ears were swollen shut, the lobes ballooned and twisted. Scar upon scar streaked across his back, highlighted by glistening sweat. Some of the skin still held a pinkish hue as though it lingered in a constant state of healing.

“He said, ‘sorry’. He’s half-deaf, he is. Beaten until his ears were done for, or so it looks, probably by the previous owner. You’ll come to understand him in time. Here. Put this on,” a feminine voice spoke from behind me she draped another cloth around my shoulders. “You are very lucky to have lived. Very few have made it.”

I glanced back to find a hefty, pale, pinkish woman smiling at me from the driver’s bench.

“You’ll have to forgive me, dear. I’m Mary.” She giggled. “I serve in the kitchen. Followed my husband over, I did. He’s a cook.” She extended a hand.

I took it, following her lead.

“When I heard that someone lived through that awful mess, and it was a woman, and you were…well, like me, I thought I’d tag along with Mr. Matthias to come fetch you,” she continued, words flying out faster than I could perceive them.

The driver, the very same man who unloaded me, climbed up next to Mary and took the reins. He called out with a strong, slurred voice to the horse latched to the wagon, and we jolted forward, almost sending me sprawling. Mary caught me by my shoulders.

“Oh, you poor thing. You must be horribly frightened and exhausted. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

Her face was kind, excited even, but as I glanced at the driver’s ears and scarred back, I could not shake the feeling that I was being carried into a world far more dangerous than I’d imagined. Mary poured out her every thought, her history, the years she and her husband would work for land and freedom, the night’s menu, where I would likely be stationed considering my unfortunate disability.

All of it flowed through my mind for a fleeting moment, every other thought urging me to make my way back to the water, to my people, to my healed, underwater body.

I sat silent, half-listening to Mary as we traveled for some distance, our wagon clicking by field after field of a tall crop, the green of it washed out by the light of the afternoon sun. Sweat-drenched slaves toiled in the heat. Younger girls and older women hauled water in buckets, giving each worker a ladleful at a time. The cracks of whips cut through the air, followed by the pent-up wails of some of the poor souls on the receiving end.

The man who burst into Zatia’s home rode alongside the cart.

I felt his stare on me, studying my misshapen form.

He said nothing as he stretched his back in the saddle, rotating his left shoulder. I met his gaze for a moment then looked down at the passing ground.

“Three ships, twelve survivors, most too broken to work, and then we have this one,” he continued with a nod toward me. “Of all the able-bodied on board, this mangled one is the one who lived.” He sighed.

“Can’t work the fields, at least, not well. Plenty of servants and slaves in the house. God, I pray you are not my responsibility. I wouldn’t know where to place you. Who do you belong to, girl?”

I looked up at him, confused by the question, and felt the heat as my face flushed with anger. 

“Are you deaf and dumb as well? Your contract. Who owns you,” he raised his voice, slowed his words.

“Oh, come, Matthias. Really, must you badger the girl,” Mary pleaded with him, half-scolding. “I’m sure we’ll get a full account of everything once she’s had a good meal and rest. She may not know who she is to go to. She may not can read, for Christ’s sake.”

“If she’s not Lord Malcom’s property, then she’s not my concern,” Matthias stated.

“God have mercy, Matthias,” she shook her head. “I’ll tend to her until you and the Master sort it out. Don’t you worry none over her. You’ll probably never even see the likes of her again.”

Matthias leaned back, slacking, studying us with that stern gaze. Angered by his embittered tone toward me, I kept my sight on him, refusing to look away as he assessed me with his eyes yet again. He turned his attention back to the road ahead, clicking his tongue as he spurred his steed onward.

“That’s Matthias. He’s the foreman, overseer of all of us,” she said, lowering her voice. “And believe it or not, he’s the most lenient. The others are nasty, nasty men. Matthias is harsh with all of us, but he has to be. If he isn’t, Lord Malcom will put someone else in his place, and God knows they’d be rotten,” she paused for a moment, weighing her words. “He wasn’t always the cruel man you see today. Circumstance has made him that way.”

Mary’s voice was apologetic, and the sympathy she held for him shone in her eyes, but I could not dismiss his insulting manner. I knew nothing of the man as he knew nothing of me, and he had already deemed me worthless. Unfit for even menial tasks.

I heard the fisherman that sired me, or what I imagined he would have sounded like, in Matthias’ voice, in Matthias’ opinion, and knew without a doubt that he was a danger to me. After all, the fisherman drowned me at birth.

I had no words to respond to Mary’s attempt at easing my anger. Instead, I nodded and turned my attention back to the ground.

Earth. Something I never imagined I’d walk on. Terrifying and exhilarating. I could catch a glimpse of what life might have been for me - develop an understanding of the creatures that kept us alive. Maybe, even, find a way to learn something, anything, to take back to my tribe and make me worth a little more than they would determine me otherwise.

My thoughts flashed to my Calling test. The pit of my stomach told me I was most likely not a Caller, but this experience on land might be enough to keep my same station above the Lessers.

Ro’s voice floated through my mind, and sent shivers down my spine.

And then the thought struck me. What if this is permanent? What if I am destined to spend the rest of my existence onshore? I would not know the answer until I could step back into the waters that threw me out, of that I was completely sure.

Lost in thought, I failed to notice the coolness of the shade stretching over us until we passed through a large, finely crafted stone arch. It was unlike anything I had seen, smooth and delicate. We were under trees for a short distance, winding our way along a more gentle path than the one previously traveled. The trees opened up, and there, at the end of the way, stood an enormous structure.

Living in the waters limited my view to huts and buildings next to docks, and I was awed by the monstrous estate before me.

“Ah, she is beautiful, isn’t she? Melina Hills is what they call her. I’ve seen larger and finer estates back home, of course, but for here, she’s a palace fit for a king.”

Mary smiled at my expression, giving me a few moments to take it in.

“Weren’t expecting something this fine here, were you?”

I shook my head. The manor stretched tall and mighty, four rows of windows indicating different floors. The bottom of the house was cut into the land; smaller windows adorned it. The craftsmanship on the stonework and façade grew more evident as we neared, high arches accented each doorway, smaller ones embellished the windows, and a giant balcony extended from the third floor, giant columns stretching down to the ground supporting it.

“That, of course, is the main house,” she nodded to the giant residence before us. “We, my husband and I, live just off the main house with some of the other house servants. That’s where you’ll be, too, if this is where you’re contracted.”

She eyed me up for a second, hoping for a sign of confirmation, but I kept my focus on the sprawling complex before me as she continued. “There aren’t many of we Irish here anymore. The blacks outnumber us by far. The slaves quarters are a ways off, back toward the hill to the right, see? Closest to the fields.”

It was then I noticed we were surrounded by hills, tall ones that stretched toward the sun and rolled off toward the horizon.

“We’re in a nice spot, indeed. High winds tear though quite a bit, with it being an island and all, but little damage here. Protected,” she smiled as we wound our way to the back of the building. The driver slowed the cart to a stop, and Mary stood as he walked around to help us out the back.

I looked around, awestruck, as he lifted me out of the cart and waited as I stretched my legs, placing my feet on the ground. My knees trembled beneath me, having never been used, and I began to cave in on my own self. He caught me, tenderly held me up upright – a stark contrast to his earlier manner.

“Thank you,” I said, watching as his eyes studied the movement of my lips. A small smile touched his lips, revealing blackened, broken, and missing teeth. From the scars on his back and the swell of his ears, I knew this man had a harder life than I could ever imagine, and my heart pained for him.

“Haven’t your land legs yet, have you?” Mary commented, giving a gentle tug to the driver’s arm toward the house. He turned to watch her.

“Best help her in, Asa, then report back to Mr. Matthias.”

The man nodded, and swept my legs upward, cradling me as he carried me through a large wooden door, held open by Mary.










  
 

Chapter 4
Despite the heat, the house was cool. Every window in sight was ajar, welcoming a warm but stirring breeze. Large draperies moved in the wind, and I marveled at the finery around me.

I had seen such fabrics before. My people insisted on grabbing what we could from the sinking ships, sometimes stumbling on things we’d never seen, more so to teach us the ways of our prey than anything else.

Every once in a great while, a female would be on board, wrapped in such exotic finery that it would scare some of the younger, more unfamiliar ones away from feeding. The like of her was indeed rare, but beautiful and utterly mesmerizing. The fabric floated about her, lifting toward the surface, and yet she continued to sink. The light would catch the cloth, and I would marvel in the beauty of it, the colors, the texture. Some of the fish of the southern waters had colors such as those.

And here some of that regalia was, used in plentiful bounty for decoration.

Mary walked in front of us, leading the way down the hall and into a great chamber that stood, to me, as tall as the sky. Light danced on the floor in an array of wonderful color from the glass that hung from the ceiling.

Asa paused there, and we waited as Mary approached an older man who seemed to stand guard at the bottom of an enormous staircase. He was dressed in finer clothes than the lot of us. Of course, any and all of this was completely new to me, let alone the words to describe them. My mouth remained agape, closing only when the gentleman showed us into what I would come to know as a parlor.

Asa again paused, but this time, stooped to lower me down to an ornate, gilded chair. The gentleman saw this and immediately approached us with waving gloved hands, making us aware that we were not welcome to touch a thing.

A few moments passed before Mary reappeared, motioning for us to enter through a smaller door opposite us. Asa, having resituated me in his grip, hesitated for a breath, then did as she directed.

Dark wood covered most of the walls save one, which was lined with shelf after shelf of books. The room was ill-lighted compared to what I had previously experienced, and it took me a minute to notice two me at the far end of the room. One was seated behind a large desk, and Matthias stood before him.

Their voices were hushed, but heated, and as we neared, I could make out some of the conversation.

“Deaf, dumb, crippled, she’d be of no use here,” the seated one stated, his clothing much like the draperies and fabric adorning the house. Clean and crisp, his attire was a stark contrast to Matthias’ simple clothes. “She’d be another mouth to feed and for what?”

Matthias stood erect, silent, everything about his carriage showing his reverence for the man – undoubtedly the master of this estate.

The man behind the desk pursed his lips, swirled around a brandy-filled glass. His voice was just above a whisper.

“The facts are thus: I have checked our records and found no such listing of a maimed female servant, although it may be that one of our newer neighbors may be seeking house servants of a paler complexion. I have sent word across the island and will do so to the harbor master of the closest islands,” He paused, taking a sip of his drink. “Considering her condition, the odds are high that an able-bodied member of her family signed the agreement, and she took said kin’s place.”

The master leaned forward, taking a quill and piece of parchment in hand.

“If her contract is not located and ownership of contract remains unknown, we will address her station then. In the meantime,” the man continued. “You will find her work here in exchange for food and shelter. If she proves useless, we will sell her debt and contract her to someone else.”

Matthias sighed, perhaps of relief or perhaps a sign of the burden he would now carry.

“Yes, sir.”

“And Matthias,” the man replied. “You will not allow Christian peoples: slaves, servants, or otherwise, to be healed by your mother. God forbid anyone of consequence receives word of it. You may visit her at will, but you will not allow a repeat of today’s actions.”

“Yes, sir.”

The man nodded, satisfied that Matthias would heed him, and then he took notice of our presence.

“Ah! And here is the subject of our excitement.”

Asa straightened as best he could while holding me, tension shooting through his muscles as the man walked around his desk and over to us.

“Matthias, you did not tell me she was beautiful,” he said, never taking his eyes off of me. They were green, a mirror of Matthias’, but there was something in his manner that made me feel as if I were a banquet to be devoured.

Matthias’ face paled as the master of the house studied me. His strong, wide shoulders slumped slightly as he watched us, and he ran his fingers along the brim of the hat he was holding.

“You have been through quite the ordeal, young lady.”

He gazed down his nose at me, taking stock of my form and condition. He snapped his fingers, and Matthias strode to us, peering over the master’s right shoulder.

“Sir?”

“See to it that she is fed, and find her suitable sleeping quarters. Place her with the house servants,” he said. “And for God’s sake, find some appropriate clothing for her.” He kept his sight on me the entire time, never once turning Matthias’ direction. His tongue brushed his bottom lip.

Matthias vanished as quickly as he had appeared, his quickening footsteps the only indication he was still in the room.

“What is your name, girl?” The man asked.

“Ia,” I answered, my voice hoarse and low.

The master’s brow furrowed. “Ia,” he spoke, rolling my name on his tongue. “So, you are neither deaf nor mute. And you are from Ireland, yes?”

“From the north,” I said.

The man shrugged and turned his back to me, working his way to the throne-like chair behind his desk.

“Your manner of speaking is odd, even for an Irishwoman,” the man said, matter-of-factly. “I suppose that may be another issue of your…condition? I am not familiar with much of Ireland. My family holds lands in the Scottish highlands.” The man sat down and began to scribble in a large ledger.

“I am Lord Malcom, originally suited to a much finer life in England, although this has been my home for some years, thanks in part to the poor governance of my predecessor,” he said, half of his words either mumbled or tainted with a slight slur.

“You will address me as my title demands, and you will work for room and board here.”

He peered over his nose at me again, and I nodded.

“You must understand that I am overly kind. Many would have left you to rot on that beach,” he continued, scribbling more on the document in front of him. “I am so kind as to provide you with food, clothing, and a place to sleep, as well as the opportunity to work to repay the debt.”

He sat down the quill, this time tapping a finger on the desk as his brow furrowed. “I will not remind you again of your place. Address me accordingly, and with respect to my station, as well as with the awareness of yours, yes?”

I nodded, but could see a newly returned Matthias in the background mouthing, “Yes, sir” to me.

“Yes, Lord Malcom, sir.”

Lord Malcom’s face softened, and he waved us away. Asa was quick to reply with a nod of recognition as he turned to carry me out. The exit opened before us, revealing the quiet, silver-headed gentleman who saw us in. He led us a different way than we had entered, taking us through narrow corridors until he opened another door, and the sunlight blinded us.

* * *
We walked in silence, Asa carrying me, and Matthias next to us. Facing his direction, I studied him as he stared straight ahead, the shadow of his hat shading most of his face.

“You are Zatia’s son, aren’t you?” I asked, hoping that a touch of conversation would lighten the tension. Already awkward and unsure of myself in this strange place, I believed myself to have little to lose.

He stopped, and Asa halted with him.

“I am,” he said, “and you will not ask questions of me nor will you say anything of my mother, or I will toss you to them.” He nodded in the direction of the fields, some distance away. I could see a white overseer pacing back and forth, yelling at those working the soil.

“Understand?” Matthias asked as he motioned to Asa for us to continue moving.

“You are in charge of them,” I commented.

“Barely,” he said, sighing. “That’s none of your concern.”

“It weighs heavy on you?”

Matthias stopped again, this time casting me a glance filled with hurt and curiosity. A long breath filled his lungs. “Yes.”

He turned to open the narrow wooden door of the long, white building before us.

“Why are you helping me?” I asked. After all, he could have left me to his overseers as he had threatened.

“My mother asked me to,” he said as he prepared to shut the door, Asa and I having already entered the dark corridor.

“Thank you,” I replied, and his tense, hardened features softened for an instant before the door slammed shut between us.










  
 

Chapter 5
I was at the far end of a sizeable room. The beds were nothing more than hay and cloth on the floor. The grottos I had called home were far more comfortable and luxurious to me than these cramped quarters. I would share them with multiple other women, pale and dark alike, but all of them members of the house ranks.

A small group came to see what the fuss was about and meet the survivor of the shipwreck. One of the women laughed when I explained my confusion at the division of the living quarters. I had seen many women in the fields on the way to the main house.

They explained that the field slaves had separate quarters away from our own. We were not to intermingle, or so I was warned, unless we wanted to join them. We were not to intermingle with males of our own kind either, a robust, redheaded woman also warned. She made it evident there would be no difficulties on my part, however, hinting at my leg with a wave of her hand.

“More a formality to tell you,” she said. Her name was Rose, but as there were three other Roses in the same sleeping quarters, she answered to Ann. She tended to the laundry, the clothes of the Master and his folk, as well as all the white servants, as few as they were.

“What of Matthias? Is it permissible to speak to him?” I asked, praying that I would not be barred from speaking with one of the few individuals that I had been acquainted with, regardless of his malcontent.

The women looked to each other, and I could tell from their glances they were choosing their words.

“He’s a handsome one, he is,” one of the younger ladies said, batting her eyes.

“Oh, get off it,” a crass, gray-headed woman wiped her wrinkled brow. That was the second Rose, but as the oldest, she kept her name.

“You treat him as his position commands, but you remember – he ain’t but a smidgen above you.” She spoke as though the mere mention of him put bile in her mouth, and she could not spit him out fast enough.

They chatted for a considerable while before the elder Rose reminded the whole of them that the last of their daily duties were waiting, as well as supper. She invited me to work alongside her, cleaning, once I got around, but was careful to do so only after the others began making their way down the hall, a small hint of pity in her eyes.

And so I sat, using the moments of silence to allow the reality of my situation to sink in, when Mary entered, determined to have me walk about.

“The more you rest on it, the worse it will be. I know these things.” She smiled as she stood in front of me. “I’m going to wrap my arms around your waist, and on the count of three, you are going to push up. And don’t you worry none, I am a stout woman.”

She didn’t wait for a reply.

“Three,” she shouted with a grunt as she lifted. I used what strength I had to comply, and the sudden throw of weight caught her off-guard, sending her backward toward the sole mirror in the room.

Catching our balance within inches of striking the looking glass, we shuffled our way to the broomstick resting in the corner next to my bed. Mary loosened her hold on me, and I grew more confident in my ability. With time, I stood on my own, using a chair or the broomstick to steady me.

“Well, we’ll have you back to walking in no time,” she said. “But for now, let me fetch Asa. I’ve been instructed to feed you immediately, so we’ll just have you eat in the kitchens, yes?”

“Asa – doesn’t he serve Matthias?”

“Oh, yes, but Matthias can spare him,” Mary said.

“You think highly of him, but he is rude to me,” I said with a small snort. “Perhaps it is that you see good in everyone, Mary.”

She nodded as she opened the door and waved Asa in.

“Perhaps I do,” she said.

Asa had me up and in his arms before I realized it, flashing a slight smile as he did so.

“Thank you, Asa,” I said, looking up at the gentle giant carrying me. The sun was setting, and clouds hung low in the sky, casting a beautiful shade of pink and blue across the horizon. I marveled at it as we rounded the corner and ducked in through a small, servant access door, and wound our way through a narrow hall, following the swelling heat and aroma of cuisine.

The hall opened up to a large room filled with pots, pans, and several women glided through the kitchen, grabbing supplies and stirring their fare. Asa sat me down on a short stool and handed me the broomstick to help keep me steady.

The scent of warm food battered my nostrils. I had never eaten cooked food, and the thought was nauseating, but I felt weak and an enormous pain was growing in my stomach.

Mary donned an apron as soon as she walked through the door and joined the rest of the workers as they chopped, whisked, yelled for the young helpers to fetch this and that from the pantry. A few short minutes, and Mary handed me a bowl, filled with a thick, bubbling hot liquid and a spoon.

I eyed both, and Mary called out, “It’s hot, take your time.”

I would have to. Having never eaten with a spoon, I stared at it long enough for the soup in my bowl to cool, twisting the handle of it back and forth in my hand. I knew what the utensil was, but performing the action was unfamiliar.

I watched the women work, saw them pick up large, exaggerated versions of the tool I held in my hands, paid close attention as they scooped up their creations and brought it to their mouths, sipping lightly, tasting.

Following suit was difficult, unnatural, but by the time the edge of the spoon scraped the bottom of the bowl, I was functioning, although it was not pretty. Some of the food dripped down my chin, but my starvation pushed past any shame I harbored.

“You are not used to spoons, are you?”

The voice was rich and deep. Matthias. Several of the women heard the rumble of his voice and looked up, halting as if awaiting orders.

“Continue your work,” he said, and they obliged with a harmonic “Yes, sir!” - Their stirrings and kneading and working rapidly increased by the second. They cast curious glances over to our corner as they labored.

My skin heated as I flushed with embarrassment. Lifting my hand to wipe my chin, I further smeared the dabble of food. He appeared at my side, knelt down to face me.

“Here,” he said, reaching into his pocket.

A small white fabric was offered up, and I eyed it with suspicion as I reached to accept it. My movement was slow, however, and unsure, and he responded by lifting the cloth to my chin and dabbing away the mess.

“I need to speak with you, alone.”

He kept his voice low, his concentration on cleaning me up. His face close to mine made me uneasy, shy. He was handsome, easily the most handsome male I’d seen onshore or in the waters, and I understood what the young washwoman had seen in him.

He was striking, every bit of him, and my attraction to him was undeniable and embarrassing. His touch, as I just now had found, could be so gentle, but his words and behavior toward me were so harsh.

Why did I find myself so intrigued by this man? Was I really so shallow to be drawn in by a handsome face?

Torn between the desire to slap him and kiss him, I grasped his wrist, staying his movement. It would be best if he kept his distance. Perhaps the more I would come to know him, the more I would grow to love him, but the more it would hurt to know that we could never be.

Fate was not kind, and I was blessed to have garnered its mercy once before.

“I do not need your pity, Matthias,” I leaned away from him as I pushed his hand away from me. 

“I pity no one, Ia,” he said as he stood up. “You least of all.”

My heart skipped a beat. Again, gentle in one moment and so abrasive the next.

“Matthias, sir,” a boy stepped in to the kitchen, dark skinned and thin, resembling a younger, more gaunt Matthias. “The master is requesting you in the slave’s quarters.”

Matthias’s jaw flexed. Everything about the way he carried himself, down to the smallest movement, told me he was holding a storm inside, and while I knew myself to be the cause of a piece of it, my instinct told me something far worse was at hand.

He nodded and walked toward the door.

He looked back over his shoulder. “We will speak later.”

The door shut behind him, and a collective sigh of relief could be heard throughout the room, mine most certainly the loudest.










  
 

Chapter 6
My hunger satiated, Asa returned me to the sleeping quarters, and I found myself for the first time since arriving, pleasantly alone.  The heat still hung in the stale air, so I motioned for Asa to leave the door open as he left, hoping that the warmth would seek an exit and provide me a moment’s reprieve.

Stationed at my makeshift bed, I managed to remove my clothes, leaving only a thin, sheer layer of cloth to cover me. Mary had placed the sole chair in the room next to where I would sleep, knowing I needed the help to balance.

As it would happen, I was also stationed next to the lone mirror in the room, a tall, wooden-framed marvel that we had almost stumbled into earlier.

I could’ve stared at my reflection for hours if Mary would have let me. It was fascinating, seeing myself for the first time in such clarity.

In the water, in my gifted form as a mermaid, I knew I was attractive, at least to the mermen.

This device, however, allowed me to see the truth of my appearance, and I found it confusing, difficult to imagine what they saw when they looked at me. I was not of any particular beauty, from what I could tell. I could easily find several sisters far more comely than I.

This human form – was it any different, aside from the legs?

I pulled the thin, white fabric against my shape as I stood, propping myself against the chair to ease the trembling muscles of my legs. I saw all my body had to show me, saw the small, round pink of my nipples pressed against the fabric, saw the triangle that formed where my legs began.

Using the palm my hand, I traced the features of my face, grazed the swell of my breasts, and followed the curve of my waist, my figure, down to my legs.

Matthias’ face came out of the shadow of the doorway, and it was the green of his eyes illuminated by the moonlight, as much as his presence, that froze me in place.

His plush lips were parted, his breathing growing heavier with each moment that passed. Those eyes – they were changed from what I had seen earlier. There was no coldness, nor anger.

He savored me, and I let him, unsure of what I should say, and unsure of the strange stirrings this man’s presence sparked within me. I opened my mouth to say something to the man who was now blatantly appraising me, but I stopped.

I liked the way he looked at me, despite his earlier abrasiveness, and as his gaze roamed my form, so did mine to his, taking in his strong, firm stature. His shoulders were wide above a broad chest and narrowed down to a lean waist.

I could see the build of his arms through his shirt, their muscles drawing tight under my attention, and his hands. I wanted his hands on me, everywhere his gaze touched, and I found my cheeks flushing with the thought as my yearning for his flesh built.

An eternity passed, or so it seemed, before he tightened his jaw, pursed his lips, and looked away. I released the cloth, letting its small shadow cover me.

“Here,” he said, breaking the silence as he held out a long wooden stick with a curve on the end. “It is not my finest work, but I made it quickly, knowing you could use it.”

“Thank you,” I said, turning and reaching for his offering. The cane was heavy but sturdy. A sweet, wooden scent emanated from it and there were rough ridges where it had been carved. Placing the other end on the ground, I found it surprisingly stabilizing despite my shakiness.

“I will smooth it more tomorrow,” he said, turning to leave.

“Wait,” I stopped. It was ludicrous, and I regretted speaking or even indicating I had something to say. I hoped that he didn’t hear me and would continue his course.

He halted, looked over his shoulder, casting furtive glances at me. 

“Speak,” he said.

“Do you like what you see?” I stammered out.

His eyes met mine, and he walked up to me, inches away. The heat of his breath lapped at my skin, setting me aflame. His expression hardened and softened, full of conflicting emotion. His jaw flexed, and he swallowed.

I was not sure why, exactly, perhaps it was as shallow as my appreciation for his striking appearance, but I wanted him to kiss me, to take me with the lust I had seen in his eyes. 

“No,” he said, through gritted teeth, and then he turned away from me and walked out of the room.

Mary gave a quick knock at the door before she stepped in, not so much to ask permission as to inform me of her entrance. She looked down the hall, the direction Matthias had headed, her brow wrinkled in confusion, and I struggled to hide the aggravation spawned by his rejection.










  
 

Chapter 7
The next two days I spent falling, or so it seemed. My muscles were strong, and it did not take me long to stand, but walking was more difficult than I imagined. Everything about the motion was unnatural to me, a heavy chore worsened by my leg.

Asa kept a silent vigil and remained an ever-present guardian outside the door to my room to carry me in to the kitchen for my daily meal. That, too, was an experience I was unused to.

The oceans are teeming with life, and while human flesh and blood was the most nourishing (and delicious, unfortunately), other, smaller prey were always available in times of hunger. The hunger, coupled with the distress of this foreign place, robbed me of sleep, and in my restlessness, my mind circled around the memory of Lili as she plummeted.

Was she dead? Was she severely injured?

A pang of guilt, of grief, washed over me. Overwhelmed by my own situation, I had not given her and her outcome as much thought as I should. All of it still felt as though it were a dream.

When the sun rose, I pushed aside my emotions the best I could and attempted to walk, knowing that without that particular ability, my chances of returning home would lessen. The third day, with the assistance of Matthias’ cane, I was able to limp along, putting one foot in front of the other. It was slow, tedious work, but with the additional support, I found myself staying upright.

Mary was pleased to see my progress when I walked into the kitchen, was quick to voice her approval.

“Tomorrow, we’ll find you a place, and you can eat with us.”

I smiled, but the thought at the forefront of my mind was getting back to the shore. That night, when the washing women came into our quarters, I asked them if there were positions for servants next to the water.

“That’s a right odd question,” Rose said. “There is nothing but fields on this end of the island, and you don’t want the work of them, believe me.”

The others nodded in agreement.

“But don’t you say anything. Matthias will not hesitate to put you out there with them,” Rose continued, not looking up for a second as she worked a needle and thread into a tear on her dress.

 “We’re lucky,” Ann said, solemn.

“Blessed,” Rose replied. “We best say a few more ‘Hail Mary’s lest the Master get a mind to work us more as slaves rather than servants.”

“What is the difference?” I asked. Each day among these humans brought to light the reality that their world was all too similar to mine. Servants and slaves alike were Lessers.

All the women turned to me, some with wide-eyes and open mouths.

“Slaves are bought, owned. Property the whole of their life,” Youngest Rose answered me, lying back on her bed, tucking her arms under her head. “We are contracted to work for so many years in exchange for food, shelter, and transport here. At the end, we get our freedom,” she paused. “You did read your contract, didn’t you?”

I shook my head. I had not the slightest clue as to what a ‘contract’ was, and the continual mentioning of it furthered the mystique of it. I reminded myself to ask someone, perhaps even Matthias in his moments of rare kindness.

“I don’t know how to read,” I said. 

“Surely someone read it to you then,” Ann said. “They did to me.”

I shook my head again.

“What’s done is done. Your contract is somewhere at the bottom of the ocean, more than likely. If you can remember who you signed it with – which company, the Master could write to them for a copy.”

Shipwreck. Would it be possible to make them believe I want to search the washed up pieces for signs of my nonexistent contract? Would it be too great a falsity?

Would it be enough to get me to the water?

“I would like to go back to the shore, where I was found. See if any of my belongings might be washed ashore there.”

“They would’ve burned it all by now, odds are,” Rose replied. “You could try anyhow. We house servants are sometimes allowed an afternoon after our duties our done, once a month on a Sunday.”

A month.

“And someone could take me? Asa, with the cart?”

“I’d ask Matthias. He has more freedom than the whole lot of us, being Foreman and all,” Youngest Rose said.

Matthias.

The mention of his name tore me. If ever there were a reason to make my way to the sea, he would be it, and yet, I found myself wanting to linger, to watch, to learn him. Perhaps a month would be best, anyhow. Follow their rules, their constructs.

My slow-moving, poorly balanced form would make for a poor escape.

I would stay. I would watch, I would learn, and when the time came, I would return home.

If home was what it really was anymore.










  
 

Chapter 8
“Well, look at you. You won’t be starving after all,” Matthias said in a terse, sharp manner. 

The sun had not quite risen when I tracked him down. He sat atop his horse, surveying the overseers as they led the workers from the quarters to the fields. My stomach had flipped as I made my way to him, my soul hoping that I would catch sight of the kind Matthias.

I had no such good fortune.

“I was ordered to report to you, now that I could walk, and was told that you would find a place for me to work,” I said.

He scoffed, looking to the long line of toiling slaves, some already feeling the strike of leather against them. Matthias’ shaded eyes watched their movements for a moment, and he blinked slightly at the sound of each lash.

Men stood nearby, some white, some African, all with whips. Overseers.

They watched us with interest as they mumbled their small talk. Their voices raised some, and their attention seemed divided between us and something in the direction of the manor house. I glanced in the direction the men had looked and caught sight of Lord Malcom, riding his steed at a leisurely pace toward us.

Turning my gaze back to Matthias, I saw that he, too, was now looking Lord Malcom’s direction.

“I had reported for work to the house servant matron, Ms. O’Flannery,” I said. “She informed me that I would not be suitable as a maid nor did the laundry and kitchens need further help.”

“What are you capable of doing,” he asked, turning his cold stare back to me. It felt more an insult than a question.

I stood in silence, determined not to break in front of him and bit my tongue to keep my temper.

“Stables. We lost a stable boy last week. Had his head kicked in,” he said. “You can have his place, if you believe yourself able to stay out of trouble.”

I gave a curt nod and turned to leave, when a loud crack burst in my ears. A stinging sensation formed diagonally on my back, first a slight tingle, then a large wave of pain. It was sharp, as though a knife had sliced across my skin, followed by a burning heat. The shock of it stole my breath, and I gasped.

Bracing myself on my cane, I breathed deeply through my nostrils, struggling to keep from crying out, pursing my lips and squeezing my jaw shut as my body shook. Much against my desire to fall, I remained standing and turned to find Matthias rolling up a bullwhip, slowly and deliberately.

“You are my charge now,” he stated through gritted teeth. “Next time you fail to address me properly, I’ll make your back bleed for days. Understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” I coughed out, wondering if those were the words he was looking for.

“Go, and know a pretty face will not purchase you any lenience with me.”

He spurred his horse as he gave me his final order, and I waited until he was long out of sight before I cratered to the ground, sobbing. The pain was inconceivable. How could anyone handle one of those whippings, let alone ten?

I heard Lord Malcom’s voice behind me but could not make out his words.

“She will not be insubordinate next time, sir,” Matthias replied.

As I gathered myself and began making my way toward the main grounds, I felt the long line of bloody beads forming across my back. The day was just starting.

* * *
Abel was the man in charge of the stables. He was quiet and apparently torn between laughing and scoffing when I told him I had been instructed to work there. He threw a shovel at my feet and instructed me to clean the stalls. I had only ever been close to a horse the day they carried me in the cart. The animals terrified me, but I did my best to swallow that.

Joseph, the young boy I had recognized from the kitchen took me by the hand and had me follow along with him as he began his duties.

“You’ll be helping me,” he informed me with a sigh, his accent thicker any than I’d heard before. “It’s hard work, it is. Last boy got killed.”

He worked with haste, moving from one task to the next, and I hobbled after him as best I could, helping alongside him when there was room, fetching things for him when there was not. As we made our way to each stall, he introduced me to the creatures housed within, teaching me their names and letting them get used to my scent and voice before we entered.

Although most were gentle, a few kicked and stomped and neighed.

“Talk to them. It helps sometimes,” he said, and I obliged, but my words found them more agitated.

I pursed my lips and began to hum. It was Mother’s lullaby, and I calmed myself with it as I tried to adapt to my new assignment among these strong-willed animals. A few notes in, all had relaxed, softly hoofing the ground with light neighs.

Joseph looked up at me, eyes half-closed. “How did you do that?”

I shrugged as he shook himself and then pulled me by my hand around the structure to show me the rest of my duties.

It was a difficult notion, the thought of me doing all of this work by myself, but Joshua remained confident, offering praise when I managed to do something correctly and giving me gentle criticism when I complicated it. Laboring, especially shoveling was strenuous, with one leg incapable of quick movement and one arm constantly gripping the cane.

The process was slow, and I kept the shovel’s handle tucked close to my body under my free arm to guide its placement. Despite his smaller stature, Joseph could easily lift twice the load that I could manage and do so in half the time. Still, he was patient, and I was all the more grateful as the day wore on.

We encountered Abel only when he was fetching a horse or returning one to its stall. In the afternoon, the horses were freed in a small pasture. The younger ones would trot and play, the others would bask in the sun. They were a beauty to behold.

“All in all, there’s twenty-three horses, which is a lot for this island,” Joseph told me as we carried water from the nearest well to the main trough. “Or so Matthias says. The Master likes to ride, and he breeds them to sell to the other merchants around here.”

“You know a lot,” I said.

“Yes, I was lucky, I was,” he said, as we shoveled manure and hay. “The Master had need of someone to work the stables, and Matthias was kind to me. He gives me lessons, teaches me, although I’m not allowed to tell anyone about it.”

He paused, rested a limb on the handle as his eyes narrowed.

“You won’t tell anyone will you?”

I smiled. “No.”

If anything, I was a little relieved that some of Matthias’ good qualities were becoming more evident, but it did little to ease my anger. “Is he not allowed to teach you?”

Joseph shrugged, keeping his eyes on the pile of hay we were forming. “The master permits it of the slaves in the house, but all of us who work out here, he thinks it’s dangerous.”

I hobbled back into the stall we were cleaning, using the shovel as my cane until I was out of the muck, striking a careful balance as I pulled the bedding from the corner with the shovel blade for easier access.

“Joseph. Do you think he would teach me?”

A loud, purposeful sigh escaped him. “Maybe.”

Getting the meeting times and location out of Joseph was like pulling an eel out of its hole. He was slippery, reluctant, and I sensed his divulgence had been more an attempt to brag a little than to open the way to an invitation.

They met as often as they could, he and Matthias, during supper, under the large tree next to the back of the horse corral. It would be a long walk for me, and with no knowledge as to whether he would accept my presence or lash me as he had done earlier, it would be a courageous undertaking, one that my stomach and back were shouting against.

Then again, perhaps I could make him an ally. Regardless of my current feeling toward him, if I could manage to get him to trust me, perhaps he would help me return home.

If.

He could just lash my back until there is nothing left for even asking.

The labor made my body ache; the torn strip of flesh on my back burned more with each drop of sweat, but conversation with Joseph made the time pass a little quicker. Perhaps too quick as we found ourselves rushing to finish what we’d be ordered to do for the day.

With the sun set, and the dark settling over us, I bade Joseph a good evening and began to make my way to the sleeping quarters.

A shadowy figure.

It was hard to see in the darkness, another element of humanity that I was not accustomed to. It followed alongside me for a moment, and my heart pounded in my chest as my pace quickened.

“Ia. Ia, stop!” An order, but muted. Not quite whispered. 

Matthias.

I halted, struggling to see him in the darkness.

He waved, motioning for me to come near. I hesitated, the fear of his strike as fresh on my mind as the blood on my back.

“Yes, sir,” I said, not bothering to keep my voice down.

“Your back,” he said. I remained facing him, unsure of his command.

“Turn around so I may see it,” he continued with a sigh. Using the cane to steady me, I turned, fighting the reflex to cringe.

What will he do now? Rub salt in my wound?

A light touch streaked along the abused flesh, a confused sensation, burning yet comforting.

“It was not my intention to strike you that hard,” he said, the heat of his breath touching the back of my neck. “I cannot be forgiving in front of the others, especially Lord Malcom.”

What could I say to that poor attempt at an apology? My head dropped to my chest as I sighed. Moments passed, his fingers still resting on me, before he moved, leaning closer to me.

“Lord Malcom would have you stripped and flogged until you could not move for days if you continue to forget your place.”

“This was a favor to me,” I said, incredulous. I snorted in disgust.

He whirled me around to face him faster than I could object, catching me as I lost my balance, steadying me by placing my hands on his chest. Solid stone underneath that thin shirt, yet I felt his heart pounding as quickly as mine.

“You are in grave danger here, Ia,” he whispered, his green eyes wide and enveloping me, the sheen of them glistening in what little moonlight we had. “You are a beautiful woman, extraordinary, even with your short hair and your leg, and I fear for you.”

He feared for me?

“I was able to keep you out of the house, but it was my mistake to place you in the stables.”

“I do not understand,” I replied.

“Stay out of sight as best you can, Ia. Keep your face down, and if you see Lord Malcom or any of the other overseers nearby, move yourself in the opposite direction before they detect you.”

I nodded. He was warning me, but of what? Genuine concern was in his eyes now, not the frigid harshness that had been there this morning.

“You understand me, Ia?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, breaking eye contact with him.

He nodded, convinced I had learned whatever lesson he had so violently taught me. My emotions were as raw as my back, however, and he would be a fool to believe that I felt his action justified.

I parted my lips to ask permission to leave, but I realized the servants and slaves alike operated only under commands by the person given authority over them. He would tell me when to go, and from the look on his face, he was not done with whatever he had to say.

“You may call me Matthias when we are alone.” He paused, staring into my eyes. “I spoke with my mother.”

I had no response, confused by what he wanted of me, what he was searching for in me. For someone so fluid in his speech, the fact he could not find the words brought even more gravity to this clandestine discussion.

“My mother. Zatia,” he said, eyebrows raised, looking for recognition on my face, and even in the dark and with my poor eyesight, I saw his skin reddening. “She said when they were cleaning your wounds, with the seawater, they healed. Immediately.”

It was true. I had nothing to say against it, and a lie would only anger him, so I answered him with silence, unsure of what I could possibly tell him.

“That cannot be true,” he said. “That had to be an illusion, something they imagined. If they speak of this to anyone, you, and they, could be mistaken for witches, and I will be powerless to stop the consequences.”

I let out a long exhale.

“You must tell me, truthfully, what you did that would have them believe such absurdness?”

He waited for an answer, and the longer I kept him from one, the worse it would be for me. Then again, how would he take the truth? The consequences of that might have been direr than I could imagine.

“It is true, sir,” I backed up to walk away. “The salt water is healing to me and my kind.”

Rage streaked his face, and I prepared for his whip. “Liar.”

“I do not lie.” My breath quickened. “Search my face, my eyes. Take me to the ocean, and I shall show you.”

He leaned back, arms crossed, tapping a fist against his lips.

“I speak the truth. Your mother speaks the truth, and I gather she is a woman wise to many things, is she not?”

His features mellowed, and his brow smoothed and lips relaxed.

“Take me to the ocean, Matthias.”

He took my hand in his and closed the distance between us.

“I do not know that I believe you, Ia, but I know you are truthful, and it confuses me,” he said, turning my hand over to view my palm, his fingertips tracing the lines. “My mother follows the gods of her people. Her faith was the only thing that my father was unable to strip her of. She called you ‘Mama Wata’? Does that mean anything to you?”

I shook my head.

My tribe, the whole of my clan, made their homes in the north and here, in the warmer waters. I knew of clans that lived along the shores of Africa, but had never seen them, nor did I know the languages of the humans they preyed upon.

“Who are you, Ia?”

He reached for me, and I trembled as the back of his hand stroked my cheek. He cocked his head to the side.

“Are you scared of me?”

I nodded, and he grew distant, as though he was looking far away, right through me.

“You should be.” He spoke, and it was almost lost to me, soft and formed in a long exhale.

“Speak of this to no one.”

“I will not say a word.”

“I will come to you, once you have worked here a little longer, and will take you to my mother.”

My heart leapt in my chest. She could help me, maybe even tell me if my situation was permanent. And her house was near to the water….

“And Ia,” he said as he pulled me closer. His movement was powerful, as though he could crush me with his hands, and yet tenderness was in his touch as he gently lifted my face toward his. “You are exquisite and incomparable. Keep your distance from the house.”

He released me, and then began to walk away.

“Matthias, wait, please,” I said, swallowing my anxiety. “Will you teach me as you do Joseph?”

He stopped in his tracks, and then approached me in haste.

“Not permitted. Only house slaves may learn enough to keep them distinguished in their duties.”

My brow furrowed, and hope sank a little that I could learn more about this world, maybe learn more about the puzzling man before me. Hot air bellowed out of his nostrils, and he shook his head.

“I will do this as it would please my mother, but you must not speak of it to anyone,” he said, soft and low.

I nodded, and when I caught a darkening look from him, I remembered. “Yes, sir.”

“Matthias, do not bring yourself trouble on my account,” I continued. “If educating me is something that could endanger you, that is.”

He scoffed, a soft smile on his lips.

“Do not worry for me. I will be fine. I always am.”

Thoughts of Matthias lashing me, and Zatia’s words came to surface, as well as Asa’s back. In fact, all of the poor souls from Africa had scars. Some were more visible than others. Some were read on their weathered faces, their slouched statures, and pleading eyes.

Matthias blinked with every lash given. Was it simply from the noise, or was there empathy hiding in him? Was he flinching in disguise?

“Has? Have you?” I stopped. The question was inappropriate, and it was out of curiosity as much as of my concern for him that I started to ask. “Have you ever been…hit?”

“You mean received lashes – from a whip?”

His face darkened, lips pursed a little, and every inch of him told me before he even answered.

“More times than I care to remember and still less than my mother’s people bear by the age of ten.” 

“I am sorry for that.”

Those were the only words I could think of. It was grotesque, this place, and yet it mirrored my own. I wanted to embrace him, embrace the people made to feel of low worth, forgive him of the harm he caused me this morning. Create a place of refuge, safety, where we may exist and thrive above these divisions.

“You best get to your quarters before someone takes notice,” Matthias said.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, but through all this, a question still remained. I appreciated his defense, the role of guardian he had assumed over me, but why? Why me, and not the other enslaved ones, his mother’s people, the ones brutalized day in and out in the fields?

There was something about Matthias, something troubled and yet something good, and I sensed it all in my bones.










  
 

Chapter 9
Excruciating. Agonizing to move, to breathe.

The soreness of my muscles made me tremble as much as the pain across my back. I cursed Matthias under my breath as I made my way to the stables. Morning had just broken, and I made out the silhouette of Joseph moving about, extinguishing the lanterns one by one as I neared. The large doors at both ends of the building were open to let the morning light in.

Abel was in the nearest pasture, working with a beautiful stallion that had been the master’s most recent acquisition. The horse was a magnificent creature, his coat already glistening as he moved to Abel’s commands and crack of his whip.

I knew of horses before I found myself stranded ashore, had seen them from a distance as they drew carts and carriages along the water’s edge and worked about the docks alongside their masters, but never had I been allowed the close distance or time to admire the magnificence of them until I worked with Joseph.

I slowed to take the stallion in, and I found myself stopped, leaning against the fence. This horse was one of five that refused to let me near it, but tolerated Joseph quite well. I wondered if he sensed what I was underneath this fragile form.

“He is magnificent,” a voice next to me said, and I looked up, startled, to see the master at my side. “Superior bloodline. If his breed had nobility, he would be King.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, careful to keep my head lowered as I had observed others do.

“I have not seen you in the house,” he said.

“No, sir, I have been assigned to the stables.”

“Indeed,” he said, clicking his tongue. “I expected you to be assigned a duty in the house, but Matthias is not easily persuaded to let me have my way. Such a lovely face to be shoveling hay and manure all day.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied. I swallowed and found my mouth incredibly dry.

“You shall accompany me, then,” he said, offering his arm. I took it without hesitation, switching the cane to my other hand as we walked to the stables. “I purchased him from the royal estate, that one.”

He nodded to the stallion.

“He is the most beautiful creature I have seen, sir,” I said, and he stopped, a pleased smile stretching across his lips.

“Yes,” he replied. “It pleases me to see I am not the only one on these grounds who recognizes the majesty that he is.”

We neared the stables, and Matthias came from around the corner, guiding his chestnut mare.

“Ah, Matthias,” the Master called, and I watched Matthias’ face pale and his jaw set as he glanced from me to the man next to me. “I expected you to be in the southern fields today.”

Matthias nodded. “I just came from there, sir.”

His face was cool but strained, and he swallowed as he averted his sight away from me. Whatever emotion he was struggling to hide only made it more visible. Lord Malcom tilted his head to the side as he shifted his gaze between us, and then lowered the arm that had supported me.

“You best see to your duties, girl,” he said, keeping his attention more on Matthias than myself.

“Yes, sir,” I said, walking into the stables as fast as my body would let me.

“Where have you been?” Joseph called as he emptied a bucket of water into a trough. “You are late, you know. And today is Wednesday.”

He moved quicker than I could, and I struggled to catch up to him as he made his way to the water well.

“What is special about Wednesday?”

“Every Wednesday, the master comes to inspect the horses, and sometimes, he rides out to visit the other rich people.”

We were out of breath, Joseph from the frantic work and myself from keeping up with his stout, quick little legs.

“I’m sorry, Joseph, but that was who detained me.”

I grabbed an empty bucket from him and attached it to the hook.

Joseph turned the crank, lowering the pail down into the well, and then paused.

“The master? He saw you?” He shook his head, muttering something under his breath.

“Yes, and talked to me as we walked to the stables.”

He shook his head. “Matthias told me to hide you when the Master comes.” He sighed as he jutted out his chin. “Too late now. We’ll both be in trouble.”

“We would surely cross paths someday, and that is a ridiculous request.”

Joseph had nothing to say to my comment, instead putting himself back in our work.

Why would Matthias be worried? What harm could the master bring that Matthias hasn’t already done to me in some form or fashion?

He could kill me, flog me. Then again, there are worse things than death. There are always worse things than death.

* * *
A few days turned into two weeks, and the labor blended with the ache of my muscles until I was numb to it.

Walking became easier for me. Working in the stables developed my balance, and it became such that I only needed my cane when walking long distances, such as from the stables to the tree at the far edge of the corral for our lessons at dusk.

Joseph, as well as Abel, adhered to Matthias’ wishes and sent me off on some made-up errand every Wednesday, keeping me busy until the sun reached the middle of the sky, and I could return to my required work.

The lessons that Matthias conducted in the near dark made all the effort worthwhile to me, more than I could have imagined. They fascinated me, the history, the geography, everything. Joseph would read to me, Matthias assisting only when the words were unfamiliar or difficult.

“I will teach you to read someday,” Matthias told me.

He had hopes that Joseph could obtain a more esteemed position as he grew, maybe even be given an allowance to save for and eventually purchase his freedom.

“He will allow that? A slave to purchase their freedom?”

The softened side of Matthias blossomed, his guard easing as the time went on, but when I asked of the Lord Malcom or questioned slavery, he hardened back to the man I feared.

“No. If Joseph is sold, however, he may prove himself worthy to a new master, show that he is capable of becoming more than a stable boy or a farrier, though both those positions are still of merit and valued.”

Joseph nodded. “Yes. I could be working the fields all day, every day, like all the others.”

“Then I would not have such excellent company to work with,” I said, using some of the new words I had picked up from listening to the readings. Joseph grinned at my newfound eloquence, and I thought I saw a hint of a smile at the corners of Matthias’ mouth.

Sometimes Matthias was late, his duties as foreman superseding all, and on the rare occasion, he was absent entirely, with no word or explanation as to why – nor would we ever ask it of him.

Our lessons following those times found him harsh, unyielding, and impatient toward us, with not so much as a kind word.

All the other times were pleasant. The fresh air brought comfort to me, a sense of something redeeming in the middle of all this suffering. Joseph and I huddled as close as we could to the single lantern Matthias brought with him, struggling to see the pictures in Matthias’ book in the fading daylight.

My first lesson was a continuation of Joseph’s studies in mathematics. The numbers terrified and intrigued me, and the immediate immersion made me reconsider joining them. Joseph encouraged me, however, teaching me to the best of his ability some of what he had learned from Matthias as we worked.

Some lessons were even on manners. How one should set a table, order of seating for those with titles and nobility, all things that Matthias was confident Joseph could use to his advantage someday, even though Matthias only knew them in theory.

But as fate would have it, the small piece of contentment we’d found was all too abruptly and horrifically interrupted.

The day began as its predecessors. I awoke before dawn and made my way to the stables. No longer needing light to guide my steps across the terrain, I kept my sight fixed on the two lanterns framing the main doors. Abel, early riser that he was, had lit them sometime earlier, quite a bit earlier, or so I could tell from their weakening glow.

As I neared, I saw the doors were open, and could make out a small light from the lanterns inside. Above the neighing horses, I heard a man’s voice, not Matthias nor Abel, stern and very angry.

From the way he stood, clutching the reins of a horse, I thought it to be Jasper, an overseer that was often dispatched to the town for slave purchase and trade. I had not encountered him before as Abel and Joseph were quick to send me off when they caught sight of any overseer or Lord Malcom.

I hastened my footsteps, and cringed as Jasper’s rage grew, his voice rising. I could not make out all the words, just enough to know he was not pleased with something in regards to his steed, water or hay, or something of that manner, and as I entered, I expected to see Abel as the recipient of his foul-temper.

Instead, I found Joseph.

He stood in front of Jasper, blinking and shrinking as the man spat with each word. Veins popped up around Jasper’s neck, the one-sided argument turning in a circle, his own words further fueling his ire. Jasper jerked, and seeing a bit and bridle hanging on one of the stall doors, he reached for it, and swung it around, building its motion until he brought it down on the poor boy.

The metal hit with a sickening thud upside Joseph’s right ear, and he collapsed.

I froze, half in disbelief and half in terror, expecting the man to consider the damage done and ride off in his fury. Instead, he continued to lash at Joseph’s crumpled form, striking every bit of flesh he could see, cursing loud enough that I sensed someone would hear.

My horror gave way to anger, and I no longer cared about the position it would put me in. 

I would not see this boy, or any child or adult for that matter, beat to death. I threw myself on top of him, and absorbed two blows before Jasper came to some sense and realized he was no longer striking his intended target.

“What in bloody hell do you think you are doing, woman?”

“You are killing him, sir. You need to calm yourself,” I hoped my advice would somehow have weight with him.

He snorted.

“I will choose when to calm myself,” he yelled, the volume of his voice shaking the rafters. “Remove yourself now, woman, or you will join him.”

Closing my eyes, I tightened myself around Joseph, trying to turn us into as small a target as I could muster. He brought his weapon down upon me, and I cried out, unable to contain the pain of it, again, and again.

“Enough!”

A voice yelled, and I knew it to be Matthias. “You will control yourself, sir!”

I cracked my eyelids open just enough to see Matthias holding Jasper’s cocked arm.

“Their punishment was just, Matthias,” Jasper said, his chest heaving. Matthias kept a cold expression.

“That boy, Jasper, is worth more than you when the Master chooses to sell him,” Matthias said, his tone calm, collected. “You would deny him his profit because you were slightly inconvenienced?”

Jasper’s face fell, the anger evaporating with mention of Joseph’s worth, but he steeled himself again as he looked down at me.

“That,” Jasper said, nodding to me, “is nothing. You wouldn’t even want to breed her to a slave.”

Matthias’ jaw tensed. “We do not yet know who she may be contracted to, Jasper – or for what reason. Can you afford to purchase her contract if you render her completely useless or dead?”

Jasper jerked his arm free, dropping the bit and bridle at our feet.

“Get to your duties,” Matthias said as Jasper spat on me. “I’ll see she pays for her defiance.”

He nodded, then mounted his horse and rode out, spurring it to run as quick as it could. Matthias watched him and waited, saying nothing until he crouched and reached for my shoulders.

“Get up. Get up now.” He pulled me up, and I groaned.

“Are you injured?” he asked me as he bent to care for Joseph.

“Is he alive?” I steadied myself against an open stall door as Matthias lifted an unmoving Joseph into his arms.

“He’s breathing.”

Matthias carried Joseph out of the stables. I grabbed my cane and limped along, trying to keep pace. 

He stopped me at the door of the quarters, out of breath and blood soaked. Matthias nodded to the mare he’d left standing outside the stables. It grazed along the path we took, making its way to Matthias. “Water her, and continue with your duties.” He looked around to see who was in earshot. “I’ll meet you tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” I nodded and guided the horse back.

My workload doubled, and I labored into the night to finish what Joseph could accomplish in an afternoon. Abel helped me where he could, but it was evident I could not replace Joseph if he were dead or injured beyond repair. I could not carry on in his footsteps.

The thought of his loss paralyzed me at the end of my day. My stomach churned along with my thoughts, and I found myself late to what would have been our lesson. Matthias was there, his face barely visible in the waning light of his lamp.

“You are late.” He was chagrined and worn, stretched out on the knoll, his arms behind his head as he looked up at the sky. Small splotches of dark dotted his sleeves. I could smell it – the blood.

“I had to complete Joseph’s duties as well as my own.”

“Asa will assist you tomorrow.”

“I don’t know how to help Abel with the horses,” I said, my words shaking as I sat next to him, and then laid back, my body craving the rest.

“Abel will teach you should he need the help,” he said, still not bothering to look at me.

“Joseph?” I asked, fearing bad news.

“My mother is with him. She believes he will recover,” Matthias said. “Although, how much remains uncertain.”

Relief flooded me, and before I could restrain myself, I sobbed, covering my face with my hands as the tears flowed. Crying above the water was such an unusual sensation, so cathartic, so releasing, that I let it go, regardless of Matthias’ irritation.

Warmth embraced my hand, and fingers interlaced with mine, the skin so rough and yet the touch so gentle. I uncovered my face to find Matthias on his side, propped up with an elbow, holding one of my hands, his face mirroring my pain.

“What of Jasper? What will be done with him?”

Matthias’ ran a hand over his face as he sighed. “Very little. He will be docked pay for it if Joseph lives, perhaps fired or made to work off the debt if Joseph were to perish.”

My jaw fell open as I shook my head. “That is all? For beating a boy nearly to death?”

Matthias nodded, slow. “He is a slave. I have no words to ease your anger.”

“I’m sorry,” I blubbered, embarrassed as the sobs roared up, busted out, and shook me with their force. 

Grabbing my shoulder, he pulled me against him, wrapping his arms around me as I trembled. The gentle weight of his chin rested on the top of my head.

A part of me wanted to push him away, changeable and hurtful as he could be, but the larger part found peace and protection in his arms. When the tears ceased, and my raging emotions had been exhausted, I peeled my face from his shirt.

From what I could see in the low light, the tired, hurting look in his eyes, he had felt the strain of it all as well. We looked into each other’s eyes, and I saw the gentle spirit and kind man that I ached to know.

The one that brought me the cane and taught me so much about his world in such a little time.

He caressed my cheek, his touch warm and inviting. Mesmerized by this maddening man embracing me, I traced his mouth with my fingertips. His chest rose and fell, and then he lowered his lips to mine, touching them, and then pressing into them. The warmth, the sensation was exquisite, and I ceased to think, my body acting instinctively as I returned his passion.

Our breath quickened as our kiss deepened, and I opened my heart to him as a flower welcoming the sun.

We stopped after our air ran out, my body aflame, every nerve in my skin tingling. Matthias sighed, long and heavy, as he nuzzled into my hair. Exhausted, I descended into slumber, into dreams of the ocean, of my sister, of Joseph, of an existence free of Callers and Masters and Guards and Foremen and Lessers.

When I awoke to the sound of the bell, I found myself tucked into my own bed. A sweet, delicate scent drifted through the air, and I turned my head to find a small, solitary blue flower next to me.










  
 

Chapter 10
It was Sunday.

Three weeks of hard labor passed in a blink as I awaited Joseph’s return. Extensive injury prevented him from reassuming his former duties, but he helped as best he could. My body, worn and tired, drifted off to sleep in Matthias’ arms at the end of many a lesson, sometimes at the start. A month had passed since my arrival, and Matthias announced he would take me to the beach for a morning’s reprieve.

Matthias’ moods were ever changeable in the wake of Joseph’s beating. He would embrace me one day, only to lash at me with his tongue and scowl the next. I feared Sunday would come, and he would be in a cruel disposition. Much to my relief, he made good on his word. 

I smoothed my skirts out with my free hand, steadying myself with the other. The sea was before me, and I took a deep breath, conflicted. The waves beckoned me, their calls permeated my bones. Closing my eyes, I opened myself to the songs they sang.

Matthias’ mare nudged me with her nose, and I smiled.

“It is a fine morning, isn’t it?” Matthias’ voice rolled across the cool breeze.

“It is indeed.”

“You seem nervous,” he said as he walked around to face me, head cocked to the side. “This is what you wanted, yes?”

My nostrils flared as I inhaled the salty air, nodding. “Yes. Thank you.”

“It is my pleasure,” he said. “Sit with me?” He smiled and held out his hand, guiding me down to the sand with him. “Although I must be honest. This visit isn’t entirely for you. The beach happens to be my favorite place on the whole island.”

I grinned, and he leaned back. “I love the ocean. It’s calming. I swear it sings to me sometimes.”

My grin faded a little. “It calls.”

“Yes, yes. Exactly.” He focused on the horizon of endless water stretched out before us. “There is something very freeing about that expanse out there. When I was a boy, I used to fancy myself a pirate.” He looked over at me with a devilish grin. “I would steal my father’s things and bury them along the beach. I only recovered a small fraction of it, my hidden treasure.” He laughed, and it was melodious, beautiful, and youthful.

“Those were easier days,” he said. “Or so I remember. What about you? Something tells me you were an intelligent, stubborn child.”

I laid back. “I was, but I had to be. My mother loved me unconditionally, but I was not born hers. My family treated me as one of their own, but our people? With them, it could be a challenge.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Your real mother - did she pass in childbirth?”

I shook my head. “No. I was left for death.”

Matthias sat up, his face flushing red with anger. “I have no words.”

The questions, the topics were all serious, but the corners of my mouth began to lift with a smile. “Thank you for your concern, but Mother cares for me and did an excellent job raising me as her own.”

“Why are you smiling? This is a horrible revelation - to be left for death?”

I tried but failed to hold in my laughter. “I am sorry. It is horrible. It is just that I have never seen you so talkative without attempting to teach me something.”

His expression softened as he nodded. “I should speak with you more, like this. I want to know everything about you.”

My heart leapt into my throat as he took my hand in his. “Ia, I believe I am enamored with you.”

His breath trembled a touch as he lowered his lips to mine, brushing them softly as he spoke. “I have never experienced the feelings you evoke in me.”

A bell sounded in the distance, marking the time. Its ring was soft yet so intrusive.

Matthias blinked and pulled away. “We do not have much time before we must return.” He looked to the water again, nodded toward it. “Would you like to go for a swim?”

Water.

The ocean.

Home.

Without realizing it, he was granting me permission to leave, to return home. I shuddered inside. I was so close, and yet I felt so far. Pulling my stare from the waves, I looked into those green, enrapturing eyes of his and made my decision.

“I think it’s best we go back,” I said, a bittersweet happiness rolling through me.

He winked, and then lifted me up onto his steed. I ran my hand through the mare’s mane as Matthias mounted behind me. I relished the weight and strength of him against me. As he guided the horse up the crest of the dune, I glanced over my shoulder, contentment and uncertainty swirling as I thought on my choice.










  
 

Chapter 11
The stables were calm and quiet aside from the wayward neigh of horses. The scent of fresh hay was in the air, made more pungent by the morning mist that hung around us. I found it comforting, routine and familiar.

Ensconced in my labor, a soft touch on my right shoulder startled me. It was Abel, holding the reins of a horse I did not recognize. Behind it trailed three others of the similar soft grey. A carriage past the lot of them was being repaired by two slaves and a blacksmith.

Abel motioned to the water trough, and I nodded, picking up the buckets and making my way to the well.  The morning was cold, and the chill was made worse by the water I was now sloshing all over my clothing as I rushed to tend to our surprise guests.

A melodic, feminine laugh penetrated my concentration, and I looked to the path leading up to the main house, finding Lord Malcom engaged with a youthful, brown-haired, beautifully dressed woman.  An older gentleman joined them, making large strides to catch up to them, and her loud laughter again rang out, with scolds of “Oh, Father! Surely you jest.”

Lord Malcom was jovial, perhaps even sober, as he spoke at length with them about his horses. They loitered near the stables as the carriage was brought back to working fashion. This father-daughter ensemble, so respected by Lord Malcom, piqued my curiosity and tempted me to eavesdrop.

“We would very much like to see young Matthias, Lord Malcom,” the older gentleman said. “It has been some length since he has called on us.”

I halted my work at the mention of his name and clung to the wall as I attempted to peer at them over a stall door.

“Yes, I am afraid I am to blame for that,” said Lord Malcom, laughing. “He is stepping into his role quite nicely.”

“Certainly a credit to the family name then,” the older man said, leaning in with eyebrows raised and a smile growing wider on his face.

“Yes, he is proud to bear it,” Lord Malcom replied. “Although I must admit I was reluctant to give it to him, it has been the best decision I’ve made, all things considered.”

“Quite, quite,” the older man said. “We were so sorry to hear of your loss.”

Lord Malcom sighed, his shoulders slouching with the heavy weight of a dark memory. “Yes, well, thank you for your sympathy. Richard had always been an intelligent, but weak boy. His mother and I feared from his birth that he was never long for this world, but for him to reach thirty-five so readily…”

His voice trailed into nothing, and his guests stood in awkward silence.

“He had no heirs of his own, you know. Unable,” Lord Malcom continued. “All our generations now rest on Matthias’ shoulders, and if not his, then that detestable brother of mine.”

“Matthias will marry, then?” 

“Of course,” Lord Malcom said. “As benefitting his station, which despite a full inheritance and my acknowledgement, is tainted by his mother’s lineage.”

The older man scoffed. “Perhaps in London, but certainly not here. He is a fine, capable young man.”

“With a title now as well,” Lord Malcom laughed.

The older man whispered something into his daughter’s ear, and with that, she curtsied to them and excused herself, easing her way back to the manor.

“I know we’ve yet to be titled, but Mary herself is an only child,” The older man spoke, almost too low for me to understand. “And the man who marries her will find a very sizable dowry awaiting him, including all our holdings here.”

Lord Malcom tilted his head to the side, a soft smile on his face. “A beautiful face with a beautiful purse makes for a good match.”

“Of course, all we need now is a title,” the man said, eyebrows lifting again.

“Indeed,” Lord Malcom said, followed by a click of his tongue. “Perhaps I may assist you in that regard.”

“We would be so ever grateful, Lord Malcom.” The man tipped in a shallow bow. “Well! It appears our carriage is ready to make the trip back home.”

“So it appears,” Lord Malcom said. “It was a pleasure to see you, Henry – and your lovely daughter. Melina Hills is always open to your family – carriage disaster or no.”

“As is our humble estate is to you and yours.”

“I expect Matthias to be visiting you in the near future,” Lord Malcom said as they walked up the path. The carriage was resituated, the finely dressed driver already in his position as Abel assisted in harnessing the horses.

My heart stopped and my breath with it. Under the small talk and light sentences, they were forming a marriage contract. Though I was new to their world, I had heard of such arrangements between powerful families seeking to ensure a beneficial match for their children.

Matthias would be mated to an influential, rich family - not the likes of a limping stable hand.

Work slowed as I dwelled on it, much to my shame. The strong feelings I had for him, the passionate kisses we shared, had blinded me.

Laboring into the evening, I heard the gallop of hooves in the distance and looked up. From the build of his silhouette, I knew that it was Matthias. A light trailed down the path after him.

“Matthias!” Lord Malcom was now alone, striding toward him, calling out until he reached the doors of the stable, his rigid frame watching Matthias as he neared.

“Good evening, sir.” Matthias dismounted next to him.

“You missed a fine opportunity earlier.” Lord Malcom smiled. “Our neighbors to the north paid us a visit.”

I continued my work, straining to hear their words as I shoveled fresh bedding in a stall on the opposite end of them.

“I have no interest in marriage to his daughter, sir, and to fan that flame would be only to her detriment,” Matthias said, his volume rising above the noise of the horses.

“Wake up, boy. You will marry who I say you shall marry,” Lord Malcom said. “Do you know how fortunate you are that I chose to give you my name? Mine? You could be out there a slave, and yet I chose to claim you as my son.”

I peeked around the door stall I was standing in and watched Lord Malcom’s face flush.

“I have done nothing but heed you since I was born, much to my disgust,” Matthias said. “I have whipped, beaten, people who did nothing but displease you because you ordered it. I have given away my soul to be your son, and I will not yield the last bit of goodness I have in me because you desire me to marry a spoiled brat with a swollen purse.”

“It’s that girl, isn’t it? The crippled one from the shipwreck,” Lord Malcom said. “The one you coddle and pity. Do not think for a moment that I do not know you spend every free moment you have near her.”

Matthias’ hands tightened into fists.

“Bend her over a barrel and be done with her,” Lord Malcom continued. “She is a servant, Matthias. She is property, my property, and once you have your way with her, you will not associate with her further, do you understand me?”

“I will do no such thing,” Matthias said.

“You will not defy me,” Lord Malcom said. “You will deeply regret it if you do, as would your mother and aunt and that girl.”

Matthias shook his head, his shoulders slumped.

Lord Malcom scoffed. “You are welcome to join your mother’s family in the fields if you wish. I will have her and your aunt join you. It is your decision.”

His voice grew lower, until I could hear no more, only the clicking of hooves as Matthias neared, guiding his horse to her stall.

I stepped out, and Matthias sighed as he saw me.

“Are you well?”

He shrugged, looking away from me.

“He’s sending me to town to trade.” Matthias ran a brush down the back of his horse. “It is deplorable. Nothing but terrified people auctioned off as though they were livestock.”

He paused. “I will be gone a day, perhaps two. He is attempting to force me to marry and accept his inheritance under threat of enslaving and possibly killing my mother.”

I stood next to him, combing the mane of the mare who nibbled at me as I moved.

“What will you do?”

“We, Ia. You and I and my close family, will leave, someway, somehow,” Matthias said. “I cannot stomach the man he would have me be. It was difficult enough when he made me Foreman.” He rested a hand on top of mine.

We moved in silence, side-by-side.

“I know the monster that sired me, and he will do something to you while I am away, I am sure of it,” Matthias said. “I may be gone for more than a day, and I cannot take you with me. Go to my mother’s home, claim illness, injury, anything. It will buy you time until I return.”

I nodded.

“While I am away, I will find the next ship to leave this godforsaken place and purchase our passage on it,” Matthias continued. “Ia, do not go back to your room tonight. Seek my mother immediately. Do you understand?”

“The few belongings I have - my clothes - are there.”

“It is not worth the risk,” Matthias said. “Feed and water my horse while I gather what I can.”

I halted. “You are leaving tonight?”

“Lord Malcom insists we be there at first light.” He repositioned the saddle, watching as the glow from torches appeared in the dark, tracing a route toward the sleeping quarters of the field slaves. “It appears he has already sent some of the overseers to help me on my way.”

He sat down the brush, turning to me, and before I could react, he wrapped me in his arms. My heart pounded as my chest touched his, as his lips grazed mine, and then he kissed me. I savored his scent, his taste, and the safety I felt in his arms.

“Come back soon,” I said. “Please.”

“I will, and I will seize the opportunity to set our plans in motion.”

He mounted, keeping saddened eyes locked on me as he rode off, steering his horse to a line of wary chain-clad slaves ambling down the road to the cracks of their overseers’ whips.










  
 

Chapter 12
“Ia, your presence has been requested for dinner.”

The silver-haired butler from the main house stood straight-backed and nose titled up, wrinkled from the smell of the dung I had been shoveling.

I halted as shiver worked its way up my spine. Matthias had told me to leave, to go to his Mother’s, and I was on my way, but I could not very well leave tools and buckets and everything laying out, abandoned. Not only would it raise suspicion, it would cause trouble for all who worked the stables.

“I am sorry, sir, but I am unwell. I am on my way to the home of the healer, with permission of the Foreman, of course,” I said, determined to walk past him and direct myself to Zatia.

His outstretched arm halted me, stopping but inches from my chest.

“You do realize that this is an order from Lord Malcom?”

“Would he wish illness upon himself?”

The man shrugged. “Lord Malcom will decide that for himself. I will inform him, but in the meantime, you shall follow me.”

“No,” I replied.

His jaw fell open. “Please, for your sake as much as my own. Lord Malcom is not a man to cross.”

The look in his eyes was a pleading one, and as I gazed around him to avoid it, I noticed movement between us and the manor. A couple of the overseers that had been left behind were standing on the path, watching our interaction.

“If you do not come with me willingly, then they will drag you in,” the man said, hiding the words in his breath, his lips hardly moving. “Smile, nod, and walk with me.”

I complied, painting a smile on my face as he escorted me past the men who fell in line behind us until we reached the servant’s entrance. I let the expression fall, my eyes narrowing as the man lead me down a hall, where he opened a door. The room was large, simple compared to the other furnishings of the house but elaborate compared to my small bed and shared room.

Ms. O’Flannery waited for me there, looking down her nose at me through half-opened eyes, and standing next to an open wardrobe with an array of dresses hanging therein.

“Select one, and I shall assist you in dressing,” she held her hands clasped in the front of her dress. “Once you have bathed, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, my thoughts a flurry. If Lord Malcom had wanted me, it was within his power, disturbingly so, to take me. I had nowhere to flee, no help in doing so. He’d simply have to open the door to the room I slept in, stumbled his way through, and force himself upon me as he and the overseers were rumored to do with the field slaves.

I could fight him, but there would be little I could do and no one to come to my rescue.

Why all this trouble?

Maybe he intends to sell me, along with a forged contract, and means to introduce me to potential buyers tonight. He did complement me more than once on my beauty.

Or, perhaps, he means to assign me to house duties to keep Matthias’ interaction with me limited.

That seemed the lesser of the evils eating at my thoughts, and it made sense, at least to me, that Lord Malcom would expect any servant assisting with dinner to be dressed appropriately.

“Will you be training me?”

“I beg your pardon?” Mrs. O’Flannery half-laughed.

“To serve. Proper serving,” I said.

She snorted. “You? Serve? Hardly appropriate,” she drew out ‘hardly’ as she looked down at my cane. “You will be dining with Lord Malcom.”

I choked on my own breath. “Excuse me?”

“I trust you know how to bathe, yes?” Her voice had the same, flat tone that she’d kept in our previous encounters. My presence, especially in the house, offended her for reasons beyond my understanding. A few loud claps of her hand, and several of the housemaids appeared carrying buckets of water that they poured into a large wooden tub.

I bit my tongue.

“I shall leave Bess to attend to you. She will fetch me when you are ready to be dressed.”

And so she left us, two fragile, unsure young women.

“I really do not need help, Bess. Please feel free to rest,” I said. “My balance is much better than it used to be, and I only need help stepping in and out.”

She nodded, and came to lend me a shoulder.

The water was hot. I had never felt anything so exquisite. Warm waters were always my favorite, but hot? I had never encountered that. I wiggled my toes, letting my muscles have a moment of relief.

“Bess,” I said, on the verge of a question as I lifted a pitcher to pour the warmth over my head.

“Oh, stop!”

She jumped up off the edge of the bed and walked toward me with an outreached hand. “You must not do that. We have oil and powder to clean your hair with, and we do not have time to dry it.”

Relief covered her as I sat the pitcher outside the tub.

“I’m sorry. I am lost,” I said.

She nodded with sympathy.

“It is not normal for Lord Malcom to eat with a servant, is it.”

Bess looked down at her feet for a time, took a breath, and looked up at me. “It is from time to time. If he finds the servant…pleasing.”

“Pleasing,” I repeated.

Her choice of words deepened my fears, made my stomach swim with nausea. I was not blind to the way Lord Malcom examined me when he first saw me, and again when he visited the stables.

 “Yes. Pleasing. Attractive,” she replied, swallowing down half of her words as though it pained her to speak them.

My chest tightened. Everything about this felt wrong from the moment his butler startled me. Matthias had warned me, warned me well, and there I was, in a room made for a clandestine affair.

“The man in the manor does not show kindness freely. Everything has a price, and you would do well to remember that,” Matthias had said to Joseph and me.

It was true. Something was to be expected of me, though what, I had only a small idea. One that brought a flush to my face and a tremble to my limbs.

Lord Malcom was no better than Ro. I was his Lesser, one prettied up and made to be something pleasing to him. 

He was thorough, too, sending Matthias away. Matthias was not here to save me, and had he been, he would be as helpless as the rest of us. It would be up to me to dissuade him in any way I could. Fleeing was no longer an option, at least not until Matthias returned. 

My hands were shaking as Ms. O’Flannery slid the dress over me. The weight of it dropped, and I lost my balance, taken aback by it, catching myself on the post of the bed. Even while she styled my crudely shortened hair with Bess, she breathed not a word to me.

She worked as quickly as she could, jerking the strands of my hair here and there with considerable, purposeful force. 

“Has Matthias returned?” I asked, voice cracking.

“No,” she said.

My mind swarmed with ideas and terrors and hopes the rest of my physical preparation, until Ms. O’Flannery announced the finality of it, my transformation complete. I walked to the mirror, amazed by the person I saw in its sheen. I looked nothing like myself. 

The dress overwhelmed me in all directions until it reached my waist, where Ms. O’Flannery strained and groaned to tighten the laces. The tops of my breasts, full and firm, peeked out of the square neckline. They rose and fell with my breath.

Mrs. O’Flannery thrust my cane at me and opened the door. The butler stood vigil in the hall until I was deemed adequate for their employer, and then motioned for me to accompany him.

The halls were narrow, more so than I remembered, and swallowed me as the skirts of my dress touched both sides. I held them to me as best I could and struggled to keep up with the quick-footed man in front of me. Just as I was preparing to tap my cane to tell him to stop or slow down, we came to the end, and he pushed a door open. The light from the room we were entering was soft and tender.

It was the main foyer, what I had seen a glimpse of the day I arrived, and I realized I had changed very little since then. Still afraid, still naïve, and still under someone else’s control.

When would my life be my own?

Lord Malcom stood as I entered the dining room, waited for me to sit as a footman pulled out a chair for me.

“Good evening, Ia,” he said, his smile relaxed, and his eyes cold.

My pasted on smile did me well. I adhered to the subjects Matthias taught Joseph and myself, and he made his compliments on his son’s desire to better the world and educate the slaves.

“You could do worse, you know,” he commented, swirling brandy around in his glass. I studied him, everything about him, and at times I caught a glimpse of his son in him. At other times, I saw the predator that he was.

“What do you mean, Sir?” I asked through gritted teeth, hoping the alcohol sitting before me would render this night nothing more than a horrible dream.

“I do not extend such offers lightly, nor do I extend them often,” he said, his words floating as though this was still light conversation.

“I usually enjoy the pleasures of the more rotund, comely women you see in the fields, but then again, I have always had a fascination for the unusual. Such as yourself.” He nodded, raising his glass to me.

I raised my glass in kind, and questions swirled around me. I could not keep them from my face.

What does he plan to do to me?

“You seem lost, Ia,” he said.

I struggled to reply, stammering over my words at first.

“I wish to ask you something, sir, if I may.” My throat was parched, and I reached for a glass of water.

“You may speak freely for now.”

Folding my hands in my lap, I raised my eyes to his.

“Why did you invite me to dine with you?”

He laughed. “It pleases me.”

I nodded, but my mind searched for the words to ask him his intentions.

“Let us speak as friends would, yes?” he said, half-asking for permission that was not mine to deny. “You are indeed receiving an honor. Your dresses, your room, your new station.”

Ah. There it is.

The blatant truth. This arrangement was not to be for tonight alone. It would be until he tired of me, and would certainly not end until he felt Matthias would bend to his will again.

“You should know that I do value you,” he said, attempting to balm the wound opening at my core. “There have been only two women to have been blessed enough to have my favor bestowed on them. The last was Matthias’ mother, then again, she was a unique beauty - such as yourself.”

He took a sip of his brandy, and stared off at one of the many paintings on the wall of his homeland.

“She bore me a son, Matthias. Illegitimate, of course, but a son that could rule over this place in my stead. My gift to her was her freedom, as well as that of her sister, but I digress.”

Sitting down his glass, he stood and walked to me.

“He has done well with his discreet education,” he said, his voice growing heavier with each breath. “I daresay you may someday pass as a lady.”

My stomach fell to the floor, my resolve to find a way out of this mess sinking with it.

“You want me because of Matthias.”

“Yes. Your beauty helps, however. I would have had my way with you and been done, but I see the way he looks at you,” he said. “And his opinion may change when you are used up and nothing is left.”

I shuddered as he walked behind my chair, trailing his hand along my shoulders. 

“He will learn that to pine for a slave is foolish, and he will marry according to the name I’ve blessed him with. He should have simply eased his loins and gotten you out of his system.”

“If I refuse?” The words escaped my lips, a desperate thought.

He caressed a wayward strand of my hair, and he breathed in my scent.

“I would tie you, your limbs spread apart, then rip the rags off your back, and let any and every male with an itch in their loins fuck you. When the whole of them are through, I would have Matthias himself lash your back until there is no flesh left,” he whispered.

My breath caught in my throat, and my chest clenched. He could do it. He had the means, and I had the inability to escape.

“I would string up that slave stable boy you and Matthias are so fond of, and I would set him aflame for good measure. Matthias knows how I dislike one taking the education I paid for and throwing it away to the likes of slaves. Present company included.”

He held out his arm, and I knew it was time.

I downed the rest of brandy in front of me, and then stood, taking his arm. We navigated the passages without a word until we reached the room I had been made ready in. He pushed the door open, and for the first time, I noticed the enormous bed.

Four pillars formed the corners, stretching up to the ceiling, supporting a large, scarlet canopy draped in sheer panels. Every bit of the wood was carved. At the head of the bed was a beautiful mermaid carved in intricate detail. Her arms were stretched toward the sky, and the water splashed around her lower body as she surfaced, forming the edge that framed her. She was extraordinary, and the sight of her comforted me as much as it made me long for home.

I thought of Matthias as I felt the tug of Lord Malcom’s fingers on the laces of my dress. Would he look on me with shame? Would he turn away?

Lord Malcom was agile, and in a few moments, he had undone me, the dress left amid the dirt on the floor. Only the thin undergarment was left to shield my nakedness from him. He reached for it, but I stopped him by sliding my shoulders out, letting it fall.

He smiled, devouring me as he removed his topcoat and loosened his breeches, opening the falls to reveal his erect flesh. Aside from his coat, he removed no other clothing. Instead, he pressed against me, backing me to edge of the bed, and then pushed me onto it, crawling over me. The smoothness of the fabric along with his erection sent my skin crawling.

The pain of it – all of it – was unbearable. His mouth was far from gentle. He nipped at my neck, slobbering as he rammed into me again and again. I closed my eyes, trying to keep my mind on every fond memory I could conjure as his body labored over me, pawing at my breasts, growing rougher by the second. Tears formed in the corners of my eyes, and I struggled to breathe under him and the heat he was creating.

As I began to sob, I found Mother’s lullaby on my lips, the one she would sing to me when terrors of the night would fill my dreams. At first, I mouthed the words as I clenched the sheets underneath me in my fists, combating the hurt surging in my loins. I found myself humming it as I did to the horses, and in an instant, all movement stopped.

He remained in me, his swollen flesh, but he moved not, just held himself suspended above me.  Cracking open my eyelids, I found him frozen, brow furrowed, eyes wide and vacant.

I turned my face, and he opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He pulled free from me, his once-swollen phallus now falling, and without so much as a word, he tucked himself back into his pants, and left the room.

I leapt from the bed and crawled to the nearest corner, long beyond the ability to cry, and there I slept, among dust and filth. My dreams were of little comfort. All I could see was Matthias looking down on me, filled with hurt and disgust. Not even offering up an insult, he looked at me, his father’s property, and walked away.

This was what it felt like to be a Lesser.

The next morning Bess pulled me from the corner and guided me to the tub to bathe. Rose was with her, and operated in silence. I feared their thoughts, their opinions of me, but when I dared to meet their gaze, all I saw was pain and sympathy. After Bess removed the blood-stained sheets from the bed, Rose laid a gentle hand on my shoulder as I retreated to my corner.

“We best get you dressed,” she said. “Fresh air would do you good.”

I shook my head, terrified I would leave the room, and I would see Matthias, and he would know.

“You are brave, girl,” Rose continued. “But you should learn when to take help. I’ll go with you. Bess saw to it that I would help you for today.”

“Will he come again,” I asked. “Tonight?”

Rose sighed. “More likely than not. He’s not as young as he once was.”

“He gave me no choice, Rose.” I said, confident she wouldn’t believe me, but knowing that the words still needed to be said.

“We know, child,” Rose said, running a comb through my wet hair. “More of us know than you could imagine. At least it was just the master and not a line of the overseers.”

She left it at that, and I cared not to speak as I stepped into the bath she had prepared for me and scrubbed my skin raw.










  
 

Chapter 13
It was a solid two weeks before Matthias darkened the doorway. Bess told me that Lord Malcom dispatched new orders for him every morning and evening, even sending more slaves to be sold and commanding him to wait on a ship from a nearby island.

I was a prisoner in the room, the entrance unlocked only to allow Bess to attend to me for the first few days. Confident thereafter that I would not flee, Lord Malcom began to leave my chamber unlocked, but he stationed a guard, usually a servant, nearby. I saw them each time the door was opened, except for when Lord Malcom would visit. I stopped counting after the fifth time.

Now, I could feel Matthias’ presence behind me. My skin tingled, and the hair on the back of my neck rose up. I glanced over my shoulder, caught a glimpse of him from the corner of my eye. His weight shifted from one leg to the other, and his right hand gripped the doorframe.

Indecisive. Does he stay, or does he go?

The smell of him was intoxicating. It hurt. Hurt to be so confused by this conflicted man. Would he help me or would he leave me, turn his back as he had on all those in the fields?

I waited for words, but none were spoken. This room, so large and grossly decadent, felt so small. I stood but kept my back to him, choosing instead to cast glances over my shoulder.

“Lord Malcom has forbidden me to see you,” he said. “He is visiting the estate to the north in attempt to arrange my marriage.”

“Are you to leave me to him, then?”

I kept my gaze averted, not wishing him to see the shame and fear in my eyes.

He bit his lip and looked at the hem of my dress scraping the floor.

“Is that what you wish?”

His words were muffled, almost mumbled.

“No,” I replied, softly.

He scoffed as he stared at me. “It suits you.”

“Being a whore,” I spat at him, my mouth filled with venom as I turned to face him.

“The dress.”

“Where were you?” I said. “You were less than a day’s ride from here.”

He shook his head. “I was kept in town. I suspected it was a rouse, but I believed you to be safe with my mother hiding you. I did not realize he had you, Ia, and I had no one around me that I trust.”

My ire built higher with my shame, and I shook my head.

“No?” Matthias asked, eyebrows raised.

“I do not believe you,” I said. My gaze met his. “I believe you were too weak to fight for me just as you are too weak to stand up for those trapped in the fields.”

His mouth fell open as his brow furrowed.

“You think me weak,” he said, his face flushing red.

 “Yes. And so cruel sometimes I think you hate me. So kind sometimes I think you might love me,” I squeezed my hands to each other to keep myself from breaking down.

“Cruel? I’m cruel?” His posture straightened, and his hands tensed at his sides.

It was the first time he had raised his voice to me.

“Do you not see that I’d rather you feel the bite of a whip any day than hang from a noose? Do you not realize how it pains me to see people – my own kin, even - used like animals?! Do you not see I have to do it to keep them – and you- alive?”

I was frozen. All that conflict, that harshness. He was caught in the middle. Only, his body was used to dole out the master’s punishment while mine was now assigned to satisfy his pleasure.

“You must speak calmly or someone will hear you.”

“He is not here, and not a one of those bastards out there would dare say anything, let alone stand against me.” Matthias’ jaw twitched, his eyes following my curves.

“Tell me, truthfully.” His voice was calm and unwavering. “Are you his whore now? Did he buy you with dresses and jewels?”

My limbs felt heavy, numb, along with my nerves. I was past the point of feeling hurt.  

“You forget your place, sir. We are nothing but property, aren’t we?”

I walked toward him, began to push past him.

“You are right, but goddamn it, you answer me,” he said, whipping around and slamming the door with all his might. The force of it shook the whole wall, and I thought it might crack. 

“No. I will never be his,” I said, my voice just above a whisper, my body and spirit worn out. “There are no dresses or jewels or freedom or anything in this world that could buy me.”

His shoulders slumped as he breathed out, his body appearing as defeated as I felt, but he looked into my eyes with something different entirely – relief.

“I’ve been locked in here, and even if I weren’t, I don’t think I could’ve escaped without you,” I said, my voice beginning to quiver. I paused.

“I wish I were new again, Matthias.”

The words poured out of me. Everything I had wanted to say was bubbling to the surface.

“I wish it were your hands that I first felt on my body, your lips on my skin.”

Before I could say more, he wrapped his arms around me, squeezing me close.

“I wish I could take it all back. I do. I would give anything to,” I said, and his grip tightened around me, cocooning me with the strength in his arms. “Why didn’t you take me for your own? Why?”

“I should have,” he replied, and the warmth of his breath grazed my ear. “I should have escaped with you that night you cried in my arms.”

I looked up at him, surprised to find a soft smile forming on his lips.

“Ask me.” He reached to the back of my dress. His expression was serious. My fingers brushed against the back of his hands as he worked to loosen my laces, sending my heart pounding against my chest.

“Ask you what?” I pulled my arms free of the sleeves, and the fabric tumbled to the floor, leaving my body covered only by a thin, sheer shift. He grasped it, clenched it against my back, pulling it tight to my curves until each one could be seen, until the pink of my nipples showed through.

“The question you asked me that night while you stood in front of the mirror. Ask it again,” he said, his tongue wetting his bottom lip.

“Do you like what you see?” I breathed out, my body tingling with the anticipation of his touch.

“Every bit,” he said, his voice dripping with the desire that ruled his expression and quickened his breath. “You do not perceive how breathtaking you are, Ia, do you?”

“Perhaps you could help me understand,” I said, reaching up, lightly running the tips of my quivering fingers along his bottom lip.

His nostrils flared with a slow, deep breath, and then he lowered his face to mine, pressing his lips, soft and moist, against mine, grazing his tongue across my lips with each deepening kiss.

Devouring me, he dug his fingers into the material at my back, and then plunged his tongue into my mouth, finding me ripe and willing.

My whole being trembled as he explored me with his strong, masculine hands. He slid them down my waist, and then he moved his palms around to my back and down to my bottom, where he lingered lightly above before filling his hands with my rounded flesh as he covered the rise of my breasts with kisses and moans.

Intoxicated by him, I reached for the bottom of my shift and peeled it over my head, almost losing my balance. He caught me in his arms, sweeping my legs out from under me, and he carried me to the bed. Quick yet careful was his movement as he lowered me upon the cushions.

With a knee placed on the edge of the bed to steady himself, he took off his shirt, maneuvering with a slower pace as he studied every inch of me. My skin flushed, and I felt the heat flood my body beneath his appraisal.

He reached for my foot, and it jolted me. Instinctively, I pulled away, conscious of my misshapen limb. Smiling, he lifted it and placed a gentle, soothing kiss. He did the same for the other, too, his hands caressing my flesh as he moved from my ankle to my knee. My heart fluttered as I watched him go farther up the length of my leg, my breath catching as his lips grazed my inner thigh. I clenched the bed beneath me, unsure of what to do, moving fast into uncharted territory, and reeling from the unfamiliar, exciting stirrings.

Releasing my leg, he took my hand and pressed his lips to it, watching my reaction. The light in his eyes melted me. I smiled, and he placed my hand on top of his head. I weaved my fingers through his locks, delighting in the short waves that I had longed to run my hands through since I had first met him. Holding my touch there, he lowered himself back to the smooth skin of my inner thigh.

My face grew hot as he kissed up to the bend where my leg met my body, so close to the most intimate part of me. I so longed for his hands, even his lips, to touch me there. He paused, studying my face as he raised an eyebrow and ran his fingertips up the inside of my other leg. I shivered, unable to breathe as his fingers hovered above my core.

Slowly, he lowered his hand, skimming my flesh. A small, quick moan escaped me, and he grinned as he his pressed his fingers against me and rubbed, moving up until they reached the spot they had been searching for.

My mouth fell open, and my breath turned shallow and quick as lust and hunger overcame me, yearning for him to slide into me, to take me as I so desperately needed…. as we both so desperately deserved. I closed my eyes, consumed by the vibrations his gifted touch was shooting through me, when I felt something soft and wet take the place of his agile fingers. His mouth, his tongue worked against me, sucking and tormenting me.

A groan ripped from my throat, and I tightened my hold on his hair, clenching it as my hips lifted, grinding. His hands searched until they found the part of me that yearned for him most as I shuddered with mounting pleasure. Ever so carefully, he slid them in and out, making me aware of the abundant wetness he had provoked.

I cried out, laboring to breathe, and my chest heaved, as he worked faster and faster, pulsing in and out, consuming me voraciously with his mouth. The world around me slowed, and the depths of me lighted in flame as my mind silenced, yielding to the waves of pleasure that rolled through me, my form clenching and relaxing all at once. All control was gone, and I floated in a delirious paradise.

Sensing my wash of euphoria, he relented, and his gaze found mine. His eyes were less mischievous, less playful now. His countenance was darker, more serious. He was straining for control. He licked his bottom lip, tasting me.

“I want you, Ia,” he said.

“I am yours, Matthias,” I replied, my voice hoarse.

I sat upright and leaned into him, eager. I reached out, my hands searching and seeking, and was surprised when I found his hardness arousing. His desire for me rekindled the carnal fire I thought had exploded just a moment before.

My appetite to please him as he had done so readily to me grew ravenous as I reached for the top of his pants. With shaking fingers, I released the buttons until his cock, bulging beneath the fabric, pushed free.

The sight of him, erect and eager, urged me on. I traced a finger along his flesh, and his breath caught in his throat as I closed my hand around him, sliding up and down his length. He dropped his head back, and I leaned forward, dragging my tongue across his skin until I reached the tip.

A moan escaped him as I wrapped my lips around him and slid down, taking him fully into my mouth. He balled up his hands in my hair as he pressed into me. I caressed his thighs, and I felt the tension in him I explored his body. He was holding back.

Building momentum, I slid my tongue around him, taking him in as deep as I could bear. A low, guttural growl rumbled out of him, and he pulled himself free of me.

Confused, I began to ask him what I had done wrong, but his mouth silenced mine. He nipped voraciously at my lips, and slipped his tongue between them as his hands eased down to my bottom and to my thighs.

I could taste, smell the remnants of me on him. He laid me back on the bed and lowered himself over me, pressing his cock against my wetness. Steadying himself with an extended arm, the tip of him pushed in, and I arched my back, caught in limbo between the pain and pleasure of his girth.

“I, I can’t,” he said, breathless. “I can’t hold back anymore. I’m sorry.”

With my heartbeat drumming in my chest, I opened my legs wider, my palms roamed the length of his abdomen, feeling the taut ridges. He plunged in, the whole of him, and a cry of pleasure escaped me. My hips lifted to meet his and moved with him as his pace quickened.

Mad with desire, I bit the lobe of his ear, extracting unintelligible mutterings from him. Without warning, he leaned back – the length of him inside me – and lifted my feet, resting them against his shoulders. He reached for me, and his fingers found the spot that had awakened such fervor and began rubbing quickly as he tilted into me, the weight of him pushing my legs toward my body, tightening me around his shaft.

Waves of exhilaration rolled over me again, pulling me out to a sea of ecstasy, and I soared to heights I hadn’t known existed. I cried out as he thrust into me, his fingers keeping to their rhythm as I writhed, the rapturous currents dragging me under once more. He groaned and trembled as his wetness spilled inside me, and he quivered with what I knew to be the same pleasurable release I was experiencing.

Collapsing onto me, he buried his face into my neck as he fought for breath. I cradled him next to me and kissed him as we lay entwined, satisfied and euphoric.

There we stayed, enveloped in our own paradise for a while.

* * *
Sleep was light, and what felt to be a short time had passed when a knock jolted me. Matthias launched out of the bed without a word or care for clothing. Opening the door, he found Asa there, motioning, his eyes wide and stressed.

“Hurry, Ia, he is returning earlier than expected,” Matthias said, grabbing clothes and pulling them on as quick as he could, helping me to do the same. “We have little time. He’s coming from the estate to the immediate north of us.”

After pulling me through the halls, he soon gave up and swept me up in his arms, using a kick to open the door where Asa waited with a wagon. Matthias laid me gently in the back, and then jumped up onto the bench, grabbed the reins, and spurred the horse on. Two bags sat next to me, too full to be tied shut. They were filled with items that Matthias would use to barter for our passage: fabric, jewelry, a gilded candlestick.

“Matthias – your mother,” I called out, half-whispering.

“She is to meet us at the docks with my aunt and niece,” he said.

My heart and spirit lifted as we neared the town. I could make out the masts of the giants that sailed the seas, and an uneasy tremble flowed down my body as I saw my sister, Lili, disappear motionless into the darkness of the deep.

We found a tavern, rat-ridden and sailor-inhabited near the ship that Matthias had a mind to sail on.  Zatia met us after securing Jiba and Nattie in a room upstairs, guiding us to where we would hide until night fell. Matthias bribed the captain to leave a day early and under the cover of night, using most of the items and gold he had carried in the bags. He even had the foresight to forge a Certificate of Freedom for Asa using Lord Malcom’s seal.

The stench of alcohol and urine battered my senses. While the tavern keeper, with his greasy beard and black-toothed grin, eased my anxiety with his friendly demeanor, his buxom red-haired daughter ogled me with pouted lips and an evil eye. She swaggered to the corner that Matthias had stationed us and smiled as she leaned over to fill his cup with ale, her breasts nearly spilling out of the top of her ratted bodice. She winked to him as she stood up, and then cast glances his way over her shoulder as she attended other tables.

Under the brim of his hat, Matthias watched me stiffen, and heat rose to the surface of my skin at the gall of her. He waved her away, placed coinage on the table, and took me by the hand, leading me up the rickety stairwell toward the chambers.

“We need to leave,” I whispered. “Now.”

He shook his head, pressed a finger to his lips, and he tapped against a wall. Wood planks pulled back to reveal a hidden door, and behind it stood Zatia, Jiba, and little Nattie. I gave each a quick embrace as Asa sealed the entrance behind us.

“We must wait for nightfall,” Matthias said in hushed tones.

“I do not like the look of that woman downstairs,” I said. “I do not trust her.”

“Her father is a good man, and I have paid them both adequately to conceal us here for the time being,” Matthias said, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Try to leave your worries with me. Think instead of the life we will have together.”

He placed a kiss on my forehead and pulled me tight against him. “God, you free me.”

A soft knock interrupted us, and Matthias pushed himself out of our embrace as the tavern keeper poked his head in through the door, motioning for Matthias to follow. “I must attend to further arrangements. I shall be back soon.”

I nodded, releasing his hand as he backed into the hallway.

“You have saved him, you know.” Zatia moved over to allow me to sit next to her. “He has a will again, thanks to you.”

When night fell, we left our sanctuary, making our way to the ship that would carry all of us to our freedom. The sky was black, moonless, with only a smattering of stars to guide us. Asa took a torch from the tavern keeper who wished us well as we crept out the back of his establishment.

Excitement built and spread throughout our small group, and our pace quickened until I found myself struggling to keep up. Matthias halted, swept me up in his arms, and carried me as we wound through the filthy back passages.

We reached the docks, which were empty, save for our ship on the end. The crew bustled about, finishing the final load of cargo.

A collective sigh of relief was breathed among us, and even in the weak light of the torch, we made out joy in each other’s expressions. We were close, almost able to make out faces of the crew when men stepped out of the shadow between us and our freedom.

The overseers.

Lord Malcom lit a torch, holding it out to view us.

“Seize them,” he ordered, and before Matthias could sit me down to fight them, Jasper struck him upside his head with a short, heavy wooden stick. Matthias lost his balance, and we both fell to the ground.

My head struck the stone path, and then the world slipped into nothingness.










  
 

Chapter 14
He had been true to his word, at least when it came to me. My body was broken, my spirit more so, and as I hung from the wooden poles he erected for me, my wounds pouring out my life, all I could think about was Matthias.

What would become of him? 

Although my ears rang, muffling most of the sounds, I could hear wails. Asa dangled by a rope in a large tree to my left, lifeless. I shivered as much from the breeze cooling the blood on my skin as from the tears I wept when I watched them string him up.

I thought to plea, beg, scream, anything to spare him, this gentle giant and beautiful soul that showed me – showed everyone - such kindness. No words came, barred by the reality that there was nothing I could say to sway this vindictive man. I could only close my eyes and grieve, sometimes straying into vindictive thoughts myself.

There was no guarantee I’d be spared Asa’s fate. No promise that I’d live to make it to the water, and little hope that I could lure that evil shell of a man there to tear him limb from limb.

Rose, the only brave one from the house servants who bore witness to my torture, brought me water when she felt it was safe, waiting for when the nearest overseer had his attention on those in the field. Our conversation was brief. She told me she knew Matthias had received a similar lashing to mine but in the house, in front of the overseers.

His blood splattered on the walls, the floor, the furniture with each crack of the whip, then when the master was satisfied, “He made him clean it up, all of it, every drop,” Rose sighed.

“His way of showing him the life he was giving up by choosing you, I suppose.”

She shrugged when I asked what else would be done to him.

“He’s let him go to his mother’s house for the moment, but that’s only out of his perverted sympathy for Zatia.”

We both held to the hope that the lashing would be all the punishment he would receive and would be granted more grace than Asa had been given.

As the sun set, I could no longer feel my limbs, and my breath strained to sustain me.  The wooden poles were rough and full of splinters, and the ‘X’ they were formed into bit into me as much as the rope that held me to it. My arms and legs were spread out along the shape, my nakedness on display for all to see as I hung there, a few inches from the ground.

I had held hope that I would be freed, but the truth that I might spend the night like this weakened me further. A light shone from the direction of the sleeping quarters and grew near. The sound of footsteps followed, and it was but a short time before I found Jasper looking at me, the torch illuminating his features.

“Thank you,” I said, my words coming out in short puffs of strained air.

His severe expression dropped, eyes widened, and the blue in them shined in the darkness.

“I’m not here to free you.”

He looked to his hand, clutching the handle of a small brown jug. The lip of its opening was chipped near the handle, and I could see the outline of its missing piece. I knew the jug immediately. It contained lamp oil. It was the very same vessel that Abel would use to refill in the lanterns in the stables.

Large flames burst up not too far from us, and I turned to find Asa’s body engulfed in fire. It flowed up, licking at the rope and tree that supported him.

I understood then what I had refused to a moment ago.

“Please. Please, don’t.”

He shook his head with a heavy sigh.

“If I don’t, I’ll be right there burning with you.”

“Then kill me first,” I said. “Surely you can do that.”

His expression was as still as carved stone.

“Lord Malcom ordered me not to, although I would if he weren’t watching. I put in more than I was supposed to so it would go as quick as I could make it.”

I caught a hint of pity as he looked at me, and I braced myself, closing my eyes. He saturated me, and I took a deep breath as he touched the flame to my feet.

Heat.

Pain beyond what feeble words could ever describe.

I heard myself cry out, scream in the distance.

Cold.

Wet.

I opened my eyes as the water splashed me. Drenched cloth struck me, covered me, fighting the blaze.

The shadow above me worked quickly. Arms handed him buckets, and he poured the water over me until there was no flame left.

I gasped, struggled to see my savior. He lifted me into his arms, holding me against him, and I knew him immediately.

Matthias.

Hands covered me with a soft cloth.

“The breaths she breathes are her last, son,” Zatia said. “She will pass, and we will do what we can to make it as easy as possible, yes?”

Matthias trembled, and I felt despair in his breathing. I tried to speak, but my tongue could not form the words.

I clawed at him, pleading with him to hear me. I found him looking down at me, although I could see little.

“Ocean,” I said. The last word I would be able to speak.

Zatia was right. My death was fast approaching.

The world darkened, even with my eyes open. I saw no stars, no moon, no sky, no night. Nothingness.

Matthias held me to him, and my body shuffled from time to time in his embrace. We were moving. I could hear the crack of a whip and the hooves of horses galloping. The clang of metal against rock. We were in a wagon.

After losing consciousness again, I found that we were now walking. Matthias, ever strong, still trembled, and I heard the ocean, the waves rolling in and slapping against the land.

The sound comforted me, and my heartbeat slowed, joining with the rhythm.

“We’re here, Ia,” he said, the first words I’d heard him speak. They were hoarse, weak.

“Ocean,” I tried to say, finding nothing but garbled syllables.

“Put her in the water,” Zatia said. “She might have a chance.”

He stiffened, hesitated.

“I know you do not believe what I saw, but you must trust me. The salt water heals her. It may save her, and if nothing else, may ease her.”

He moved, this time with more purpose, determination. The waves grew near, Calling to me, and I heard the spirit of my sister among them.

My skin tingled as he walked us farther in. My body floated, and the ocean pulled at me.

“Let her go, son,” Zatia said as her hand caressed the top of my head. “Let the ocean take her.”

Matthias lowered his lips, brushing them against me, and whispered with a cracking voice, “I love you, Ia. Thank you for loving me. I am sorry I failed you. Forgive me.”

His hold loosened, and the waves pulled at me. I floated, then with the remaining strength I had, I kicked away from him, pushing myself down into the depths and farther out into the sea.










  
 

Chapter 15
The pain that engulfed me eased as I fought to swim farther down, but now I found myself struggling to breathe in the waters where I had been raised. Water burned in my lungs, and I choked, my limbs flailing, my body instinctively struggling to push to the surface – to air, to life.

The reality that I was dying ruptured through the calmness I struggled to keep.

The sensation was numbing yet tightening all at once, and my arms and hands drew to my chest, all of it involuntary, forceful. As my lips gasped for the air I had grown used to breathing, the world faded and turned still…and warm.

Time passed, and the water was dark when I opened my eyes. Nighttime. I could breathe, the burning fire in my chest and back had subsided. Movement of the gills behind my ears confirmed that I was not deceased.

My eyes adjusted, and I could see everything before me, unlike the weak vision I’d had as a human. My tail tensed and flexed beneath me as I regained my orientation. I pressed my hands to my face, my sides, my body.

Beautiful. Vain, yes, but it was true. No longer did I just have a strong will – I had the form to match.

Strong, powerful.

Vengeful.

Anger bubbled up faster than I could suppress it. Malcom.

I balled my hands into fists, and surfaced, keeping only my head above the water. I surveyed the shore before me, squinting to see if I could make out any forms. It was too dark. If he had been looking for me, the search likely ended. I called out a prayer for Matthias.

Malcom wouldn’t dare kill him, his own son, would he? What would he do knowing his son had attempted to save a slave? The very one that he had been whipped mercilessly for? That was what I was, a slave, and there was no mistaking it. A Lesser on shore, and now, I would be swimming home to possibly find myself a Lesser there as well, and Ro waiting to own me.

Ro.

I would have to deal with him, no doubt. Bile bubbled up to my mouth with the mere thought of him.

Experience on shore, however, taught me that I was stronger than I realized. I would not be surprised in the least if I could even fight Ro – and not just with words. Fear exaggerates, and I no longer questioned my abilities, having replaced fear with the desperate need to save Matthias.

How could I do that? How could I save him from beneath the water?

I could try onshore, but with what success?

I needed a lure, a Caller, to help me, to bring into the water all who would do Matthias harm. Surely it could be done. My own voice was strong, but those of the practiced and successful – perhaps if they neared the shore, they could be loud enough in unison. It would be a risk with no guarantee that anyone would help me, but it would be worth a try.

Following the sights and scents, I began to make my way home. It would be quite a distance, but I would make it there by the time dawn broke. Elation flooded me, building alongside my anxiety. The longing to hug Mother and hold my sisters kept me focused on the good.

Liliana.

The last memory of her blurred and pained, a lifeless body plummeting with pieces of the vessels we were trying to conquer. I closed my eyes as a pain struck my heart, the reality of my loss no longer painted over by the overwhelming experience of turning human. There would be time to grieve. For now, I needed to make it home, to the family that loved me, to those who could help me.

* * *
Time was short, that I knew with dire certainty, but how did one ask for help from those who had probably assumed I was dead? I swam, rolling it over in my mind, too stressed and hurried to enjoy the familiar wave of my tail and the feel of water all around me, sliding against me as I propelled through the depths.

My gills flexed, my chest heaving for breath, yet I somehow seemed to be swimming faster than ever. All of the hobbling and toiling built my form stronger and sturdier than ever, and I was surprised to find that the strength could be found in my tail as well.

The waters turned lighter with the rising sun, and I found myself looking down over the formations that created our home. This time of morning, bodies would be bustling about, swimming from one area to the next, getting an early start on today’s chores.

There was no one in sight.

No movement, no voices, nothing but the gentle float of seaweed that sprung up from the bottom. My heart fell. There would be no help here. The faces and embraces I had longed for were on their journey north, too far for me to catch up to them.

With a heavy heart, I made my way to the floor, winding through structures and passageways until I found the grotto my family lived in. Our meager belongings, some salvaged from ships, some made, still remained, and it confused me.  Everything was laid out as if no one had left and would return at any moment. I picked up the shell Mother used to trim my hair, running my finger across the sharp edge.

My ears picked up a rustling, soft but near, behind me. I lowered the shell back to its place, preparing for whomever or whatever it was sneaking up.

I turned around as quickly as I could, and found the blades of a trident pushing into the skin at my neck. It was terrifying; Ro’s trident – carefully crafted of coral and bone and incredibly sharp.

“Well, well, Ia,” Ro said, his voice lilted with excitement and surprise. “I was expecting a thief, and here I find you returned from the dead.”

“What are you doing here?” I was callous and cool, trying to hide the quickening beat of my heart.

“I believe I am the one in the most advantageous position to question.” A slow smirk spread across his lips. “Where have you been?”

“You would not believe me,” I said. “Where is my family, and what are you doing in here?”

He snorted, keeping the points of his weapon pressed to me.

“Liliana’s mating ceremony, where everyone else is.”

Liliana? My breath caught in my throat.

“She is alive? Unharmed?” 

“Yes, and is enjoying the lavish rite brought by the High Mother.”

Breath left me, and my body trembled in relief.

“Why are you not there? You are not the fortunate chosen, then?”

A soft laugh escaped him, and he drew himself closer to me.

“She found my younger brother to be a better match.”

His lips kept their slimy smile, but his narrowed, darkening eyes betrayed him. He was furious, and here I was, yet another female who refused him at every turn. Alone. 

He pushed me back, closing the distance between us. My arms reached behind me, feeling for the shelf, and a sharp breath escaped me as I sliced the tip of my finger on the shell I had just laid down. Thinking it was the pressure of the trident blades causing me pain, he snorted as he lowered his weapon.

“You need to leave,” I said. “You are not welcome without escort in our home.”

“I go where I please,” he said. “It is my life I risk each time I defend our people, and I will enter wherever I choose. Where have you been?”

“Take me to the celebration, and I will tell everyone.”

He shook his head.

“Not that simple. Everyone thinks you are a Forsaken, fleeing from your duties as a Lesser, even your own family.”

“I am not a Lesser,” I said. “I have had only one test.”

“A bad one.” He licked his bottom lip. “Or so the other Callers say. Volume, but no voice, just a shrill scream.”

“That is none of your concern,” I said, my temper rising to match my nervousness. “Get out of my way.”

He stared at me for a moment, his brow furrowing.

“Your skin – it’s darker.”

I sighed, pushing away the trident with the palm of my free hand, the other poised behind me with the shell.

“You’ve been surfacing,” he said, a sinister glow stretched across his face. “You know that is forbidden.”

“I owe you no explanation. You will let me pass.”

He leaned back.

“Of course. My apologies.”

He waved his arm to the side, motioning for my exit. I kept my back to the wall, suspicious of his sudden release, saying nothing as I worked my way around him. The opening to our shelter was narrow, and his large form cramped the space, yet he did not budge, just continued to look down his nose at me, sneering, as I was forced up against him.

Squeezing past, I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking myself free of him for the moment until my head jerked back. He grabbed my short hair at the scalp, pulling me violently to him. Lashing out, I swung my hand containing the shell as I yanked myself free and turned to face him. A deep gouge formed across his left cheek, just under his eye, and his blood began to surface, dispensed by the water into tiny wisps of dark brown.

He tilted his head and thrust his throat against the edge of the shell, pressing into it until it broke the skin.

“You want to kill me? Here is your chance, but I shall warn you, if you do not, you will regret it the rest of your life.”

A shudder tore through me, and my fear vanished as anger boiled up.

“So be it,” I said, thrusting the edge into his neck.

Sensing my movement, he flenched as I pressed onward, his eyes wide in surprise, with a hint of terror, and he dodged out just out of my range. His mouth fell open as he regarded me, considered the fact that I was willing - and trying - to kill him.

“Do not ever think that I am not capable. Underestimating me will be your worst, and final, mistake.”

My whole body shook with anxiety, and I remained poised to strike, keeping my focus on him, until I noticed that he was no longer looking at me, but behind me.

I lowered my makeshift weapon and turned to find my family, my tribe, and at the front of them all, the Caller of Honor, my sister – Lilli, and my mother. Their faces were full of shock. A low murmur rumbled among them.

“Ia,” Mother whispered as she swam to me and wrapped her arms around me.

They talked among themselves as I embraced my family. Some of those muttering were confused to see me, others angry.

“You are not dead, Ia,” Lili said, repeating it. “I thought you were dead.”

“I worried the same for you, Lili,” I answered.

“Where have you been?”

The voice came from behind me, angry and spiteful. Ro, of course.

“I found her stealing. A Forsaken trying to steal from her own family.”

“I am not Forsaken, Ro,” I said, shaking my head, appalled that he was twisting the situation to his favor – and my endangerment.

Faces darkened, and the expressions of those I love fell from relief to worry.  

“Where have you been?” asked Mother, as softly as she could. “We found no trace of you, believed you to be no more.”

“And what mermaid would leave her family to believe her to be dead? A Forsaken!” 

Ro interjected before I had time to answer.

“I am not Forsaken! I have been ashore.”

The words fell out. Truth was hard to contain, even when it could have meant my death. A roar of disbelief and growing anger tore loose among the people.

“Liar,” someone shouted, and I looked back to Ro, now leaning against the entrance of my family’s home with his arms crossed and a smug, horrible look on his face.

“I do not lie.” I knew no one believed me, not even my own family, who were now looking away.

“Forsaken has trespassed – she must be punished,” someone else yelled from the crowd, and shouts of “Yes!” and “Punish her!” supported it.

I cringed, looking around for an escape as I shook my head.

Several of the guards, Ro’s friends, had managed to work their way to the front of the throng, pushing their way past my family. They looked to Ro, and with a nod of his head, they reached out to seize me.

“Stop!” An older and feminine voice called out. The crowd parted to reveal the High Mother. From the clay beads in her hair and the ceremonial necklace, she had been leading Liliana’s mating rite. “You will do no such thing until I determine if she is truthful.”

She swam through the middle of them at her leisure, stopping only a hand’s width or two from me. I bowed to her, my thoughts flooding with an unspoken prayer that she would save me from Ro and his men. She reached out and took me by the chin, turning my head from side-to-side. Her brow furrowed, and she looked to Ro, her eyes narrowing at the sight of his wound.

“Come with me, child.” She led me into the grotto, out of earshot from the others who respectfully kept their distance.

“Give me your hand,” she said.

I offered my right hand, and she turned it over, running her long fingernails down the lines of my palm. Her mouth moved with whispers and the lines grew bright with a flash of light, then dissipated to nothing. She smiled, looking back up at me.

“You are, indeed, a land-strider,” she said. “Of ocean and of ash. Mer and human, one and the same. My, I thought I should never see another one. I will have two hundred years on this aged frame with the next cycle of the moon.”

She sighed as she continued.

“It is our blessing and our curse to have such long lives, Ia, especially compared to the humans.”

I nodded as my breath caught in my throat, unsure where her comments were leading us.

“You were turned as an infant, so your lifespan will be eternal compared to his, and I sense you know this.”

My mouth fell open. I had not thought about it, not once.

“If I should turn him? Would he be as our kind?”

She held up a finger. “If he survives, if you are successful, his life will still be shorter than yours. Longer than that of a human, but still but a fraction to yours.” 

Her eyes softened, and she caressed my chin. “The decision is all yours, Ia. Do you choose a life with him, or do you let it go?”

I shrugged. “Perhaps I am selfish, but I want to spend my life with him.”

“Such is our curse, dear. We are given the gift to walk among them, and the smarter of us lure them to the water for our family to feast, but you,” she said. “You have heart as I once did, Ia. One walks among them, then one grows to care for them, then one grows to love them – as you do him.”

High Mother stared off for a moment, smiling in a memory.

“I fear he is in grave danger, and I do not know what to do.”

The old woman threw back her head and laughed. “Go back ashore, lure this man who would harm you to the water, then take him to the depths and eat.” She continued to laugh as she looked at me, my jaw slack, eyes wide, and eyebrows raised.

“High Mother, it took me too long to change forms, and I have no talent for Calling.”

“Ha!” She waved. “Your talent for Calling will be in human form, and by the look of you, what a fierce one you will be. As for changing, will yourself to do it quickly, and it will happen. You could change into your human form right at this very moment if you wished.”

I pursed as I determined to try, and my elder winked at me.

“One final piece of advice, girl,” she said. “They believe you to be dead? Sing from the moment your feet touch the sand. Keep them in the dream your voice conjures until your deed is done. Your chosen will not be affected, nor will anyone you choose to spare.”

“Yes, High Mother,” I replied.

“Beware that young guard out there. Prove yourself truthful,” she said as she turned to leave, clearing her throat. “And when the time is right, when you have done all you may, you and your family shall come to me, and I shall teach you.”

She was vague, but I heeded her words and bowed as she stepped out, back among our people, and a tingle ran from my tail to the top of my head as I braced myself for the task at hand.

I would rescue Matthias.










  
 

Chapter 16
The night air blew and chilled my head and face as I floated, looking to the shore. The whole of the tribe, save a chagrined young guard and a few of his companions, surfaced behind me and bobbed in silence, the High Mother among them. They would watch me change.

Calming my racing heart with a few deep breaths, I approached the shallow waters, the very ones that would strand a mermaid as they pulled her in toward land. There was very little room to move my tail, the tips of it already scraping against the ocean floor.

How does one will oneself to turn human?

I squeezed my eyes shut, repeating ‘transform’ as though magic were in the word.  Nothing happened. Casting a look behind me, I could see slight movement among my supervisors, whispering with covered hands. This was taking too much time.

“You are thinking too much, Ia! Stop thinking and do,” the High Mother yelled, drawing surprised looks from her flock who had been instructed from birth to keep silent when approaching the shore.

I bit my lower lip and let my body relax into the wave, the tip of my tail carving shapes in the sand. I stopped thinking of changing and started thinking of Matthias. Concern overwhelmed me, and I did my best to thrust it out with thoughts of us in the grass, his soft smile, the feel of the earth beneath me.

Earth beneath me. Beneath my feet. 

Pain shot through me as my tail began to split. It was uncomfortable, as though I had ripped it with a sharp rock, but with the feeling came a familiar tingle that traveled up. I found myself flexing thighs, still covered in scales, and my tail gave way to legs, and then to feet.

I crunched my toes into the sand beneath them, smiling. Tiny bits of scale, iridescent in the moonlight, floated up around me, and I ran my hands down my form, finding only skin. Determination seized me, and I hobbled through the remainder of the shallow waters until all that was left were gentle waves lapping at my feet. Excited murmuring erupted from my group of voyeurs, which quickly gave way to cheering, despite the danger.

I waved at them, and then turned to gather my bearings. Walking without the help of a broom or my cane was challenging, but concern for Matthias quickened my feet.

As I approached the top of the short ridge where the land turned from sand into grass and brush, I made out Zatia’s home in the dark, my eyes now fully human and limited. No light or sign of occupation could be seen, and as I neared, I heard the High Mother’s voice on the wind, Calling me to sing.

My voice rang out in the dark, and it was not the shrill, horrendous sound I had made all those nights ago at my first Calling as a mermaid. The tone of it was now melodious, rich, and I called for the wary to rest, to slumber.

Excitement and hope ran up my body. My song permeated the night, and I continued past Zatia’s home and down the path I had first traveled a lifetime ago in the back of a wagon.

The breeze blew from the direction of my people, carrying my voice on the wind, amplifying my song as morning broke across the horizon. Slaves beginning their daily labor in the fields stopped and considered me for a moment before their lids grew heavy, and they laid themselves down. The overseers did so as well, some crawling away from me in failed attempt to pull themselves out of earshot before sleep claimed them.

My time would be limited before I would need to sing them back into slumber. Melina Hills stretched out before me, the house shadowed by the hills surrounding it. The expanse of fields between myself and my destination were Matthias’ usual domain, but I only caught sight of Jasper, the man who had beaten Joseph within an inch of his life.

He was atop Matthias’ favored soft brown mare and sought to spur her away when he saw me after watching all those around him collapse to the ground. I smiled as I sang, keeping the song of rest on my lips as I tightened my throat, forcing out a trail of different pitches until my voice carried the song of luring as well. Jarring at first, I found the sounds merging naturally as I had heard Lili do in practice. Jasper’s eyes widened as his thoughts receded into nothing but my will, and he guided his horse to me.

With a gentle lift, he helped me up and guided us along until the great manor loomed over us. My lips, were dry and cracking - my throat pained by the time we reached the back of the house, and we dismounted. I stopped singing, and with my hand balled up into a fist, I struck Jasper in the face, knocking him back.

“Where is Matthias?”

 He shook his head, tossing out the limbo his mind had been trapped in as he reached up to his nose, smearing blood across his face.

“Slave quarters,” he said, and as soon as I hummed the first note, he fell to the ground, splayed out as he slept.

* * *
Matthias, chained to the wall in a dark corner, was beyond recognition. One eye was swollen shut, and dried blood covered him. His right arm dangled in an unnatural, gruesome position, and his breathing was rapid and shallow.

Zatia was asleep next to him with a basket of blood-soaked herbs, and I bent over to shake her awake.  Her eyelids cracked open as she jerked away from me, terrified. I stepped into a crack of light, and she cried out as she recognized me, lunging to hug me.

“They will hang him tonight,” she pleaded. “We must do something!”

I nodded, handing her the keys that I had pulled off Jasper’s unconscious person.

“Will he live?” Tears welled up and blurred my vision.

“I pray so,” she said. “Jiba can help me heal him, but she will not come here for fear that Lord Malcom will take her daughter from her again.”

“Take him to your home,” I said, bending down to kiss his forehead.

He lifted his head, bloodied lips forming a smile.

“Are you here to take my soul?”

“No,” I said, smiling. “I am here to take Lord Malcom’s.”

* * *
I found the master still snoring, fast asleep despite the morning light pouring in through the windows, so it was with little effort that I was able to lure him to his feet, down the stairs, through the foyer, and on until we reached the gates.

Jasper, too, followed with the same wide-eyed, blank stare and soft mumbling as I sang to them of their deepest desires, of the treasure and beauty that awaited them in the depths. Each field we passed, I called to the slumbering overseer until I had each in a neat line trailing behind me.

It took some time to reach the shore. A broomstick steadied me, but my pace was still slow. I walked backward to keep my eye upon my captives, knowing that if I for one second failed, they would come to their senses. I did not even cast a glance to Zatia’s home when we came near, scared that sorrowful news could await me.

When we stepped into the water, I heard Mother’s voice, then Liliana’s – both Calling the men that were following in, buying me time to complete the transformation. The men swam around me as though I did not exist, and it was a short time later that I heard the song cease, the call complete, and the men devoured.

Except one.

Lord Malcom stood within the water to his knees staring out into the expanse, the spell of the song breaking. His brow was furrowed, his gaze searching. He appeared confused and worried.

“Strange,” I thought aloud. “Why does he not swim out to the song?”

He tried to step forward, knowing it was the direction he should go, but stopped short upon seeing the water. I could make out a form running toward us.

“He will not go in,” Zatia yelled out, her voice jerking Lord Malcom’s attention to her. “His fear is far stronger than his desire. He is terrified of water. He cannot swim.”

A light sparked in Lord Malcom’s eyes. His expression relaxed, then grew resolute as his jaw tensed. A sense of awareness flooded his face. He was awake and furious. Unintelligible words, curses and shouts tore through his lips, and then he turned to run to Zatia. My tail was only half-formed, but I pushed on the tips of my fins with all my might and reached for him, just catching his shoulder. My fingernails, sharp and pointed as my teeth, dug in to his flesh, and he shouted in pain, thrashing his way out of the water with me now attached to his back.

Yelling, he swung to knock me off his back, but I held fast, pulling myself against him. He was strong, and I would not be able to hold for long.

My lower jaw unhinged as I opened my mouth wide as my transitioning form would let me, and I sunk my teeth into the side of his neck. Blood spurted forth, sweet and warm, and I found myself renewed by the taste of his flesh as I bit down and ripped.

He jolted, throwing me across his shoulder and down to the beach. Towering over me, he stood clutching his neck. My wound had been devastating but not yet fatal. The look in his eyes told me he knew, understood, that this was a fight to the death.

I kicked and thrashed my half-formed legs, trying to push myself away from him. His eyes searched all around us, coming to rest on a large rock next to me. With a single motion, he swooped down and grabbed it with his free hand, bringing it up to strike me.

I had not the leverage nor the buoyance to leap for him, despite the tide rising around us.

He straddled me, pressing his foot down on my left knee as he lowered himself to bludgeon me.

Thin, brown leather wrapped around his neck with a loud crack, startling me. Matthias was standing to my right, his bruised arm tightening the whip, groaning in pain as he pulled Lord Malcom to his knees.

Malcom gasped for air, his hands grabbing at the leather, fighting against its pull. With but a short distance between them, Matthias let loose the whip and dove for his father, knocking him back.

Matthias squeezed his remaining strong hand around Malcom’s throat and screamed, shaking as he lifted Malcom by the neck with a single hand. Sobs tore from Matthias as the man began to tremble, his life leaving him, and Matthias let him go, dropping him to the ground. Malcom convulsed, each spasm shorter than the last as his life began to leave him. His throat was nearly crushed and blood from my bite was seeping out in an increasing amount.

My legs now formed, I embraced Matthias as he cried into my hair. With Zatia’s help, we staggered toward her home as the waves began to pull Lord Malcom’s lifeless body.










  
 

Epilogue
Standing on the balcony off our bedroom, overlooking the gate of Melina Hills, I took in the warmth of the newly breaking dawn, rubbing my swollen belly and softly humming the songs of the seas to the growing life inside me.

I had foreseen our first girl in my dreams, much to my excitement after our boy, who I could already hear running around outside below me.

Matthias’ soft touch on my shoulder startled me, and I jumped, laughing as he wrapped his arms around me, kissing my neck, smelling my hair.

“You, dear husband, are supposed to be working,” I said, smiling as I savored his affection.

“You, beautiful wife, were too appealing for me to walk past,” he said, whispering against my skin. “Besides, doing things as I please comes with my position. Helps ease the stress of responsibility.”

I could feel him smile against me as he placed a hand on my belly.

“Seven years, and we finally have a home I am happy to welcome our children into,” he said with a sigh of relief.

All was right in the world, or at least in our part. Malcom’s death had been investigated, albeit poorly, and it was judged from his consistent abuse of alcohol that he likely wandered into the ocean and drowned.

As for the overseers, Matthias claimed they’d all been thieves who took the first boat they could after the master’s death. He paid a ship captain a lovely sum of gold kept in Lord Malcom’s desk to list their names on his register of passengers.

After a year of debate, Matthias was granted the estate and all its holdings as per Lord Malcom’s unaltered will – without the title of Lord, which was awarded to Lord Malcom’s brother’s family, much to Matthias’ pleasure.

Matthias’ first act as owner was to free all those laboring there, and to offer wages and decent shelter to those who would stay to tend to the crops. Some left and returned, some left never to be seen again, and others stayed, surprised to find Matthias working among them as their homes were built.

Pieces of the outlying pastures were sold to fund our vision of Melina Hills, although we found ourselves blessed shortly thereafter with an incredibly lucrative sale of Lord Malcom’s horses, allowing us to buy the lands back and free as many slaves as we could purchase at the market, much to the chagrin of our slave-holding neighbors.

I was beside him for it all as he made his penance, burying the shame of his past and his father with each passing day. From time to time, my body would call to me, and I would visit the ocean, wrapping myself in its waves, feeling the freedom of the water as our children ran along the beach.

I was home either way – on land or in the water, and the peace I had was unsurpassable. After all, I was of ocean and ash, and I had finally discovered that while I belonged to neither world, I belonged in both.
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Deep Breath by J. M. Miller
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Before disappearing at sea, Marissa Pruitt’s father—a once revered marine archaeologist—walked the line of insanity, claiming to have seen a mermaid during an ordinary dive in the Gulf of Mexico. He abandoned his life and career, completely obsessed with chasing the truth. 

It’s been years since his death, and Marissa is still tormented by countless unanswered questions. When she finds dive coordinates and a stone pendant hidden in her father’s things, she asks for help from his old protégé and sets out to give her father one last goodbye and maybe find closure for her troubled heart. Instead, she finds the truth he’d been searching for all along, with a life and love she never could have imagined. But there’s a price to see it all, one set by betrayal and paid with an anchor at her feet and salt water in her lungs.








  
 





One

 

A drop of rain smacked the necklace Marissa held in her palm, splattering against the dark green stone and the threaded knots that encased it like a fishing net. She wiped a finger over the pendant and glanced down past her hands to the waves below. The gulf’s swells had grown while she’d been lost in her thoughts. They were no longer calm, no longer in sync, rocking and slapping her rental boat for disrupting their chaotic rhythm. Reflections of lightning flashed across the waves’ peaks and the rumble of thunder quickly followed. Marissa looked up toward the open water horizon as thick gray clouds rolled in like a slow motion avalanche, threatening to bury the setting sun. She wasn’t concerned so much with the storm, only that Darci was well over an hour late. With darkness and strong currents approaching, the dive she had planned was out of the question. It would have to wait for another day.

Marissa looked at the necklace again. Swirled with colors much like those the Emerald Coast was known for, the rough stone was gorgeous. She couldn’t comprehend why her father had kept it inside a box of old photos, but then again, she’d never understood the reasons for most of his actions leading up to his disappearance six years before. No one had. He’d been crazed, obsessed with what he claimed to have seen on a typical dive in the Gulf of Mexico. It had cost him his career, recognition as one of the most notable marine archaeologists in the state of Florida, many friends and colleagues, most of his savings, and in the end, his life.

His body was never found.

The confusion of it all had made a teenage Marissa doubt him as well, and it had troubled her over the years, never knowing the reason her father had turned from renown to reckless. It was the reason she’d rented the boat, to give him one last chance. Maybe he had seen something. Was it a mermaid as he’d claimed? Probably not, but maybe there was an explanation.

Following another cluster of lightning cracks, the sound of an approaching motor caught her attention. She tucked the necklace into the pocket of her windbreaker and moved around the center console to the back of the boat, watching a white cruiser with a hard top pull closer as a few more raindrops fell. It throttled down, and a woman wearing an aqua colored dress shirt and black suit skirt stepped out of the cabin’s door. Her short brown hair held loose curls that fluttered as the wind swept between the two boats.

“It’s wonderful to see you again, Marissa. Sorry I’m late,” Darci said, walking the length of the cruiser and tossing fenders over the side so the boats could raft up.

“It’s no problem at all, Darci. Thanks for coming,” Marissa responded, catching the lines Darci pitched across to tie off.

Darci ducked back inside the cabin to ease the boats together, then cut off the cruiser’s motor and stepped back outside onto the rear swimming platform, barefooted. “Nice rental. Gear too?” She nodded her head toward the tanks and vests then rolled up her sleeves and boarded the rental boat. “Now I know why you declined my dinner invitation in Pensacola and requested to meet on the water.” Her arms opened for an embrace. “Feeling a bit nostalgic?”

Marissa opened her arms and leaned closer, accepting the hug awkwardly. After all, it was a bit odd. Sure Darci Barington had been her father’s protégé at the state’s historical resources department for several years, learning intricacies about underwater excavation and retrieval from one of the best in the field, but Marissa could count the number of times they’d conversed on two hands. Even those had barely passed beyond a simple greeting. Darci was just one of those people who looked to have a lot more brewing below her outer facade. It was a feeling Marissa couldn’t shake.

She backed up to a more comfortable distance and nodded, eying Darci with a friendly smile. The years had changed Darci in a fair amount of ways. The skin around her gray eyes showed thin lines from the trials of life, but it made them look sharp instead of tired, like she’d grown accustomed to studying people more keenly.

Not waiting for a reply, Darci said, “Sorry I was unable to speak longer on the phone earlier this morning, but things have been busy in the private sector. That’s also why I couldn’t attend your mother’s funeral. I was very saddened to hear of her passing.”

Marissa shook her head lightly as memories of her mother’s battle with cancer flashed to mind. That battle had ended the month prior, offering more relief than grief. Her mother had finally found peace. “I definitely understand. Thank you for sending flowers. They were beautiful.”

“As was your mother. She was strong and priceless, Nick’s real treasure.”

Marissa bit her bottom lip with a nod, knowing her father had never found the peace her mother had in death. Even though Nick had been content with his family, the urge to find his truth had consumed him. More rain tapped on Marissa’s windbreaker, snapping her thoughts back. “Congratulations on the start of your own company. I can see leaving the state job has been a good move for you.” She glanced at the cruiser.

Darci shifted her stance wider as the waves rocked the boats and ran a palm across her forehead, wiping away a few drops of rain. “Thank you. I’m still based here in Florida, but I bounce around along the gulf and sometimes abroad. Far too much of it all is spent above the water, regrettably.” She grinned, flashing a quick, endearing wrinkle in her nose.

Marissa remembered her father saying how eager Darci had been when she’d first started working with him, never wanting to leave the water, always looking for the next find. Her passion had rivaled his own, which was exactly why he’d hired her.

Darci’s small grin disappeared, considering Marissa’s silence. “But you certainly didn’t travel all the way from Dallas to float out here and chat with me about my job. I take it you found something in your parents’ old place worth calling me out here for.”

“I apologize for taking up your time, and I definitely don’t want to waste it, but I thought out of anyone he used to associate with, you’d be the one who’d at least entertain my curiosity.”

The sides of Darci’s bright red lips lifted the tiniest bit and she turned toward the open water. “The Chevron artificial reef is just south of here. The USS Oriskany, too. Your father and I dove these waters countless times. He taught me so much.” She fell silent for a moment. Drops of rain tapped the boats faster as the clouds continued to steal the daylight. Darci glanced over her shoulder at Marissa. “I kept looking for him, you know? Even after they found the boat. I’m just sorry there wasn’t more I could do for him. If there had been, things might have been different.”

Marissa sighed. “I feel the same regret. He deserved much more from me, though. I was his daughter, and I brushed him aside like everyone else. I should have supported him no matter how crazy I thought …” She shoved her hands into her windbreaker pockets, one hand clenching the necklace’s pendant, the other clenching the cloth she’d found it wrapped in.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You were starting college, starting your own life. I’m sure he understood that. He just wasn’t making much sense then. He was paranoid and distant, and when he started talking about mermaids … things just went downhill.” Darci ran her fingers through her dampened hair. “Look, it’s not a good idea to dive in this storm. Let’s step inside my cabin and you can tell me what this is about. Then maybe we can go have that dinner.”

Marissa clenched the necklace one more time, worried, unsure of what she needed to do. Her father wasn’t one to hide things. There had to be a reason, but she would need help if she really wanted to find an answer. Darci was her only hope. Unfazed by the rain pelting her head and face harder, she yanked the pendant from her pocket and grabbed Darci’s arm before she could step over to the cruiser. “This,” she said, stretching her palm out close to Darci’s face. “This is what I found. A necklace, stashed inside a box of old pictures, wrapped in a cloth. The cloth is why we’re out here.” Marissa grabbed the cloth from her other pocket and held it up beside the pendant. The DMS coordinates 30°09′46.3″N 87°00′42.5″W were written in marker on the beige cloth.

Darci’s eyes widened and her lips parted. With soft fingers, she touched both the pendant and the cloth. “Nick never noted coordinates for personal stuff.”

“No,” Marissa confirmed. “He found more pleasure in dead reckoning, exploring without charts. He knew this area well enough to get around without them. That’s why I knew it had to be important. This could just be a starting point, but at least it’s a start.”

Darci’s eyes never left Marissa’s palms. “It’s definitely his writing.” The words trailed off into a whisper, drowned out easily by the patter of rain. She leaned closer to study the pendant. “He never mentioned finding a stone, and he always logged his work data. Why would he do this?”

“It has to be connected to what he was looking for,” Marissa stated as Darci lifted the necklace from her palm. “I mean, I’m not saying that mermaids are real, but maybe he saw something down there that he couldn’t explain despite all his years diving. He was a focused man, Darci. You know that as well as I do. What if he was telling the truth? What if he found something?” Marissa leaned over the side of the boat, staring down at the water, wondering what he could have seen.

“Oh, this is definitely something.” Darci dangled the pendant between her fingers and glanced past it to Marissa. “Did you mention this to anyone else?”

“No, just you. I didn’t think anyone else would even bother with me.”

Darci’s eyes darted back to the stone. “I knew he’d been hiding something. The mermaid thing just seemed far-fetched. He must have found an undocumented wreck. If this is what came from it, we need to keep this between—”

A bigger wave crashed against the far side of the boat, knocking both women off balance. As Darci tried to recover, the necklace flew from her grasp, over the side of the boat. Both women gasped in horror and scrambled to catch it as it sailed toward the water.

For Marissa, there was no hesitation, no delay. She dropped the cloth and dove overboard without concern. Her phone, her clothes—none of it mattered. This was her father’s life’s work, something she could possibly use to right his name. It was her only chance to find his truth. Without it, she would never really know what happened, why he’d disappeared those years ago.

With her arms fully extended, eyes focused on the pendant and its nylon cord trailing behind, she stretched her fingers and grazed its edge before closing her eyes and plunging into the ocean. The warmth of the salt water cocooned her, erasing the chill from the rain and wind above. Feeling the pendant in her palm, she squeezed her fingers closed, digging her nails into her flesh to the point of pain. There was no way she’d risk letting go. She mentally promised her father as much, feeling closer to him than she had in a very long time.

Marissa spun beneath the water and kicked back to the surface, breaking through the waves and opening her eyes to the stormy sky once again.

“Did you get it?” Darci yelled as lightning marbled the gray clouds above the boats.

Keeping her fist clenched, Marissa lifted her hand above the water. The cord dangled past her wrist, but the stone was still safely imprisoned by her fingers. “Yeah, I got it!” 

“Excellent.” Darci tipped her chin up and ran her hands back through her soaking hair, inhaling a relieved breath.

The roar of thunder ripped through the air, making Marissa kick more urgently toward the boat. Darci dropped the ladder and grabbed the wrist of Marissa’s clenched hand to help her aboard. “Sorry about that. I’m glad you have quick reflexes.”

“I am too.” Marissa stepped around the air tanks and glanced back at Darci, noticing Darci’s eyes were fixed on her clenched hand. She lifted her fist and immediately realized why: her hand was glowing. Light peeked through the cracks between her fingers. It wasn’t very bright, just visible enough to see in the dullness of the stormy day. Slowly, she twisted her wrist and lifted each finger, revealing the stone pendant.

The thin white swirls inside the green stone flickered. Marissa gaped at the light, confusion and wonder rendering her speechless. How was it even possible? Fat raindrops continued to fall, and after several hit the necklace, the light began to fade.

“That’s definitely not jade,” Darci murmured as she moved closer.

Marissa cradled the necklace between her hands and pulled it in toward her body. Her hair dripped more water onto the stone, but this time instead of fading, the light within the swirls glinted, like tiny little flares bursting inside. “What the …?” Marissa lifted her hands closer to her face.

After a few more drops, Darci’s eyes lit up as bright as the stone. “It’s the water.” She snatched the pendant from Marissa’s hands, spun around, and ducked toward the back of the boat.

“No!” Marissa lunged toward her.

“I won’t drop it,” Darci reassured, weaving the nylon cord through fingers on both hands as she bent toward the waves. “Didn’t you see it? The rain was dousing it, but the salt water from your hair … it was almost igniting it. Look!” she yelled over her shoulder as another crash of thunder boomed overhead.

A wave engulfed Darci’s hands and the stone flashed, lighting up the water around her skin with a soft halo.

“What is it?” Marissa asked. It was gorgeous, but it was like nothing she’d ever seen. Not in any textbooks or scientific studies. Not in any museum. Not from her father. She would have surely remembered something so marvelous.

Darci cupped water in her hands to keep the stone submerged then stood back up. Her head shook the slightest bit. “I … I honestly don’t know. I would guess it’s biological, some kind of microorganism living inside the porous stone—well, that’s what I’d guess if we’d just found it on a dive. But, since you said it’s been sitting in a box in your parents’ house, I’m not sure how that would be possible.” She shook her head again.

Marissa peeled her windbreaker over her head and dropped it in a soggy heap at her bare feet. Her phone spilled out of the pocket with a thud. Dead. There was no hope for it now. She squeezed some excess water from her shorts and tank top as she looked up to the sky, allowing the rain to massage her face with its unrelenting assault, considering the next step. As much as she wanted answers, she would have to wait. The storm was only getting worse. “We shouldn’t stay out here much longer. Maybe we can research things tonight then come back to dive tomorrow if you aren’t busy and if the weather cooperates.” She moved closer, watching the last bit of salt water trickle through Darci’s fingers.

With water streaming down her face, hair plastered to her cheeks, Darci finally tore her eyes from the dimming stone to acknowledge Marissa. “Yeah … that sounds like a good idea. I’ll clear everything I have tomorrow.”

Marissa smiled and lifted her hand to take the necklace, noticing Darci’s body react by shifting backward and dropping her hands a tad. It was as if she wasn’t willing to let it go. Marissa narrowed her eyes. “Something wrong?”

“No, sorry.” The edges of Darci’s lips quirked up and a few lines wrinkled her nose. “Work habits. Whenever I’m on the water, I’m usually the lead.” She tipped the necklace over, letting it dangle over Marissa’s palm.

Darci’s explanation was understandable, but Marissa couldn’t stifle a pang of doubt creeping up the back of her neck. She smiled anyway and reached up to take the necklace. Just as her fingers closed around the pendant, Darci’s body shifted again and her other fist smashed into Marissa’s cheek.

Marissa screamed as her body spun from the impact. Shaken and stunned from the hit, she staggered forward toward the dive gear. There was no time to shield her face before colliding with a tank. Everything disappeared with a flash.

***
Marissa winced as a rush of sensations awakened. Her forehead throbbed, pulsing a sharp pain outward, wrapping around her skull and traveling down her neck. Raindrops tapped all over her face, stinging a spot above her brow with each hit. There had to be a cut or gash there. She cracked her eyes open to the clouds above. They had taken over most of the sky with a shade of gray closer to black than white. Lightning ripped through them, making them flash like the pendant.

Darci, Marissa thought, remembering what had happened. How long had she been lying there?

She lifted her head just as Darci stepped back onto the rental boat from the cruiser. “Darci? What the hell?” When she attempted to move her feet, she heard the rattle of chain and felt its cool metal weighing on her bare ankles.

Darci didn’t look at her. “After all the years your father and I dove together, all the work we’d done, I knew he hadn’t just lost his mind. Like everyone else, I believed it possible for a mind to snap under heavy frustration, but I knew he was too composed for that to happen. Even when I confronted him, though, he refused to tell me the truth.” Darci lifted an anchor and positioned it at the back of the boat, moving a chain with it. “So thanks for contacting me. I’m sure I’ll be able to find whatever he was searching for a little easier now.” She patted her chest where the necklace hung.

“Don’t do this, Darci,” Marissa pleaded, realizing this wasn’t some petty disagreement that had accidentally escalated. It was dire, and it was intentional.

Darci glanced down. The lines around her eyes softened a moment, then she heaved the anchor and thick chain overboard.

Marissa shrieked when the slack ran out and yanked hard at her ankles. Darci grabbed the chain and dragged her body closer to the edge of the boat. Realizing what was about to happen, Marissa thrashed her arms and legs, trying to stop her movement. She hooked the tank separators, causing the tanks to clank together and fall over, spreading the rest of the gear across the deck.

“Darci, don’t!” Shock and desperation left her mouth through a strangled cry. “I don’t care about what’s down there. You can have it.”

“I know I can. I’ll most certainly find it, but that’s no longer your concern. Bye Marissa. Tell your father I said thanks.” She picked up the chains closer to Marissa’s feet, yanked one more time, then stepped out of Marissa’s reach.

Marissa tried to grab hold of anything that would help, only to slip past most of the gear. As she felt her feet leave the boat, she snagged a handheld bailout bottle of back-up air with an on-demand mouth regulator. Her other hand locked onto the edge of the boat, stopping her body from submerging. Even though it seemed like the end, she refused to give up.

Darci wasted no time. She moved closer and attempted to stomp Marissa’s hand. Marissa moved her hand to avoid the hit and latched onto Darci’s ankle, hoping to gain some leverage despite the heavy weight pulling her body down. She also swung the bailout bottle, hitting Darci’s leg repeatedly. Darci lurched away, stumbling and falling back onto the deck. More hope ran through Marissa as she dug her nails into Darci’s flesh, but it was short-lived. Darci drew her other foot back then slammed it into Marissa’s head, breaking her hold and knocking her into the ocean.

Marissa gasped for one last breath and shoved the bailout bottle’s regulator into her mouth as her face went under.








  
 





Two

 

By the age of ten, Marissa had won her weight in swimming medals. At eleven, she’d technically drowned.

“The ocean is unforgiving of egos and idiocy,” her father had said after he’d fished her from the gulf one turbulent day. “Being a strong swimmer means nothing if you don’t use your head.”

He was right. He was always right. She’d challenged a rip current and lost. It didn’t matter that she was practically a mermaid as a result of the amount of time she’d spent in the water, or that she’d already started dive training with him. What mattered was knowing and applying the solution, but she’d let her ego cloud her head that day instead.

With her ankles bound and dead weight dragging her under, she had to remind herself of that … and just about everything else he’d taught her.

Marissa opened her eyes, watching the light from the surface dim as the dark sea took its hold. Her eyes stung, less from the salt water and more from the tears that would never stain her cheeks. She quickly checked herself. No matter how much she wanted to dwell on what had happened, no matter how much hate stirred inside, time was her only enemy now. She clenched the regulator in her mouth and bent to check the chains at her feet as water rushed up around her. Pressure built behind her ears with the rapid descent. She swallowed, attempting to equalize, popping a little relief. Ear trauma was the least of her problems, though. At her location, the shelf’s floor was 100 feet. Compressed at that depth, with normal breaths, the bailout bottle would last less than a minute. That time would extend a bit when she managed to break loose from the anchor and started to ascend. She’d definitely need it on the way up—every bit of time, every bit of air, every bit of hope.

“Deep breath,” her father had instructed on her first dive. “Quick breaths are shallow, panicked. They don’t provide you with as much oxygen in the long run and you’ll certainly expend your tank faster, which could kill you.”

Marissa inhaled her first breath from the bailout bottle, hard and deep, and held it as she jerked at the chains for escape. Holding a breath while diving was not the best idea. It led to more recovery breaths, wasting more air. But, with a limited capacity bottle, she had to take the risk. She needed more time.

A lock fastened the chain tight around her ankles. She hooked her fingers into the links and yanked, but there was no way to slip the chain off. Still falling deeper, dread and panic twisted her insides and knocked her heartbeat loudly inside her ears. Fear overrode every bit of calm, crushing it like a tin can.

Another breath.

The anchor hit bottom. Her bare feet followed a moment later, colliding with its metal and the sand below, kicking up a cloud of sediment. She didn’t bother to look around. Her focus was only on the chain, but that didn’t keep her brain from wondering what was around her. The light from the surface was weak, dispersing through the water with only a faint glow. It was some reassurance that there were fewer predators around to smell the blood from the cut on her head. That light and reassurance would be gone soon enough, though. She wouldn’t last to see it go completely dark. She’d either be topside or dead.

Exhale.

Inhale.

Pull.

Her heartbeat pounded on, a clock counting down to her fate. It screamed for her the words she couldn’t speak. It screamed for the air she couldn’t freely take. Her head grew heavy, fogged. She glanced around. A curious grouper swam close by, watching her like he had a secret. She looked back down at her feet to avoid his stare, wondering if it all was a dream.

Exhale. Inhale.

Bubbles tickled her cheeks and she smiled around the regulator, feeling giddy, feeling euphoric. Feeling narced.

The shelf’s depth and her fast descent had come with another problem: nitrogen narcosis. Raptures of the deep.

She was narced.

She felt woozy, drunk, as if she’d sucked down a bottle of laughing gas at the dentist’s office.

Her father’s words replayed in her head so clearly she could almost picture him beside her. “Be mindful of narcosis. Anticipating the effects helps. If it’s bad and unmanageable, ascending will most certainly help. Sometimes all it takes is five feet.” Unfortunately, the latter wasn’t an option.

How much time had she lost? Those few precious seconds, breaths …

With a dazed head, she hooked the chain again. She realized what her mistake had cost her: everything. Her legs kicked her frustration, bucking in the water as panic took over, this time uncontrolled. It was no longer possible to hold her breath. She exhaled and inhaled erratically, unable to stop, lungs aching with an insatiable hunger.

After a couple more breaths, she knew all hope was gone. There wasn’t enough air, there wasn’t enough time. It was over.

She released the chains and her hands floated up to her sides, relaxed and easy. The need to struggle dissolved into the water, disappearing just as her father had years before. She hadn’t set foot in the ocean since then. The hiatus wasn’t because of fear; she’d just needed to stay away. Even when college ended, it was just easier. Then when her mom got sick and moved in with her, there was no longer a reason to return.

Exhale. Inhale, harder.

She closed her eyes, thinking about her parents. Would she see them again? Would there be some divine dimension where an essence of life remained after death? Her eyes stung with more tears as she let go. Her loss wouldn’t matter. Aside from a few acquaintances and colleagues at the museum, no one would miss her. She had no love without family, only work.

She opened her eyes again, taking in the beauty of the ocean around her, ready to let go. Light glinted off a few passing fish and pressed dimly against the gulf’s sandy floor. She grinned a little. Sure the cause was horrendous, but she really couldn’t think of a better way to die. An underwater view was far better than one behind a steering wheel or from a hospital bed, Davey Jones’ locker was better than a freshwater grave, and being murdered was at least better than a Darwin Award. She giggled at her foggy thoughts and bubbles escaped her nose. She was grateful, no matter what.

Exhale. Inhale. Half breath. Empty.

Marissa pulled the mouthpiece from her lips and released the bottle in front of her, watching it drift away, free. Her eyes caught movement beyond its bright yellow color, a shadow swimming in the distance of the darkening water. It moved just outside of visibility, circling. Her first thought was shark. Maybe it had smelled her blood.

She twisted her body, trying to keep it in view. It came a little closer and she noticed that the tail fin appeared to be horizontal, not vertical, looking more like a fluke than a fin. Was it mammalian? A lone dolphin? She might not find out, but she couldn’t get frustrated about that. It was time to let go.

She opened her mouth and released some of her final breath, trying to ignore the growing ache in her chest by allowing the bubbles to tumble up her face like she’d done so many times as a child. Through the curtain of bubbles, she watched the shadow swim closer. The head and torso were human shaped, but the bottom half was … fish-like. Mermaid. She blinked, convinced the narcosis and lack of oxygen were to blame, but when she opened them again, he was right in front of her. Merman. There was no denying what she was seeing, even if it was a hallucination. Either way, her heart and hazy mind soared. This would be her last vision. Chin-length dark hair lifted and spread out around his pale face as his black eyes stared at her. His upper torso was muscular, with lines and grooves in his chest and abs like so many beach-loving guys she’d drooled over on dry land. At his waist, rows of green scales staggered all the way down into a wide tail. Their color was rich, camouflaging with the darkest of algae and seaweed. There was a translucence to them, though not nearly as shiny as she’d always imagined mermaids to be.

Marissa smiled as thoughts of her father returned. Hallucination or not, she believed he’d seen something, he’d found something. She stared at the merman, watching his enormous pupils study her intently. No matter what, he was real enough to believe, and that thought was okay to die with.

The merman reached out to her. His fingers grasped some of her long dark hair then moved closer to graze her jaw. The touch, feeling the reality of him, was startling, causing her to jerk backward. He wasn’t a hallucination. The remainder of her breath escaped with the movement. There was no time left. The researcher in her wanted to know more, wanted to question everything, but her time was up. This truth was one she’d never get to explore further, never get to share.

She scrunched her brows together, wrestling with the pain that demanded her to breathe. The fight was gone quickly. She grinned at him then opened her mouth to inhale the salt water. Her chest heaved as the coldness flooded her lungs. It burned more than she recalled, amplifying as her body rejected the unwelcome intrusion. Her eyes widened and her body shook despite her effort to maintain control and acceptance.

The merman cupped his hands around her jaw, holding her face steady while his own tipped away and contorted with a conflicted look. His eyes shot back up to hers as she gasped the water like a fish drowning in air. Time slowed, thick and dreamlike. Her heart followed suit, the panicked rhythm fading. Her vision tunneled, blackness curling up around her, death’s final approach. Still, she watched the merman, focused on his black eyes as he closed the distance between their faces and pushed his lips to hers. It shocked her, but she was too gone to fight. There was no energy left to move. With their eyes still locked, his lips shifted, gently coaxing hers wider.

Water filtered back through her mouth, and slowly she felt air being pushed back in. It stung, like knives slicing through her lungs as they readjusted. She pulled away, coughing, releasing the air as quickly as it had entered. The merman grabbed her face again and again locked his lips to hers, giving her air, giving her breath. It was heavy, not exactly an oxygen mix, not carbon dioxide either. It was enough, though. Enough to give her life, enough to sustain. Even though her head remained hazy, her vision cleared and her hope for survival returned. She grabbed hold of his shoulders, clutching him with greed, inhaling everything he was giving and wanting more. He broke away a couple of times, letting water pass through his own lips then returning to her to allow her her fill.

After Marissa’s breaths evened out, steadying, the merman backed away, squinting both eyes as if he were considering something. He lifted his hands from her jaw and neck and held one up to show her his palm. If he was trying to communicate, she didn’t understand. His hand looked normal despite its paleness. She did notice a scar though, a cut running through the heel at his thumb all the way up his arm. Her eyes drifted, following the line, noticing more scars, more lines covering his body. His hand moved closer, stealing her attention, and he laid it across her forehead.

She watched his eyes close for a moment. When they opened again, they bore into her with an intensity too stern to ignore, yet too enticing to fear.

Go, a man’s voice said, coarse and deep, inside her mind.

She jerked her head away from his hand and a burst of air escaped her clamped lips. He grabbed her easily again, resituating his hand.

Be back. It was his voice. In her head. Her mind was still foggy, narced. Thoughts blended and images continued to blur.

He dropped his hand before she could process what was happening and locked his lips to hers once more, giving her a new breath. His body spun away just as quickly, swirling a current around her and leaving her lost.

No, don’t go, she thought, thrusting her hands out, frantically snatching the empty water in front of her as hysteria returned. Why would he leave her? Why save her only to let her drown again?

True terror, however, didn’t have enough time to settle. Within a few seconds, he returned. One hand clutched a metal harpoon so easily it looked like an extension of his arm. He glanced at her and pointed the tip toward the anchor and chain. She nodded, understanding his intent. He wasn’t abandoning her after all. She had no reason to completely trust him. Did mermaids really save people? Most of the folklore and fiction painted them as enemies of men, captivating sailors and luring them to their deaths, but he was doing the opposite: saving her, freeing her. It was an automatic reason to trust someone, human or not.

She looked down at the chains suspending her above the ocean floor, watching the merman break the lock as easily as if it were a daily occurrence. Maybe it was. His body shifted, tail cutting through the water, returning him to her eye level as the chains fell from her ankles. She smiled and kicked her feet gloriously, ascending several feet. He allowed her to celebrate a few seconds then followed to give her another breath. As his mouth sealed to hers, she closed her eyes and reached up to his face, tenderly exploring his jaw, down his neck. It felt as intimate as a kiss this time. She almost wanted it to be, needing some way to thank him. Her fingers trailed over several long slits in the side of his neck. Gills?

The merman pulled away, not lingering after he finished the breath.

Marissa looked at him briefly and kicked her legs some more, pushing her up another foot. This, she supposed, was how she would have to ascend. Standard speed was 30 feet per minute, with a possible safety stop along the way. Slow and steady prevents decompression sickness. The merman had to understand that, especially if he’d saved others. The trip would take several minutes. She looked up toward the surface, relieved that she’d be there again soon. Daylight was almost completely gone, but she had hope there’d be enough left to find her rental boat.

Hands slipped under her jaw, startling her a bit in her continued dreamy trance. Instead of pressing his lips to hers again, however, the merman simply stared into her eyes for a long moment with his lips turned down and a furrow in his brow.

With how upset he looked, Marissa wondered if he was sad to see her go. She wasn’t sure how to react to that, so she patted his shoulder gently. He moved his hand to her forehead and she tried to prepare herself for what was coming. He was going to communicate telepathically again. Just the thought of it seemed absurd, but then again the thought of merpeople had seemed absurd to her fifteen minutes earlier. Could all merpeople do the same? She had a million questions swimming in her hazy head, but she doubted any would get answered.

Sorry. Can’t, his deep voice traveled into her thoughts, slow and sorrowful.

Can’t? She tipped her head curiously, unsure what he meant.

He dropped his hand and locked his lips to hers another time, filling her lungs. After he finished, his body drifted to a lower position and he tugged her hand down toward him, beckoning her.

A chill ran through her, digging into her bones. He wasn’t taking her to the surface. She shook her head violently and pointed up toward the glow above them.

His fingers dug into the sides of her hand and tugged again with a shake of his own head, hair fanning out like a halo.

Marissa now knew he was no savior, no angel. He wouldn’t let her go. She yanked her arm, ripping her hand from his grasp and kicking as hard as she could. She’d die either way, but certainly this way would be on her own terms.

Her legs hadn’t even kicked five feet when his arms wrapped around her from behind, crushing her hope with the most delicate of grips. He shifted lithely around to face her, keeping hold, but she wouldn’t give up without a fight. She pushed against his solid chest. His arms didn’t budge. Frustrated, she pushed harder and harder, then clenched her fists and pounded them against him, grunting, forcing angry bubbles through her gritted lips.

The merman took the hits for several moments then snatched her wrists to halt her. The softness of his face—his kind black eyes, tipped corners of his relaxed lips—was gone. Everything tensed, and Marissa could almost feel the mood shift in the water between them. In less than a second, his arms were around her again, caging her body in his, leaving barely enough room for her to hold a breath.

Despite attempts to duck her head away, he sealed his lips to hers one last time then spun their bodies around and swam farther south, away from the shelf, diving toward the slope.

Deep water.








  
 





Three

 

Water pressed against Marissa, rushing past so quickly she had no way to fight. The physical restraint wasn’t the only reason, though. The haze inside her head had gotten worse, and she was unsure why. It could have been the new depth or the lack of air. Despite the merman breathing for her at regular intervals, the air wasn’t exactly satisfying. The gills she’d felt on his neck probably filtered air the way a fish’s would, but the mix of gases inside the ocean were already different than the atmosphere, and even more so at depth.

She clenched her teeth, trying to concentrate, to remember more diving facts. It had been so long since she’d been in the water, so long since she’d even thought about the technical elements. The merman’s hands readjusted around her waist, snapping her thoughts back to the real dilemma. With her head tucked into him, she opened her eyes, looking up toward her trailing feet, watching the light above fade. She supposed none of the technicalities mattered anymore anyway. It was too late.

The merman’s tail kept a steady pace, strong graceful movements propelling them deeper. Marissa wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. No matter how much she wanted to hold onto the hate, her mind and body were too sedated, as if she’d popped an Ambien and was fighting sleep. Her arms and legs were heavy, and it wasn’t just from the pressure of their bodies cutting through the water. Everything was sluggish.

With one hand still around her body, the merman moved the other up to her face, positioning her for another breath while his body continued to rocket them through the water. His lips covered hers like all the other times, firm and mechanical, necessary, but she still had no idea why. He hadn’t wanted to return her to her life, yet he’d saved her nonetheless. There had to be a reason, and she probably should have been more afraid of what that reason could be, but she was too tired.

The water no longer pressed, it soothed, lulling her into a dream state. There was no more pressure in her ears, no more coldness on her skin, no more hunger for air. Her thoughts drifted, fading into nothingness.

***
Marissa’s eyes tumbled behind closed lids, dreaming of the water she’d used to love. She was with her father, leaving Pensacola, heading out for a fun dive on his day off. His crystal blue eyes twinkled with the early sun’s reflection as he asked her what direction she wanted to go, and when she answered, he scratched his neatly trimmed beard then smiled big enough to make the sun jealous. It was one of many days they’d spent exploring the gulf together. He had passed to her his love for the sea, sharing his findings, teaching her anything she had wanted to know. Every dive had been a learning experience, but with him, they never felt like lessons.

She stirred, feeling the weight of reality crash back into her as it did every morning. It was the single moment where sleepy dreams disappeared and memories flooded into consciousness. Her dad was gone. Her mom was gone. She was alone.

The smell of salt lingered in her nose as she inhaled the cool, heavy air. Air. A million more thoughts rushed in. There was no chance it had all been a dream. Darci had tried to kill her, but a merman had saved her … Even thinking it seemed crazy. Maybe that part had been a dream. Maybe the narcosis had made her hallucinate. Maybe she’d been rescued after all.

Her eyes popped open, anxious to take in her surroundings. The first thing she noticed was the wide ceiling curving down. Cavernous. Wet and porous. A few stalactites protruded from above, their shadows deep. She realized then that there was light in the cave, but not sunlight. It projected a greenish tint into the air. Marissa shifted her body, feeling the rough weave of a blanket draped over her and a pillow with the same texture tucked under her head. Instead of sitting up to look around, she tilted her face, afraid of alerting anyone who might be close by. The wall across from her was comprised of green stones exactly like the one she’d found in her father’s house, the one Darci had stolen. She gasped. There were thousands of them, or perhaps they were all connected in one formation. Their swirls were the light source, climbing the wall like magical wisps of smoke, illuminating the entire area with a radiant glow. At the base of the wall, the stones submerged into a pool roughly the size of a car. Their light shined even brighter from below the water. She thought about her dad’s pendant; salt water had triggered its light.

Her eyes continued moving, in search of answers to the many questions tumbling in her head. Besides the bed of layered canvas and brightly colored sailcloth she’d slept upon, there was a clutter of other things in the room. Netting hung on the far corner wall, decorated with bottles and pieces of glass. It wasn’t just thrown together. Someone had created it, assembled it. Art. In spots where the wall had naturally jutted out, the tops had been roughly shaped for seats and low tables. One held tattered papers and a couple small books. The place looked like a home.

Marissa swept her eyes toward the end of the makeshift bed, noticing a low, uneven opening in the wall, possibly leading to an exit. She glanced around one more time to check for movement before tossing the scratchy blanket aside and standing. Sharp pains ran down her legs to her bare feet, doubling her over. She clenched her teeth and inhaled the heavy air, filling her lungs to keep from screaming. The pain was acute, but it was fleeting, lasting only a few seconds. After straightening up again, she looked herself over. The tank top and running shorts she’d worn on the boat still covered her bikini, though it was all dry, which answered one of her questions: she’d been out of the water for at least a few hours. Her head spun some—dizzy from the thick air, lack of food, something—but it wasn’t enough to stop her from moving toward the opening. She placed her hands along the wall for balance, gently skimming the coarse surface as she ducked to peek through the opening.

  She saw an area similar in size to the other room but low and cramped. With fewer green stones and no apparent water, it was filled with more shadows than light. The rough rocky floor took bites at her tender feet as she stepped farther inside. Even though it was a darker area, she could still make out the contents: two closed beach umbrellas propped against another fishing net on the far wall, three old trunks stacked against the wall closest to her, a plastic lounge chair with missing slats beside them, bottles, a rusty stop sign, fishing poles. Most of the items were placed neatly near the walls. Organized randomness.

Marissa’s eyes took it all in then came back to the trunks. Smaller trinkets lined the surface of the top one, which stood at her chest height. She zeroed in on a leather wallet and moved in to pick it up. It was water stained and worn, soft on the pads of her fingers. She flipped it open and her knees buckled, dropping her to the floor. Her father’s eyes stared back at her from inside the murky plastic sleeve, two oceans of bountiful life, observing her, understanding her like they’d done every day for so many years. There was no stopping the instant stream of tears. She bawled, not understanding how it could be real, not knowing how his wallet, his driver’s license, had ended up wherever she was. Was it another hallucination? She touched her finger to the plastic, tracing his beard, his cheek.

“How are you feeling?” a deep voice said behind her.

Startled, Marissa fumbled the wallet and fell sideways onto her hip. Her blurry eyes focused on the wet bare feet in front of her and traveled up to pale white calves and thighs, where they got caught. Water droplets glided over long, jagged scars etched into the pale skin, emphasizing dark green undertones.

“I’m sorry for scaring you.”

Her eyes continued up. A loose bunch of beige material was fastened like a skirt to the guy’s waist, hanging to the middle of his thighs. His chest was also marred with deep gouges. When her eyes finally reached his serious face, she shook her head, scared and confused. It was the merman. Her thoughts had been so hazy, and her vision under the water hadn’t been perfectly clear, but she knew she was right. His pupils were still really big, though she did see a thin line of green around them. Next, she looked to his soft, parted lips, recalling how firm they’d been around her own, giving her breaths.

All of it still seemed surreal. “Who are you?” She gasped at the sound of her own voice. It was lower, hoarse, almost as if she had a cold. “Where … where are we?” she asked, not fully trusting her own thoughts. As cliché as it sounded, she wondered if she was dead after all. 

He extended a hand, palm up, and waited for her to grab hold. “I’m Dylan Mitchell.” His cool fingers wrapped around her hand and he pulled, helping her to her feet.

“Dylan,” she repeated, watching the room spin behind his solid jaw and dripping black hair. She’d stood up too fast. White and black specs danced behind her eyes and her whole body tingled.

Dylan’s hands gripped her waist, catching her before her legs gave out. “Easy. It’s going to be an adjustment.”

His words struck her. “An adjustment?” She shook her head and backed out of his hold, flickering her eyes around the room again as her balance returned. “Tell me where I am. I need to go. I have to go home.”

“You can’t. I’m sorry I couldn’t explain earlier, but the water telepathy thing … it takes a while to adapt.” He tapped a finger to the side of his head.

Marissa’s heart practically stopped. “Telepathy? What are you?” She took another step away, not knowing how to act, what to think. It had to be some kind of a joke. She looked around the room, frantic, waiting to wake up, waiting for something.

Dylan closed his eyes for a moment. “I don’t think I need to tell you that. I can explain where we are, though.” He turned away from her and looked around. “This is where I live.”

Panic started to set in with realization that he could be telling the truth, about everything. It had all happened. “It’s true?” she whispered, crying again. “But … why can’t I go home?”

Dylan smoothed a hand over his mouth, considering his words. “You can’t go because I saved you.”

“So you won’t let me go? Am I a hostage because you chose to save my life?”

“You are a hostage in a sense, but not mine. You’re a hostage of the sea. The shore is no longer home … and you’re no longer a person.”








  
 





Four

 

“What?” She pushed past Dylan, overwhelmed with fear. The rocky floor dug into her feet, but she kept moving anyway, pacing along the close walls with no destination. “That’s not true. I’m human. I’m not like you. Why did you bring me here? What do you want from me?”

“You’re exactly like me. I know it’s going to be hard to accept, but as soon as you took my breath, the change started. Your body’s not the same.”

She was certain he was trying to confuse her. He had to have been. “I have legs. I’m walking.” Her voice was gravely, pained, conflicted.

“And so am I,” Dylan confirmed, looking down at his feet. “But things change in the water. Look, this isn’t easy for me either. I wasn’t supposed to save anyone. I just …” His eyes shifted with a quick glance to the trunks. “I just need to know what happened to you. Why were you there? And who anchored you?”

Marissa placed her hands to the wall for stability as her thoughts shot to Darci. She’d wrapped the chain with no reservation, no care. It was as if her life didn’t matter. Marissa was just an obstacle after Darci had seen the stone.

The possibility of revenge crept into Marissa’s mind. She envisioned the shock on Darci’s face if she were to see her again. It enlivened her, perhaps more than it should have. Darker thoughts quickly followed, reversing the roles: Marissa wrapping the cold chain links around Darci’s ankles instead.

Marissa blinked, pushing those thoughts away to concentrate. Finding an exit was the first hurdle. There were no doors, no other ways out that she could see, and even if she could get out, they were supposedly standing somewhere deep within the ocean. An ascension without assistance was impossible, so the question was, would she try anyway? Would it be better to die than find out the reason Dylan had brought her here? He was strong, but didn’t seem like he wanted to hurt her. He seemed human enough, even considerate.

Dylan bowed his tall frame to move into the other room, showing no visible affliction from the coarse floor. “You need to eat. I’ll get some food and we can talk about it later, after you’ve rested some more.”

“I don’t want more rest. I want to go home.” Marissa followed him with hurried, stumbling steps.

“I told you, you can’t.” Dylan stopped and turned, and Marissa crashed into him.

 She placed her hands on his chest muscles, preparing to push off, but she froze at his body’s normalcy: warm temperature, smooth texture. His height should’ve been intimidating and their proximity was borderline embarrassing, but she was growing too frustrated to care. “Explain it to me then. Show me. I need to know.”

He tipped his chin down, his lips inches from her forehead. His hands hooked her waist and pushed her back. “Your body needs more rest first. You’ve slept a full day, but you still need more. The change … it takes your body time to adjust. You might not feel much because of the air here. It’s different. It acts like an anesthetic before our bodies fully change.”

“I slept for a day? I don’t understand any of this. My body is changing? Into what? A mermaid?”

“Yes, but no, not exactly. We are descendants, not full blooded. Our most common names are Mitad, which means half, and Semivida, which means half-life. They’re based on the negative view of our own lives and the fact that we’re half-breeds. We live la media vida, the half-life.”

Marissa stepped to the wall for support again, the new information adding more momentum to her dizzy head. “So if it’s about being half human, why can’t I go home? We have legs. We’re breathing, walking.”

“It’s not the same as the folklore, the mythology. Maybe they once could, but we can’t. The ancestors of those here traveled from the Caribbean, found the cave systems, and settled out of comfort or the fear of being found or hunted. They took humans, changed them, and reproduced. We’ve adapted to these caves. Evolved. This is the only place we can breathe. I told you our air is not the same, and it’s because of these. Estrellas verdes. Green stars.” Dylan stepped closer to the wall, reached out, and skimmed his fingers down the green stones beside Marissa’s head. “The best guess by other humans who were changed years ago is that they produce xenon or something similar. It’s dense, heavier than oxygen. Our bodies survive on it. The water in this area has a high content so we filter it while we swim. If we travel too far, though, we’ll suffocate. It’s that simple, and that complicated. That’s our half-life. For those of us who were saved, it is our curse for getting a second life.”

Marissa’s vision blurred, her eyes filling with tears from the truth. She knew he wasn’t lying—the tranquil look on his face, the softness of his voice—but if it was all true, it meant life as she knew it was over. She could never go back. The tears tumbled over her cheeks as she thought of everything she was losing: the wind in her face, dry grass between her toes, the rich smell of jasmine, birds flying, phones ringing, children’s laughter echoing through the halls of the museum.

Everything.

She couldn’t stop the sobs from escaping, so she pressed a hand to her mouth to muffle them.

He turned to her, eyebrows knit with concern, the blackness of his eyes taking her in.

She held her hand up to stop him from speaking. It was suddenly all too much, but she refused to fall apart. She wanted more information. “So … you were human too?”

“Yes,” he replied. His gaze remained locked with hers and his eyes held a sadness that called to her.

“How long ago?” She was no longer afraid. The sorrow was too strong, eliciting all of her sympathy.

“Seven years. Spring break of my sophomore year was mostly a blur, spent drunk on a boat with five friends. None of them lived, and I haven’t touched shore since. I came close to trying not long after, though, and was spotted by a diver. He could have done any number of things, but he let me go. He saved my life.”

Seven years. Her senior year in high school. It was the start of her father’s obsession. All the pieces lined up. “The man in the wallet?”

“He was your father, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” she whispered with a nod. “How did you know?”

“I knew as soon as I saw you in the water.” Dylan’s fingers lifted to her face, pinching a few strands of hair resting on her cheek. “There’s a picture of you in his wallet too. Your hair was much shorter then. I never knew your name, but I knew it was you right away.”

She pulled back a little, unnerved by the idea of him having her picture, knowing her. But, her dad had saved him, and her need to hear more about her father surpassed her worry. “How did he save you?”

Realizing her discomfort, Dylan let his hand fall. “I think maybe you should rest, okay? You’ve been through a lot already and I—”

“No, I’m fine.” She closed her eyes, forcing everything else away, the pain, the haze. All she wanted was to know more about her father, what he had experienced, what had led him to abandon his sane life. Her eyes opened and stared into Dylan’s, pleading even before she spoke. “Please, tell me.”

Dylan glanced around with a deep inhale, expanding his chest, arching his shoulders back. The motion made parts of his scars shimmer, the stones’ light reflecting in the thin lines of healed translucent skin. When he exhaled, he wrapped his hand softly around Marissa’s. “You should sit down at least. Please?”

She looked down at their hands, accepting the comfort she felt from the gesture, and nodded.

He helped her over to the bed, letting go of her hand as she situated herself onto the red, white, and blue sailcloth and canvas. Instead of sitting beside her, he hung his hands on his hips and paused for a few silent seconds. “In the beginning, I was in denial. All I could do was focus on finding a way home. The green stars were the key, so I took one to test distance theories, land theories, even though it could risk the lives of those down here. It was selfish and stupid, and I didn’t care.” He paced in front of her, focused solely on the memory. “Your father was with several other divers at the aircraft carrier site, not far from where I found you.”

“USS Oriskany,” Marissa whispered to herself, picturing the dive she’d made with her father many times.

“Visibility was too good that day, which was the reason I hid as soon as I realized they were there. My plan was to wait close to bottom until they moved to a different side, to ensure a long enough window where their focus was directed elsewhere. That’s when your dad came into view. He was already at the bottom, separate from the others. I’d been so busy watching them that I hadn’t noticed him. We both froze for a few seconds, staring at each other. I was certain he’d call the other divers, but he held up his hands. When he noticed someone from his group dropping down, closer to our level, he waved me off, pointing around the carrier. He let me go.”

Marissa stared at Dylan, considering her father’s actions and wondering how he’d felt in those moments. A rush of exhilaration rolled through her, knowing that thrill, that astonishment, had struck him with blinding intensity. He was a researcher, a curious soul meant to recover and preserve the past, always wanting to discover something new, something more. Even so, he’d known no good would come from telling the others.

“Were you with him then?” Dylan had stopped pacing in front of her. “Did he tell anyone about me?”

She twisted her fingers in her lap as she sifted through her cloudy thoughts. “He did say he saw a mermaid, but after hearing your story, I know he said it for a different reason. He knew people would call him crazy, so he used that to his advantage. The best way to research you, to find you again, would be to get away from his job. If he had just walked away from work, though, people would have been suspicious. He chose to throw his reputation away, but he never told anyone the whole truth. If he had wanted to, he would have done it all differently. He had your stone. Did you know that?”

“Yes. I saw him pick it up as I swam away.”

“He kept it hidden all those years. All he would’ve had to do was show someone at work. Whether he spoke about you or not, they would have searched for the source of the stone with him.”

“But you knew about it?”

“Not until the other day. I found the stone and coordinates hidden in my parents’ old house. Since I’d abandoned my father like everyone else, I felt I owed it to him, and to myself, to figure out what they meant.”

“Was it the reason someone wanted to kill you?”

“Yes. I invited Darci, one of my father’s old apprentices, to meet at the coordinates. When we saw the stone’s reaction to salt water, she hit me and I blacked out. I woke up with the chains around my feet.”

Dylan sat beside her. His body was close, but not uncomfortably so. It actually made her feel a little better.

“I was ready to let go when you found me, ready to die,” she admitted. “My father’s body was never found, so being in the ocean, a place that he’d loved, and knowing that what he’d seen was real … It was the best thing I could have seen before dying.”

“There’s something else I should tell you. I saw your dad one more time. It was when he died.”

Marissa gasped. “You saw him die?”

“He wasn’t alone. There was a woman diving with him.”

“Darci?”

“Whoever it was sabotaged his tank. I watched the air pour out, watched him struggle with her, but I couldn’t intervene. I’m sorry.”

Tears slid down her face, burning her skin with hurt and anger. “It had to be Darci. Who else would have done it? Maybe she wanted him gone to advance in the field. Maybe she found something out, though she seemed as surprised as I was about the stones.” Her head spun faster, thoughts racing into oblivion.

“After his death, she ascended. His wallet, phone, and keys floated down a little while later.”

“It was her all along.” Marissa felt like she’d been hit by a truck. “He thought so highly of her. How could she?”

Dylan covered her hand with his. “I couldn’t keep that from you, but you’ve been through a lot. You should rest a while.”

She had already been fighting exhaustion, so the idea of lying down was one she wouldn’t argue with. He draped the blanket over her and she looked up at him, taking in his truthful and kind eyes as the weight of her own promised more clarity. “Thank you for telling me, Dylan. My name is Marissa.”








  
 





Five

 

Water splashed somewhere close, waking Marissa. She cracked her eyes open and all her conscious thoughts rushed in again as she stared at the rocky cave wall flanking the bed. 

“Are you hungry?” Dylan’s voice came from behind her.

She twisted beneath the blanket and looked around, eyes landing on Dylan, who was completely naked with his back facing her. Water streamed down his body, dripping from the slick tendrils of his hair, tracing the curve of his back, over the swell of his butt, down his solid thighs. Before she could shut her embarrassed eyes, she noticed the color and texture of his legs changing, transforming from a scaly green into a smooth ivory.

Dylan glanced over his shoulder, catching her rapid blinks. He wrapped a piece of cloth around his waist. “Sorry, I didn’t think to put this on right away. I’m not exactly in the habit of wearing clothes anymore.”

Marissa blinked again with a soft head shake. “Your legs … they … How does it work?”

One corner of his lips tugged up into a lopsided grin and he walked to the bed. “First, you need to eat.” He took a seat beside her and held out a few bunches of seaweed.

“I’m relieved it’s not a fish. I hate fish,” she said, sitting upright and taking some from his hand.

Dylan laughed through a full smile, his teeth bright and handsome. “Ah, irony. Gotta love that.”

Marissa chuckled a little also. “Not such a good thing to hate now, huh? No matter how many times I’ve tried—different fish, different preparations—I’ve just never acquired a taste for them.”

He bit his smiling lips together with a nod. “Well, I’m certain that’s no longer the case. The change covers a lot more than the obvious.” He tipped his head down, eying the blanket covering her legs. “I’ve already told you about our air, and I’m sure you may have noticed some other things.”

She picked at the wet leaves in her hands, pinching them doubtfully between her fingers. “The air felt heavier, harder to take in, like breathing from a regulator and not getting enough. But it doesn’t feel that way anymore.” Her fingers peeled off a piece of the ruffled greens. It looked close enough to lettuce. She pushed it into her mouth and chewed cautiously. After a second, she was slipping more bites past her lips.

“How do you feel? Are you hurting at all?”

“I don’t feel as sore, and my head is clearer.”

“Good,” he said, watching her eat the remaining seaweed. “Delicious, huh? Wait until you try the mahi-mahi sashimi.”

Marissa smiled around the last mouthful of food. When she finished chewing, she said, “It’s not like I can order a pizza, I suppose.”

“That’s just cruel,” Dylan said, pursing his lips and scrunching his brows in a goofy look.

She moved her hand to cover her mouth. “I’m so sorry. That was … I just …”

“No, no. It’s okay. I’m just messing with you. There are things—lots of things—that I miss, but I’ve had time to accept it all. You, though … It’s going to take some time. I wish I could tell you there was an easy way to move past it, but there really isn’t. You’ll just have to find your own way to deal.”

“Thanks,” she whispered, feeling the truth of his words slice deep within. Her thoughts traveled back to life on land. She would miss a lot of things, too. Images flickered behind her unfocused eyes and pulled the rest of her senses together to reminisce: the dance of campfire embers, the crunch of dried leaves, the chill from a frozen margarita, the comfort of a hot bath. There was so much more, and it all hurt beyond belief, but she instantly considered her death. It all would have been gone either way.

“I’ll help you any way I can, though,” he reassured. “Unless of course you’d rather be on your own. That’s completely understandable too.”

Marissa scrunched her brows and fiddled with a frayed thread in the canvas blanket. Not being around him wasn’t something she’d even considered yet. It was probably normal to want your own place, even under water. That was the way she had lived her whole life, mostly keeping to herself. It could be his way also. “I’m sure I’m imposing too much.”

“Imposing?” His laugh was light despite his naturally rough tone. “No, you’re not imposing.”

“Well, I mean, you’re alone here, but there have to be other places, right? Other caves?”

“There are, and there are also more of us. You can decide whether you’d like to be closer to them or me.”

“Are they all farther away?”

“In one sense, and another,” he said, letting his smile fall. “My place is in a separate entrance to our system, closer to the open water. The others live farther in.”

“Farther in? Like closer to the shore?”

“Well, they are, but under.” He shifted his body and ran his fingers over the blanket near her legs, drawing while speaking. “The entrances are past the shelf, into the slope. Then it backtracks toward shore for miles, underneath but not technically reaching land. There are other systems too, deeper into the gulf. Some are linked. Ours is the closest to shore and isn’t linked to the others.”

Marissa stared at the blanket for a moment, letting her mind wrap around everything she’d learned since he’d saved her. “Were all of them saved? Were they human before?”

“No, most were born into this life. We have a council who keep tabs on population. They decide when we can save people.”

“Is that why you couldn’t save my father?”

“Yes, but there was another reason also. We have to protect ourselves first. Saving a human in front of another would be a huge risk.” His eyes looked into hers again then turned toward the water across the room.

“But you saved me?” Marissa whispered. 

His eyes stayed on the water. “I couldn’t watch you drown too.”

Touched by his words and grateful for his actions, Marissa reached out and gently covered his hand with hers. She realized he must have seen so much death and obviously had taken a risk to save her, though she had no idea to what extent. “Thank you, Dylan.” She watched the lids of his eyes close. His broad shoulders lifted with a calming breath then dropped and rolled forward as he slowly exhaled. He captivated her. She wanted to ask more, to know a million things about him: if the scars were from the boat accident, where he was from … if he’d been involved with someone there … or here. Heat surged through her. She couldn’t help being attracted to him. Lean, defined muscles covered his taut body, and his sincerity was something she’d been looking for for a long time. It was a refreshing. She was twenty-five and hadn’t dated much, mostly because the men she’d spent time with were from work, and they were either already married, in steady relationships, or just not interested in anything more than an awkward coworker one-night stand. Then there was the fact that she’d been caring for her mother…

Her mother. She’d stood by her father, never verbally doubting him. Had she known and just never wanted to tell Marissa the truth? Either way, maybe she couldn’t bear to risk losing someone else to the sea.

Dylan’s hand slid out from under hers, tearing her thoughts away. He stood in front of her and extended his hand. “You feel good enough to swim?”

She lifted her brows nervously. “I’m not sure.”

“You’ll be okay,” he said as she slipped her hand into his. They walked down the slope of the room to the water at the base of the wall. “There are some things you should know first. The change is almost instant. It doesn’t hurt, but it might be uncomfortable the first few times. Also, you should undress so your clothes don’t rip. Except your suit top. You can leave it on if it’s more comfortable for you. Last thing—and this will be difficult—your instinct will kick in, telling you to hold your breath. Don’t. You’ll only stress your body and there’s no point. I’m not sure you were conscious enough when I found you to remember, but we do have gills. We can hold our breath for a long time, too, but it’s only needed if we travel far from our area.”

Marissa’s eyes locked on the thin lines along Dylan’s neck. They looked like birthmarks, a shade darker than his pale skin, not nearly as noticeable as his scars. Unable to stop herself, she reached up. “So they just go away when on land too?” Her fingers traced the lines.

“Yes.” He remained still, letting her explore for a moment, then took hold of her hand and guided it to her own throat. “Can you feel yours?” 

She felt the smooth indentations along her skin and nodded a response, shock and amazement preventing her from forming words. If she hadn’t felt them herself, she wouldn’t believe it could be true.

“They aren’t exactly the same as gills, but for all intents and purposes …” He released her hand and glanced down into the water. The stones shined brightly below the surface, lighting up the jagged walls and water with a soft green hue.

Marissa studied the area, seeing the bottom. There was an immediate turn not far down. “Where will we go?”

“Depending on how you feel, we might go out to open water. Just stay close to me. Our minds take a little while to adjust to the new communication. Physical contact makes it stronger, but you still might not be able to process everything I try to tell you while we’re under.”

“I … I’m not sure.” She shook her hands out to release the trepidation, just like she had before races when she was younger, just like she would before acquisition proposal meetings for the museum—this is, up until last week. She smiled and relaxed at that notion. No more work. That was a lovely thought. As thoughts about losing the passion behind her job—one she had shared with her father: artifacts—started creeping in, she looked at the green stones and considered how much more there was to see under the water.

“Ready?” Dylan asked, his black eyes waiting for the confirmation she gave with another nod. “I’ll go in first and give you some time.” He removed the fabric at his waist, exposing his entire glorious body to Marissa, then stepped into the water.

She gasped and covered her mouth, but he was already under, unable to hear her shocked reaction. Apparently, that was another thing that would take some time to get used to. With the way he looked, though, she knew it wouldn’t take long. She smiled into her cupped hands. Regardless, she couldn’t stand there and think about it forever. It was time to go. She let her hands fall and hooked her shorts and suit bottom with her thumbs, sliding them down her bare legs to the floor. Her tank top was next. “Here goes nothing.”

Dropping into the water, she noticed warmth first. Her hand grazed the side of the wall, her fingertips instantly feeling the origin. The stones were the source, bright and warm, filling the water with energy. The warmth spread into her legs, her throat. A numb ache followed, circulating inside, ripping through her skin, stretching and pulling. It was uncomfortable, as Dylan had said, not totally painful but not pleasant. She clenched her jaw and looked down at her legs. They had melded together, the skin bonding between them, doubling and tripling until there was only a small depression to prove they were once separate. The sight forced the breath from her mouth. Bubbles escaped slower than usual, floating up her face lazily. Still thoroughly engrossed with her transformation, she clamped her mouth shut so she wouldn’t miss anything. The top layer of tan skin morphed into varied shades of green and blue, then thickened, forming scaled patches that overlapped and spread down into a wide tail in place of her feet, with ethereal edges billowing in the water’s movement. The colors glinted inside the scales, catching the stones’ light from all around. She moved her legs and the tail waved, propelling her up, its force evident.

Dylan’s hand grabbed hold of her forearm, snapping her eyes up to him. He was more than she’d remembered. Magnificent. His tail was a deeper seaweed green, longer, and the edges stiffer than hers. Hair flowed out around his face, some thin strands drifting in front of his blazing black eyes. The scars that covered his body remained visible underwater, on his chest and tail, but they didn’t take anything away from him. If anything, they added something more, something uniquely sexy.

He grinned as though he was amused then opened his mouth and took in an exaggerated amount of water.

Deep breath. The words crackled to life inside Marissa’s head.

She thought of her father, his same words when she was learning to dive. She’d held her breath then too. That instinct is strong and not easily surrendered. This time it was also instinct, but there was a mental block as well. Scientifically, she wondered how much air or xenon content was actually in the water. How could it possibly be enough to survive? Without the facts, her mind fought her. It didn’t want to believe. Seeing it or not, there was no documented data for her to research. Despite all of that, and only knowing Dylan and this reality a short time, she trusted him as much as she’d trusted her father. She could let go.

She nodded. As her own hair floated idly around her face, she stared at Dylan. His eyes gave her more confidence. She opened her mouth, released her remaining breath, and took the water in, allowing it to fill her.








  
 





Six

 

Even though she trusted him, Marissa still prepared for the scorching pain, waiting for her lungs to burn as they had days before. But they didn’t burn, they didn’t scream. They filled slowly with air, not water. Feeling a mild form of pins and needles in her neck, she slid her fingers along her throat. The small indentations were now long slices, pushing water through as fast as she was taking it in. She exhaled the new air and her eyes returned to Dylan.

His hand remained on her arm. You okay? His words shuffled into her mind, mimicking the concerned question captured in his eyes.

Yes, she thought back, and quickly wondered if he could hear her too. It wasn’t something she had thought to ask, which was stupid considering how much more difficult it would make their already complicated method of communication.

Yes, I can, he responded to her first thought, making her jerk back a little.

Everything?

He squeezed her forearm a little with a tiny grin. It’s why I asked.

Marissa shielded her eyes with one hand, her mind flashing back to what she’d been thinking while looking at him.

He squeezed her arm again. Let’s go, okay?

She nodded this time, afraid of her own mind, and sighed a little when he released her arm. The whole notion of someone hearing her thoughts was a little alarming, but it was part of this new life, or what Dylan had called a half-life. La media vida. She watched him swim away, his tail waving, cutting through the water gracefully then disappearing around the corner. It was so beautiful she had a difficult time understanding why it would be considered anything less than whole. So far, she was happy to be alive in it. It was far better than being dead in the last.

Her hands moved down her waist, freely exploring her new form. The scales felt as thick as they looked, slick and rigid. She bent to feel her tail, pinching the thin, delicate ends, staring at the colors within. It was all so glorious, more than she’d ever imagined as a child. Looking past her tail at the turn that Dylan had taken, a thrill and need for discovery hit her with a jolt. She kicked out, spinning her body around toward the turn. The power behind each thrust was immense, so she eased into the motion, kicking gently to control her speed.

Dylan was waiting not far from the turn, watching as she swam to him. The smile on his face matched her own. He was amused by her energy. It was more than his smile, though. She could sense it, feel it, his emotions woven inside her, humming. He nodded and swam ahead, staying slow so she could follow.

The passageways varied in size from big enough to fit a dump truck, to barely high enough for a full extension of her tail. These tight quarters were a first for Marissa. Her father had been cave diving in fresh and salt water plenty of times, but she never had. He would boast about it often, and as she channeled along behind Dylan, she understood why. There was a mysterious element to it, exploring a part of the earth that very few had seen. Excitement stirred inside her, growing fierce with the thought of new discoveries: animal, vegetable, mineral, or perhaps a long forgotten artifact.

She was passing by thousands while they swam, the green stars, estrellas verdes. They were sporadic in some passages, only dusting the walls, setting a basic boundary for direction. Other times, they covered every inch, lighting up the water as bright as day. She also noticed the seaweed that Dylan had given her to eat growing in most of the areas they swam through, and smaller fish inhabiting the passages as well.

After what felt like a labyrinth of turns, Dylan stopped and waited for Marissa to move alongside him. His hand reached out and took hold of her forearm again. Dark. Take my hand.

She looked ahead. There were no stones. The water, the passage, it was total blackness. She nodded, and his fingers threaded with hers.

Not much longer. His lips tipped up in a reassuring smile then his hand tugged hers, leading her forward.

One thing she hadn’t thought much about since dropping into the water was her vision. She wasn’t experiencing the usual water blur human eyes had without the buffer of a dive mask. It was all clear. Perfect. As she and Dylan navigated the blackness, her eyes continued to pick up specs of light that she wouldn’t have been able to see ordinarily.

Dylan’s body slowed beside her and he squeezed her hand. Here.

It appeared to be a dead end in front of them, though some light emanated from above. They rounded the corner above them and swam toward the source, a narrow crevasse in the rock with a curtain of tree-like coral covering the sides. Beyond that, blue-green openness.

Stay close for now. Dylan’s words took over her mind.

Okay, she thought. Every part of her new form buzzed, elation and anxiety mixing inside. She was about to see the gulf in a brand new way, through new eyes and a renewed spirit. She was reborn.

Dylan released her hand and slipped through the opening. She followed with a swiveling neck and flitting eyes. The bottom grade was steep, dropping farther into open water as vast as space. Life bustled: fish moving around the rocky face, seaweed and bottom dwellers shifting along clusters of coral with colors of rust, gold, white, and maroon. There wasn’t much sand to see, so she knew they were far off the shelf.

Her heart pounded on, filled with joy as she thought about how much her father would have enjoyed the view, no matter the circumstance.

“Life is made up of accidents,” he’d said to her one day after a storm had ended their dive before it even began. “They are curses, they are miracles. Bad, good. Heavy, light. They are the markers that force us down the roads often camouflaged by fear and heartache, at times triggered by the words no or goodbye. But accidents and our reactions to them are what shape us, what make us. Even the smallest ones. We have to embrace them and accept the fate they bring us.”

Dylan swam in front of her, reaching up to her face and cupping her jaw, running his thumb over the weak smile set on her lips. Beautiful words.

Yes, she thought to him, feeling her body surge at his touch. It was consoling and reassuring, and intimate.

He backed away with a crooked, playful smile then turned and swam off in a rush. It took a few seconds, but her mind finally registered his antics and yelled at her to follow.

She kicked and kicked, feeling her body roll with the movement naturally. Water pressed all around her as she sliced through it. She kept her hands at her sides and extended her fingers, feeling the current divide them as if she was grazing the top of a wave from inside a boat. She pushed harder and harder, faster and faster. Dylan had slowed ahead and she raced around him, spinning, testing her body. They chased a school of fish together, following the silver bodies, twisting and turning on a dime. It was the most incredible thing she’d ever experienced.

Dylan grabbed her arm and pointed to her ear. Listen. Then he pointed to a large gray body swimming not far in front of them.

Marissa listened, hearing some faint, swishing motions, and looked where his finger directed. It was a shadowed figure, large, with lots of fins. Shark. She jerked back, ready to flee, but Dylan wrapped an arm around her and gripped her waist.

Watch.

She inhaled a huge gulp of water to calm herself, feeling the pins and needles in her neck a little more due to the amount. It calmed her enough to keep her there. The fact that Dylan’s arm was around her also helped. She tried her best to think of something else, knowing perfectly well that he could hear her thoughts and probably her racing heart too, but the feeling of his hand at her waist trumped anything she attempted to drown it with.

The shark moved closer, following some fish. It pivoted quickly and sped up, swimming above their heads. As it passed, Marissa gaped at the silhouette of its wide hammer-shaped head. It snatched a fish from the group and continued on, not even caring that she and Dylan were there. She watched the shadow grow smaller, fading away into the open water, and became keenly aware of Dylan’s arm again.

Sorry. His hand lifted away.

She kicked her tail to turn and face him and grabbed his same hand. You obviously know I don’t mind. I’m just … She wasn’t sure how to feel about him, about everything. It was all so new. She closed her eyes and shook her head, gripping his hand.

It’s okay. I understand. His words were softer than they had been, and clearer too.

Marissa opened her eyes to his chest and gradually looked up to meet his eyes. They were serene and held no judgment. They just took her in in a way that made her feel like she belonged in this new life, comfortable and safe.

His eyes suddenly snapped wider and his whole body stiffened. He lifted an index finger to his lips as if to quiet her, though she had no idea how she could be quieter until she noticed her tail still moving.

She stopped all movement, emulating him, and squeezed his hand in return.

Too late.

His words stunned her with fear and dread, but they weren’t the only cause. She could feel his worry. It was as if her body was picking up all of his signals. His nerves pulsed with alarm, which spiked her heart rate and froze the blood in her veins.

Dylan turned away from her but wrapped one hand behind him to pull her body close, shielding her. No … my fault.

She noticed shadows swimming toward them, and she realized the words weren’t meant for her. He tensed even more, his arm and hand clutching her, his fingers digging in. The shadows became clearer and instantly she knew. They were the others. Two of them. This encounter was about him saving her.

One female, one male. The female had blond hair that trailed behind her in a braid the length of her back. Her skin was like Dylan’s, ivory with green undertones, and her tail was more navy than green. The male had dark hair, shorter than Dylan’s, and pale skin also, but his other features set him apart. His eyes were larger than any human and set wide upon his face, giving him a truly wild look. There was a set of small fins low on his long inky tail and he had scale markings up his sides, like bleached copies of those below his waist. She knew instantly that he had never been saved. He’d been born into this life.

They stopped in front of Dylan. The female smirked and looked around him at Marissa, and the male rolled his shoulders back in a threatening way. Marissa caught disjointed sounds inside her head, possibly from them. She felt so helpless, wishing she could understand more.

No, Dylan’s voice crackled again. His tone was different, frightened. I’m to blame. Leave her.

The female swam around and Marissa glanced back just as she snatched at her hair. Dylan spun around and lunged at the female, who seemed both angry and entertained, with big eyes and an irritated smirk. He stiff-armed her, knocking her away.

Another hand wrapped around Marissa’s forearm—the male’s. His grip was harsh and cold against her skin.

Galaxia, a low voice invaded her thoughts.

Dylan scrambled and threw a punch at the other merman, hitting his face. He followed up by charging him, his tail churning the water fast. Their arms locked and they tumbled through the water, over and over, spinning and kicking.

Marissa froze. She wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but it wasn’t good, and there was nothing she could do about it.

The female grabbed Marissa’s arm and she quickly pulled out of her grasp. One thing was for sure: she wouldn’t sit and wait. She darted toward Dylan, away from the female. There was no other choice to make. They were still grappling with each other, making it easy to catch up.

The female knocked her in the back, hard, jarring her head and spinning her around. She watched Dylan abandon his battle with the male to rush closer, but he was caught before he could reach her. The female turned on him and the male caught him by the arms. They had him.

“Stop!” Marissa yelled through her mouth, emotion taking over all logic.

All of them looked at her and then the male hit Dylan in the cheek. His body went limp, losing all struggle.

They hooked Dylan beneath his arms and swam away.

She twisted her fingers together and watched their shadows shrink, knowing she had to follow. She didn’t know the first thing about this life, about their ways, but she knew she wouldn’t even be alive if it weren’t for Dylan. She had to do something.

She kicked her tail out and pushed toward them, more unsure of her fate than ever.








  
 





Seven

 

The two others moved fast, hauling Dylan’s body between them like they’d done it a million times. They passed the rocky cliff face she was certain she and Dylan had exited from and dove deeper. Without a gauge, she had no idea what the depth was. The entire underwater experience was different without scuba equipment. There were no ear issues, no threat of narcosis—her head was completely clear. There was no worry about time restraints or tank malfunctions. The only worry she had was for Dylan’s life and her own. She could only guess at how they punished their own for breaking rules and practices. Did they have police? Some form of judicial system? Scenarios churned inside her mind as she pushed on, determined to do whatever it took to help Dylan.

 The male and female took a hard turn, dipping under a ledge that curved away from the canyon’s sloping face. Seconds later, she slowed and did the same. A sizable cavity carved the underside of the ledge’s base. It was the only noticeable entrance. Marissa ventured in, darkness instantly swallowing her. She let her eyes adjust, waiting for them to pick up hints of light to guide her. They finally found tiny specs similar to those in the passageway to Dylan’s. She had to move slower than she wanted, practicing caution so she wouldn’t hit a wall, but at least she was moving. It wasn’t long before the passage forked up and down. She recalled what Dylan had said when he had spotted the hammerhead. Listen. It seemed odd, but sounds below water were clearer than she’d ever imagined. She moved closer to the passage divide, leaning into one. The cave system was much quieter because there wasn’t the dull, continual hum of the gulf’s constant movement, so any motion seemed to amplify within the confined space. She immediately heard long, fluid strokes swimming fast through the top passage.

She followed the noise, picking up speed. After a couple more turns, green stones appeared, lighting the walls and water with their brilliance. A few passageways had numerous veins, breaking away in every direction, which forced her to stop and listen often to stay on track. Finally, one opened into air.

Marissa lifted her head, breaking the water’s surface as quietly as possible. They had to know she’d followed them, but she still wouldn’t give up the safety of a partial surprise by being noisy. People were shouting, loud and incoherent. She inhaled the air, and a numb ache spread rapidly through her, branching in every direction from her throat and chest down to her tail. It was the change again, turning her back to her full human form. She gritted her teeth and treaded water, waiting for it to end. Her toes skimmed the coarse floor, telling her that her tail was gone. As she put pressure on one foot, a stabbing pain cramped her leg. She waited a bit longer, until the ache had gone, and tried again. This time her feet took the weight, only protesting the sharp bites from the rocky floor.

The low ceiling forced her to crouch as she waded through the shallowing water to reach a turn in the passageway. Voices were clearer now, yelling still, spitting Dylan’s name and crying about mistakes. Marissa peeked around the corner. The end of the passage lifted, opening into a large room at least three stories high and two houses wide with a few other passage openings like the one she stood in. There were four people gathered in front of a wooden ship mast leaning against the far wall, their naked backsides facing her. The two that had taken Dylan were speaking loudly with another male and another female. Rows of smaller masts lay on the floor, positioned like rows of benches. It looked like a meeting hall or place of worship. The green stones lit the ceiling like a starry night. Estrellas verdes. Like a galaxy.

Galaxia. That was what the male had said in the water.

Marissa stepped closer, hugging the wall and taking small breaths to aid her stealth and silence. Ropes hung over both sides of the main mast’s cross beam. Most dangled freely; one didn’t. When one of the others shifted sideways, she saw the rest of the taught rope and the body it was tied to. Dylan. His arms extended above his head with the rope knotted at his wrists. Like the others, he was facing away from her, hanging limply with bent knees.

“This needs to be discussed with the southerners, Rift,” the new female said. Her hair was fiery red and her pale bare body held scars much like Dylan’s, though not as many. “They’ll want a say in what happens.”

“No, Erin,” the male from the open water responded. Rift. The scale patterns extending up his sides had remained there out of the water and his legs were covered with it as well. His whole body was ripped, like an underwater gym rat. “I am the northern guardián. They trust us to deal with our own issues, and they’ll agree with whatever we decide.”

The other male was taller and leaner, with tanned skin and braided hair. He extended the end of a long wooden rod to Rift with a swift approving nod.

They all stood aside as Rift moved to Dylan. He didn’t lift the rod at first, only his fist, striking Dylan with a hard blow to the back.

Dylan grunted from the rude awakening. He settled his feet beneath him, wobbling a bit as he regained his balance.

“Your actions have put us all in danger,” Rift said, his voice booming with anger. He gripped the rod in both hands then swung it at Dylan’s back. The crack echoed around the cave followed immediately by Dylan’s rough scream.

Marissa flinched, taking in a sharp breath as she watched Dylan’s legs buckle and his body rock. She stared at the scars all over his body. It definitely wasn’t his first punishment. She crept forward hesitantly, unsure what she should do, what she could do.

Rift drew the rod back and swung again, landing another hit to Dylan’s back.

This time Marissa didn’t think at all. She ran with no care about repercussions. “Stop!” she screamed, and everyone, including Dylan, turned to face her. Water sprayed in all directions as her feet kicked through the last of it to reach them. “Don’t do this to him. Please?!”

The female from the open water with the lengthy blond braid grabbed her by the arms, holding them behind her back, trying to slow her. Marissa kept going, though, jerking her arms, determined to get to Dylan.

“Cass,” Rift said.

Marissa’s arms were instantly released, and the added momentum thrust her forward. Unable to catch her footing, she tripped and fell to her knees at Dylan’s feet. 

“I should have explained more,” Dylan spoke to her. “But I just didn’t want you involved yet, and I didn’t want you punished for my choices.”

She looked up at Dylan’s bare body, realizing that everyone was still naked and all she had on was her swim top. Worry and instinct had suppressed all embarrassment moments before, but the urge to cover herself slowly returned. She stayed crouched in front of him, afraid to move for so many reasons.

“What’s behind this, Dylan?” Rift asked. “This isn’t just crossing the lines drawn for you. It’s crossed all the lines.”

“This was … different.”

Cass laughed condescendingly, but Rift ignored her. “Explain,” he said to Dylan, narrowing his huge eyes and clenching his jaw.

Dylan shifted on his feet, turning slightly for a better position. A single line of blood appeared from his back, wrapping around his ribcage and running down his abs. “She’s his daughter. The one I wanted to save years ago.”

“The one who took the stone? So it didn’t all go away as you’d hoped. She knew and decided to come now, why?”

“I didn’t know,” Marissa spoke, her voice tiny. She wiped her face, clearing away the doubt and fear, then stood up beside Dylan to face them. “My father kept the stone hidden. I just discovered it the other day.”

The others looked between themselves, processing the information.

“Do any other humans know about the stone?” Rift asked, resting the edge of the rod on the floor, holding it like a staff at his side.

Marissa glanced at Dylan, knowing truth was their only option. Darci would search and search until she either found more stones or ran out of resources. “Yes. One person knows. Darci.”

“The woman who anchored her. We think she’s also the one who killed her father,” Dylan added.

Rift lifted the rod and tapped it to the floor several times. “Does she know about us?”

“No.” Marissa shook her head. “But she knows the stone isn’t ordinary. She stole it and tried to kill me.”

“She did kill you,” Cass stated, raising an eyebrow and crossing her thick arms over her breasts.

Marissa nodded, knowing implicitly that Cass had been human once too and wondering what her story was.

“Bret,” Rift said to the other male. “Alert the southerners. We may need their help to control this situation. This woman has probably told others.”

“No,” Marissa interjected. “My father used to work with her. I know she’s driven and tenacious, so she won’t give up the search, but there’s no way she’s told anyone. She’s too greedy and too hungry for recognition. Sharing information without solid evidence means someone could steal her spotlight. There’s no way she’ll risk that.”

“How can you be sure of this?” Rift asked, tipping his head back to assess her with his wild black eyes. 

Marissa looked over at Dylan, suddenly wanting comfort to speak the truth. “Now that she knows about the stone, she’s probably convinced my father spent the last months of his life searching for more, alone. She’ll do it the same way because she respected him and because she’s afraid the people on her crew are as evil as she is, willing to kill for this find. And, for the same reasons, she’ll have the stone with her. She won’t chance lab tests until she’s credited with the discovery.”

Rift lifted the rod and tapped it to the floor again, processing the information. “Let’s say this is all true, what shall I do with you?”

She looked at Dylan again, startled by the question. “Whatever you need to,” she admitted.

“What if I tell you you have to die?”

Marissa closed her eyes, thinking about her father keeping them secret, keeping them safe. As much as she wanted to plead for her life, she knew it wouldn’t matter. They had a system for a reason. After all, their life wasn’t really hers. Her life was already gone, and she was oddly at peace with that fact. “I would ask for a chance to prove myself worthy of this life, but I would also understand.”

“Nothing needs to be done. Having her with us will be an asset.” Dylan stood upright.

“We’ll do whatever we have to, as always.” Rift stood straighter too, rolling his shoulders back as he inhaled.

“So we just need to finish this Darci woman and it’s over,” Erin said, wringing her red braid over her shoulder. Her arm muscles flexed, showing how ready she was to handle the problem.

The murderous words tumbled in Marissa’s head, busting through her conscience with little effort. It was essential to their survival, and there was no way she’d dispute that, but there was one element she would dispute. “I need to be the one who does it. Let me finish her.”








  
 





Eight

 

Marissa grunted at her foot as she wrapped a piece of sailcloth around its tender sole. Her feet had gotten shredded badly when she’d charged across the meeting cave to Dylan, but the pain hadn’t kicked in until she’d returned to his place and the adrenaline disappeared. After the others released them, he’d escorted her back there then left. Rift wanted to discuss Darci further without Marissa present. She was reluctant to obey, fearful of what else they would do to Dylan, but he assured her no more harm would come to him. Their focus had shifted to the bigger issue.

A splash made her look toward the entrance. “What did they say?” she asked, dropping her foot and watching him climb out of the water.

Lines of water streamed down his bare body as he stepped closer to the bed where Marissa sat twisting her fingers on the canvas blanket covering her lap. The confrontation with the others had gotten her too amped to worry about her nakedness, but that embarrassment had rushed back around the same time the pain had.

He held up a hand that dripped some of the thick green algae clutched inside. “Open your hands,” he said softly.

She lifted her hands and he let half of the mushy goo fall onto her palms. “Please don’t tell me to eat this,” she said with a wrinkled nose. It didn’t look or smell appealing at all. If this was a meal, she’d much rather skip right to the fish.

One corner of Dylan’s lips lifted into a sweet grin that begged to be mirrored. “No, not food. Medicine.” He didn’t elaborate, simply bent in front of her, smeared a tiny bit onto the thin scratches on her knees, then picked up one of her feet and unraveled the sailcloth bandage.

“I’m fine, really.” Her weak lie melted away as Dylan’s hands pressed the algae to her skin, massaging it in. “Ahh,” she sighed to the ceiling after a few blissful moments, fighting the urge to collapse into the bedding behind her.

“Your feet will adjust pretty quickly.” He scooped the excess algae and grabbed the next foot.

Marissa looked back down to watch him, appreciating his careful attention. She also noticed how his fingers worked more than the cuts, going beyond the essential, massaging her toes and ankles too. She thought about his words again and replied, “I doubt they’ll adjust quickly enough.” The conversation with Rift had suggested that her death would come sooner rather than later, leaving no time to adjust to anything.

Dylan’s fingers stopped. He set her foot down and glanced up at her with heavy eyes. “I have a feeling your time here won’t depend on anyone but yourself.”

“How is that possible?”

“Do you want to stay?”

“If you’ll have me. Your people, I mean,” she quickly amended.

“I’ll have you.” His eyes caught hers, trapping them with a fiery stare.

“They aren’t exactly thrilled you saved me.” Her voice caught in her throat, projecting only a soft whisper.

“Not sure that matters now.” He broke contact first and touched the algae in her hands. “Would you mind?” His body pivoted, showing her the split skin along his back where Rift had hit him with the rod.

She sucked a breath through her teeth with a hiss. “Stitches.” The tears were deep enough to warrant them, raw and exposed.

“Not necessary.” He stood and lay on the bed at her side, folding his arms under his face. “This heals us pretty well.”

She tucked her leg in, turned her body toward him, and placed her hands on his back, spreading the muddy mixture over his wounds and pressing it in. His body tensed a couple of times, but he made no sounds or complaints. She continued, taking care as he had done to her while her mind drifted back to the others. “Did they tell you their plan for Darci?”

“Yes.”

“Am I not allowed to know?”

“It’s not like that, really. They want to be certain that you aren’t covering for her, that you won’t try to save her when the time comes.”

“There’s no chance of that,” Marissa said, her entire body flashing with anger at the thought.

“I know that, but they don’t. They want to ensure you can be trusted, so I agreed to terms on your behalf.”

Marissa worked the remaining algae into the cuts then continued to move her fingers across his back, massaging the surrounding area. “And what terms were they?”

His muscles relaxed beneath her fingertips, surrendering under her touch. “They’ve gathered more of us and have already started rotations to scout for her.”

“Aren’t they afraid of being spotted by other humans?”

“We know when there are people in the water, or above. Our senses don’t let us down, except when we are decidedly stubborn and aren’t paying attention.” He let out a soft laugh. “The telepathy thing also helps us communicate. It has a decent range.”

“Say they find her. Then what?”

“If she’s as determined as you say, we’ll find her soon. What happens next is up to you.”

“I want to be there.”

“You’ll be there no matter what. It’s a way for them to know whether you are being honest or not.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” Dylan asked, turning his head first, then shifting his body onto his side to face her.

Marissa folded her hands into her lap. “Sure. They want to be certain I’m not a threat.”

“Rift agreed to let you handle her, but he’ll stay close. It won’t be as easy as you think. When you see her, you might decide you can’t take her life. And that’s okay. Humanity isn’t easily discarded, even when it means protecting a new life.”

“Maybe so, but when it means avenging my family …” Marissa clenched her fists and looked up toward the ceiling. “The decision isn’t a difficult one at all. My father was once my world. My mother was too, but my father and I were one in the same. We both loved the ocean, loved artifacts, and loved when those things collided. That was his life and I was raised in it, engulfed without regret. He taught me the importance of life, family, and passion. Above all, he taught me integrity and honor. That’s why there won’t be a problem. I let him go. I abandoned him like so many others, but I never should have. I was his family.” She lifted a hand to her chest, covering her heart. “I should have known there was something behind it all. He risked everything to find you again, and if he’d had the chance to talk to you, he probably would have wanted to stay.”

“It’s a good thing he didn’t.”

Marissa scrunched her brows with a silent question.

“I had kept your father and what had happened at the carrier a secret for a while, but the others caught on eventually. This lone diver kept showing up, searching for something. I finally told them the truth and was punished for my negligence. Your father didn’t quit, and the others noticed he wasn’t giving up like I’d hoped he would. We weren’t sure if he’d told anyone, or where he might have placed the stone, but it was getting to be too much to ignore. If he kept coming, he would surely attract attention one way or another.” Dylan glanced down, averting his eyes. “I told you that I couldn’t save him when he died, but I didn’t tell you the whole truth, the main reason why. I was supposed to kill him that day. He had saved my life at the carrier, but he was my mistake, and I was expected to correct it. I’ve broken a lot of rules down here, challenging boundaries and procedures, but my hesitation with your father is the main reason I was pushed here, away from everyone else. Most would rather not associate with me.”

Marissa felt the familiar sting behind her eyelids as they pooled with tears. They were tears for her father, but also for Dylan. She heard the pain in his words. She couldn’t bring herself to speak, so she grabbed his hand instead.

He kept his eyes down, looking at Marissa’s hand on his. “I sat there for the longest time, watching him, fighting my conscience, my humanity. Rift and some of the others were close by so I knew it was unavoidable. We heard a boat then watched another diver drop in. At first we thought he had told someone, but it became obvious that he hadn’t.” His hand squeezed hers. “I’m sorry.”

“No,” Marissa said. “It’s not—”

“But it is,” he interrupted. “It is my fault. All of this is. If I hadn’t been so selfish, your father would still be alive, you would still be alive, and you wouldn’t have to worry about taking someone’s life.”

Marissa stared at him, waiting to catch his eye. When he finally glanced up at her, she saw his sincerity. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry my family was cursed with the inability to let go of curiosity,” she said with a smile, skimming  her fingers along his jaw, needing more of a connection. “But mostly, I’m sorry that you’ve witnessed so much death and were left to deal with it alone. I’m sure that wasn’t easy.”

He shook his head. “Being alone wasn’t all bad. It helped me adapt to this life, this environment.”

“What about whoever saved you? Did they help you, teach you?”

“At first, yes. Rift was the one who saved me. A few northerners had recently died so they’d planned to save a human. I was chosen from the boat accident.”

“How did it happen?” Marissa prompted, wanting to know more about both of his lives.

Dylan inhaled deeply. As he exhaled, Marissa could practically see the sorrow roll off his body. “My friends and I had been drinking all day. We boated all along the coast, hopping from sandbar parties to waterfront bars. There was this girl my friend Tim was into. And when there’s a girl and that many people, there’s usually another guy interested.”

“Ah.” Marissa nodded.

“The other guy took a cheap shot at Tim on shore then pulled anchor and took off with some friends. We chased them with our boat like drunk idiots. High speeds, miles out. We danced a bit, toying with each other, hitting wakes and grabbing air. After hitting a pretty big wave, we clipped them and flipped. Rift said the other boat was gone when he arrived.”

“The other boat left?” Marissa whispered as her heart pounded hard inside her chest.

“Great end to an epic spring break story, huh?” Dylan raised an eyebrow, still staring at their entwined hands.

Moving the conversation away from death, she asked, “Where did you go to college?”

“FSU Tallahassee, majored in computer science.” He shook his head. “Because it seemed like the most logical thing to do.”

“Were you from that area?”

“Yeah, raised down the road in Marianna.”

“Family?”

“Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and a bratty younger sister named Brittany. The whole thing.”

“I’m sure they miss you.” Marissa traced circles on his hand with her thumb, wanting to express her sympathy with more than words.

“I miss them too.” He bit his lips together with a soft nod then stretched his neck and looked up toward the ceiling. “I miss a lot of things.”

“Like?”

“Beer, of course.” He let out a breathy laugh. “But really, I miss the everyday stuff the most. Driving a car, using a phone, watching TV. It’s just different here.”

“And what things do you like about here?” Marissa pulled her other leg in to adjust her position but kept hold of his hand, enjoying the comfort of it too much to let go.

“Hmm.” He smiled widely and closed his eyes for a lengthy blink. “Whales and dolphins come into our area. Swimming with them is pretty amazing. Whale sharks, too. There are a lot of cool things here. The stones, the caves. I’m kind of excited to show you this one spot, south of here. When the sun disappears for the day, just before dark, the shadows and light remind me of an actual sunset. That’s another combo I miss: the sun and air. Closing your eyes when a cool breeze cuts through the warm rays on your skin. That simple feeling, I definitely miss it. We don’t even need the sun here. The green stars give us everything we need: warmth, light, air. I still dream about it, though.”

  Marissa smiled at him, watching and listening intently, feeling all his emotions. “Thank you for sharing all of that.”

His lips tugged far up, pushing his cheeks high under his eyes. “What about you, Marissa? I know a bit about your father by what he kept in his wallet. He was a marine archaeologist, right? Also a certified PADI master diver and instructor, a frequent flier and coffee drinker, library reader, and licensed boater and fisherman.”

“That sums him up pretty perfectly.”

He laughed and gave her hand a little shake. “What about you?”

“Got my master’s from UT Austin, did some internships, landed an assistant curator spot at a science and history museum outside of Dallas. And that pretty much sums me up.” She smiled weakly, reflecting on her old life. She was proud of what she’d accomplished, and usually never regretted anything, but now the million chances she’d passed on were bombarding her. What if? She shook her head. There were things she would do differently, but there was no sense dwelling. She would just make sure to live this new life to the fullest … however long it would last.

“And your family?”

“I took care of my mom for two years, until she passed last month. I was back here to clean their house out and put it on the market. That’s when I found the stone. They were the only family I had.” Her thoughts drifted for a few moments, recalling the sequence leading her to the boat, to Darci.

“Hey.” Dylan sat up and wrapped both of his hands around hers. “I know you’re worried. I can see it. I can feel it, too. Because I saved you, we have this connection. You might feel different things—”

“I have,” Marissa replied. “When they found us in the water, I could feel how worried you were, your nerves, your anxiety. I could feel it all inside, as if the feelings were my own.”

“It’s stronger in the water. Everything is. All our senses.”

“Telepathy?”

“That’s only in water, and when your mind adjusts, it’ll be with everyone. You won’t need physical contact and you’ll be able to control what you share.” Dylan paused and gave her a curious look. “You won’t feel linked to the others like you will me, though. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah,” Marissa whispered, still overwhelmed with the complexities of this new life.

Dylan cast his eyes down and smoothed his fingers along her hand. “I just want you to know that this connection … it doesn’t mean that there’s any obligation to be close to me. We wouldn’t even need to be around each other. It’s not like that.”

“Will I not be allowed around you after? Will you still be an outcast? Will I be one?”

“If we find Darci and get the stone, I don’t think the others will worry so much about us.”

“You seriously think they’ll let me live?”

“They aren’t as willing to kill one of their own. They really don’t like killing humans either, but circumstances that are vital to our survival are obviously different. You’re one of us now. I told you, all they want to do is make sure you’re with us.”

“I’m with you.” Marissa couldn’t help but get lost in those words. Her eyes flickered from Dylan’s eyes to the curve of his lips. She didn’t want to think anymore. She didn’t want to doubt herself, or worry. This was her new life and there was no way she’d waste any of it.

She lifted her hand and cupped his jaw, skimming her fingers lightly against his skin and watching his eyes close at her touch. His lips parted as if he was about to speak, but no words came. She ran her thumb over his bottom lip, wanting much more.

“This isn’t something you need to do.” His eyes opened, staring at her, dark and burning in a way that made her whole body tremble. 

She raked her teeth over her bottom lip as her gaze shifted again, down his neck, down his chest. “You heard my thoughts in the water … I know I don’t need to. I want to.”

His hand found her waist with a firm grip. “If I had been touching you when I first saw your body, you would have known I was thinking the exact same thing.” His words were rough, full of desire. “I wasn’t sure I could even be around you—”

Marissa leaned in, capturing his lips with hers, no longer able to hold back. A blissful wave surged through her, igniting a wildfire within. After a stunned moment, his mouth opened urgently, tangling with her, accepting her need and showing her his own. Her nerves and senses blazed, feeling every bit of their connection. Touch, taste, smell, sight, sound—she wanted it all.

One hand cupped her face and the other slid up her back, untying her swim top, exposing the rest of her to him. His lips kissed down her neck as his hand explored her breasts. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes to the ceiling, sighing from the pleasure of his touch. When she opened them back up, she watched the wisps of light swirl inside the green stones, burning white hot like her body.

Dylan’s lips collided with hers again and pushed closer, guiding her back onto the bed. He pulled away, leaving her breathing heavily as his hungry gaze traveled down her body. His hand was quick to follow the same path, moving down her stomach, between her thighs. She let them fall open at his touch, let him take control. His fingers covered her sensitive skin, circling, massaging as he watched her body rock with need in response.

When his body shifted on top of her and he pushed himself deep inside, his lips found hers, swallowing her pleasured cries. There was no use for words. She didn’t need reassurance of her beauty or promises of love and fidelity. She could feel it all in the way his arms held her, sense it from every touch of his tongue, kiss of his lips, thrust of his hips. His body called for her, honoring her, cherishing her. She gave it all back to him, telling him in the same way, showing him how much she cared for him, how grateful she was, not only for giving her new life, but also for his honesty, protection, and adoration.

Sometime later, as Dylan’s breaths quieted, Marissa lay silent, staring up at the light of the green stones, hoping it was a view she’d have for years to come. In her old life, she’d been adrift. The loss of her father and mother were major parts of why she’d been alone, but the reality was that she had never really felt like she belonged anywhere specific. She’d maintained the day-to-day motions, attached only to work. But here, she already felt different. La media vida. It was the half-life that was making her feel whole.








  
 





Nine

 

Marissa woke again to the sound of splashing. She opened her eyes to an empty bed of sailcloth. Before she could even wonder where Dylan had gone, his voice answered her.

“News?”

Marissa turned toward his voice, spotting him by the entrance where Rift had just arrived.

“She’s out. The sun hasn’t fully risen topside, but she’s there,” Rift replied. Water ran down his bulky body, puddling at his transformed feet.

“That was fast. You’re certain it’s her?”

“It’s south of where you said you found Marissa, not far from the carrier. She’ll need to confirm, of course.”

“Any more humans?”

“None with her. There’s not much traffic yet. Some fishermen, but nothing that’ll prevent us from dealing with this now. Is she ready?” Rift asked, not bothering to look toward Marissa.

Dylan glanced around him, catching her eye for a moment. “Yeah. We’re ready.”

“Good. We have twenty keeping watch of the location and twenty more on perimeter. She dropped in ten minutes ago, so we need to move.”

“We’ll be right behind you.”

Rift nodded and dove into the water without another word.

“Hey,” Dylan said, walking to the bed. “You hungry?” He cupped her face and lightly pressed his lips to hers.

Marissa closed her eyes and shook her head the slightest bit. “No. No food.” There was no way her stomach could support anything. It rolled and twisted into knots just thinking about what was about to happen. Dylan had been right: letting go of humanity might not be as easy as she’d thought. But she was also worried about Dylan’s fate, and her own. Dylan was certain the others would forget everything else after Darci was gone. She wasn’t as confident.

“We should go then. If it is her, you’ll need to ID her and then we’ll figure out the best plan.”

She nodded and followed him to the water, shaking her hands out to settle her nerves.

“Stay close to me. I’ll relay any info from Rift after we get there. If it is her, they’ll want it dealt with fast. I’ll help you the best that I can. And remember that it’ll be okay if you can’t do it. Rift will stick close to you and he’ll have no problem handling it himself. There won’t be any problems as long as you don’t try to save her.”

“That won’t happen.”

“I’m there, no matter what,” he reassured. “Ready?”

“Wait.” She walked into the other room as fast as her feet allowed and picked up her father’s wallet. “Dad,” she whispered, sliding his driver’s license out of the plastic sleeve. His ocean eyes stared out at her, full of life, with a warm grin atop his groomed beard. It was look she’d seen a million times, kind and gentle, and it had been taken by a heartless monster. She knew now that if Darci hadn’t taken his life, it would have been Dylan or one of the others. It hurt to know he would have died no matter what, but she at least understood their reasons. They had to protect their people. Darci, however, had no valid reason.

Marissa clutched the license in her hand, absorbing all the anger it brought. She would need it.

Dylan was already in the water when she returned, only his head and shoulders exposed.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be. You okay?”

“I am now. Let’s go.”

She jumped into the water beside him, feeling the warmth take over. The ache spread through her as everything adjusted to the change again. She kicked her tail, prepared to dive, but Dylan grabbed her arm and held tight. She looked into his eyes, expecting to hear his voice in her mind, but it never came. Instead, his mouth pressed to hers. It was a loving kiss, meant to calm her, and it did exactly that. Their air mixed and he slid his arms around her, pulling her close, holding her in a way that filled her with so much more than life. It gave her hope for a future.

I needed that, his voice said.

Marissa smiled against his lips and thought, I did too. Thank you.

He backed away and tugged her hand. It was time to go.

They navigated the caves and swam hard toward the carrier reef, passing several others of their kind positioned on alert as Rift had said. Strips of delicate sunlight cut through the water, and soon enough, the gulf’s floor leveled out into the bare sandy bottom of the shelf. The closer they got, the more Marissa’s gills tingled. The air in the water felt thinner, not as fulfilling. It was getting harder to breathe. She glanced over at Dylan, watching his body move beside her. He had traveled even closer to shore when he’d saved her, farther away from their air source. It couldn’t have been an easy feat.

She immediately understood why he had tested their boundaries. After all, being told you can’t and learning for yourself are two very different things. The desire to know the limits pulled at her too. Even with her mind focused on what was about to happen with Darci, she found herself wondering if breaking the surface was possible. That longing to return to shore, to return home, was a force that was bound to pull for a long time. It surely wouldn’t go away overnight, if it ever did at all.

Dylan’s hand grabbed her arm, slowing her. Here.

After she heard Dylan’s voice, Rift swam into view. Despite knowing that they were on friendly terms at the moment, she still felt insecure near him. With biceps the size of her human thighs and his feral, penetrating eyes, his presence was fierce enough to frighten a shark. He stared at Dylan with a pinched forehead. His body was stiff, tense. Something wasn’t right.

Dylan’s eyes darted up toward the surface and he nodded. He glanced back to Marissa, eyes wide. Already ascending.

Rift’s massive body shifted in front of them, catching Dylan’s eyes and obviously speaking to him.

Yes. She knows.

Dylan’s tone, the words, it was all clear enough. If Marissa tried to save Darci, or refused to kill her, Rift was to finish her. Or maybe both of them. That was something she hadn’t thought of. If they wanted her dead too, would Rift kill her or would Dylan have to?

Dylan snaked an arm around her back, pulling her close. No. His head shook and his hair fanned out around his face. Looking down, he grabbed her hand that held her father’s license. Now. This. Him. His lips quickly pressed to hers then he backed away.

Marissa glanced at her father’s face again then back to Dylan. He nodded a bit and she felt herself doing the same, though a haze began to settle inside her thoughts, stealing bits of her consciousness. Her body moved automatically, pushing her slowly forward just above the sandy floor then up. Within seconds, she was close to the surface, looking at the silhouette of a boat and a lone diver just underneath. Marissa’s eyes honed in on the diver’s short hair and thin body. Female. Her regulator breaths were clear, slow and deep. Relaxed. She didn’t know death was coming.

There was no doubt it was Darci. She had cut her dive short and was already close to the surface, close to getting away. Rage bubbled up inside Marissa, overtaking the weakness in her stomach and driving her into action. She kicked hard, pushing her tail and moving fast. Noises came from behind her, Rift and the others trailing close, watching, waiting, but she didn’t care. All of it faded away as red clouded her vision.

Marissa charged, passing Darci on purpose to announce herself. She received the reaction she’d wanted. Darci was frozen when Marissa swam back toward her. The gray eyes inside her mask gaped, making up for her mouth’s inability. As much as Marissa wanted to attack her right away, she knew she couldn’t. She didn’t want Darci to panic, so she eased toward her with her hands extended, as if she meant no harm. Darci was as paralyzed as Marissa had been when she’d first seen Dylan. She was probably thinking the same way Marissa had too, wondering if she was narced, if she was hallucinating despite being only twenty feet below surface.

Marissa moved in closer, face to face, waiting for Darci to realize who she was. It didn’t take long. Darci’s body jerked and a stream of bubbles escaped her regulator. She was terrified, and rightfully so. The woman she’d murdered was staring at her. But Marissa couldn’t just leave it at that. She needed her to see his eyes too, so she grabbed the front of Darci’s vest and held up her father’s license.

“No matter what you do in life, there will be people who want to hurt you,” her father had said to her once. “Most of them will be selfish or filled with fear or envy. You can’t control it, you can only choose who you allow to remain in your life. You decide your family, who really matters.”

His words echoed in her mind. Her father never wanted her to hurt others, but standing up for what was right and protecting the people they cared about was different. That thought was all she needed to push reservation aside and allow vengeance to have its time.

Darci pulled away and a light under her vest caught Marissa’s eye. The stone pendant. It was around her neck. Marissa reached for it, but Darci dodged. Marissa hooked Darci’s regulator instead, ripping it from her mouth and detaching the mouthpiece. Darci’s hands moved frantically for her backup regulator, but Marissa was able to snatch it first, separating its mouthpiece as well. Knowing she needed to flee, Darci tucked her legs then kicked out, catching Marissa in the face with her heel.

The hit pushed Marissa backward and sent a shock wave through her skull that blacked her vision and made her drop the license. Before she could refocus, another kick came, colliding with her nose and rattling her head again. She breathed in hard, struggling with the thin air. Suddenly, the water busied with noise. It was Rift. He had seen what had happened and was coming. Marissa looked up toward the surface, watching Darci swim closer to the boat with every kick. Marissa had to be the one to finish this, not them.

Determined, she pushed hard with her tail, rocketing herself up. Ten feet below, she dodged Darci’s dropped vest and tank. Eight feet, Darci’s head and arms disappeared above, but there was no way she’d escape the water in time. Marissa reached out and grabbed her foot then spun around and dove, dragging Darci’s flailing body behind her, mimicking what the anchor and chain had done to her. Within a few seconds, they were at bottom depth, roughly 150 feet.

Marissa contained Darci’s hands, gripping her wrists. Darci’s eyes were wide inside her mask, but her lips were pinched as she struggled to keep hold of her remaining breath and continue to fight Marissa. She thrashed her legs, trying to kick Marissa again. She had to know the effort was worthless. They were too far down for her to survive even if she were to get free.

Following several more rigorous seconds, Darci’s resistance abated. Marissa grabbed her shoulders and looked straight through the mask into her steely gray eyes, watching them soften and pool with tears. A small grin tugged at Darci’s lips then her mouth opened and released her final breath. She inhaled immediately, sucking the salt water greedily into her starving lungs. Her body convulsed and her eyes flickered with the fear and finality of death, but only for a few moments. Marissa held tight as Darci’s body relaxed and the shock and terror in her eyes faded into a fixed gaze, staring blankly out to the open water.

A hand grabbed Marissa’s arm, stealing her eyes from Darci.

Dylan wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight against his body. It’s okay. It’s over.

Yes, she thought, coming out of her daze. But it wasn’t. She pulled away just as Rift grabbed Darci’s body. Marissa held her hands up, stopping him from taking her. She looked at Darci’s neck. Not seeing anything, she dug her fingers into the top of her wet suit.

It’s not here.

Dylan’s hand grabbed hers. The stone?

She had it. She must have tossed it.

Marissa didn’t need to explain further. Others had heard her and rushed around, scouring the sand.

It’s not there, she thought, realizing that Darci had been close to her boat when she’d surfaced. She had to have tossed it in, and Marissa knew she had to get it. 

No. Dylan tipped her chin to look into her eyes, his worry unmistakable.

Yes. I need to do this. Her actions with Darci, keeping her promise, had probably contented the others, but she still needed to finish it herself. She’d brought the danger back to them. The stone was her mistake.

Dylan refused at first, ascending with her until she twisted her hand from his grasp and rocketed toward the backside of the boat. Her gills tingled with one more full breath, her tail pushed one last full kick, and then she broke the surface.

Dawn. Thin clouds streaked the sky across the bare water horizon with soft hues of orange, yellow, and pink. Her mind recalled them as dim, gentle, welcoming the day, but her eyes were no longer the same as they once had been. The dawn blazed, blinding a majority of her sight as she landed on the back platform of Darci’s boat. She staggered on her knees, her legs changing, too unsteady and pained to stand. Light drilled into her squinted eyes as she crawled forward and splayed her hands out. It had to be there somewhere. Darci had to have tossed it on board.

 Marissa’s lungs and neck ached, needing to breathe. Her body shook, heat flashing from anxiety, nerves, fear. No matter what happened, she couldn’t leave without the stone. She clenched her jaw and opened her eyes wider, allowing the light to scorch her just to see a little more. The swimming platform was empty, so she scooted along the floor until she found the small opening to the back of the boat. The agony, the heat, it all was building beyond control. She blinked long and hard as her chest heaved, unable to fight anymore. There was no escape. She gasped, letting the surface air fill her lungs. They immediately rejected it, causing her to cough raggedly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a small black rope with a pendant attached, a welcome contrast to the bright white floor. She scrambled forward, heart pounding, fingernails clawing to reach. When she felt the rope beneath her fingertips, she scooped it up and turned around. As much as she tried to fight it, the coughing and gasping continued. Her arms and legs grew heavy, all her energy exhausted. All she had to do was make it a little farther. She hooked her hands over the edge of the platform. So close but so far. She opened her hand and released the pendant, dropping it into the placid water.

At least it was back where it belonged. No human would find it. They would never know.

Something broke through the water, snatching her hands. She barely felt her body move forward, fall in, then the water envelope her, soothing and cool. Arms wrapped around her, holding her close as a mouth covered hers, forcing air inside.

Deep breath. It was Dylan’s thought, not her own, begging her.

She breathed him in and relief filtered in with the comfort of his air. Water rushed by, pressing her closer to him as he dove, taking them deeper. She felt her tail again, felt her gills. The heat from the surface had dissolved, and the fear had gone too.

The stone, she thought, clutching his waist. Had they gotten it?

The rhythm of his body slowed, stopping their descent. His lips pulled away and his hands slid up her body to cup her face. Yes. I have it.

My father’s license?

Yes.

Yes. She eased her eyes open, testing damage from the sun and air. A blurry pair of black eyes came into focus, staring back at her anxiously. Her eyes were fine. I’m okay.

Almost not.

She smiled, consoled by his concern, then glanced down at the pendant around his neck, seeing the white light swirling within. Almost not, but it had to be done. No human will find the stone. And Darci?

Taking her body farther down, into the canyon.

She ignored her own thoughts about Darci and focused on his words. I heard all of that.

His lips tipped up into a grin and his thumb ran across her bottom lip. Good. It gets easier.

Will I be around to know? Despite her efforts to believe it was all over, she was still doubtful.

Yes. As long as you want.

She reached up his chest and touched the green stone. Their life might be considered half, but she had a feeling it would be fuller than her first.

She was ready to start again, so she took a deep breath and smiled.
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At the Heart of the Deep by Carrie L. Wells
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Oceanographer Luke McAllister races to figure out why the ocean depth is changing off Florida’s Treasure Coast. But before he and his crew discover what’s transforming the deep, he stumbles upon an even greater mystery. Leagues below the waves, he swear he sees…a mermaid?

Anya isn’t allowed to get close to humans. But when a golden-haired researcher gets too close to her island, she can’t afford to stay away.

Together, this unlikely pair will seek to discover what’s causing shifts in ocean floor. While their new alliance is forbidden, Anya will risk everything to save her beloved ocean. The only problem is, she’s not sure what’s really luring her in, her love of the sea or the tempest Luke has stirred in her heart. Either way, Anya knows that the dangers facing the sea are nothing compared to what will happen to her when her father learns she’s broken the merfolks’ most sacred law.

Can Anya and Luke discover what lurks at the heart of the deep before it’s too late?








  
 





One: Anya

 

THE SMALL SHIP intrigued me. Hundreds of boats cross my path daily, but this one, trailing temperature gauges and current trackers, interested me more than others. Rather than merely floating, this boat had a purpose, a reason to be so close to my island. Of course, the blond man diving into the water definitely had something to do with my interest and maybe the boat’s purpose, too. His long, lean body cracked the face of the water, and as he surfaced, his strong arms propelled him forward and away from the boat. Every afternoon he did the same thing, dive, swim, float, swim back. And every afternoon I watched as his fluid movements made almost no break in the ocean’s surface while he cut long paths across it.

I had announced to the tribe that we had visitors close, and immediately the chatter began. Assuring them the boat’s and crew’s focus was research, or looked to be, I held off further inquisition with a promise to continue tracking their efforts.

I met the boat for five days and each day they came a little closer. Today they sat only twenty miles from Orotava. Close enough that Phoebe and Fiona decided to join me in my afternoon surveillance. The twins heckled me as I led them through the sea. We hung back far enough that their equipment couldn’t track our presence.

“It’s a long way to go for a man, Anya,” Phoebe commented, laughing at me as we swam.

Her sister joined in. “Any distance is too far for a man.”

Both knew I’d never had any interest in humans before. I was far more comfortable in the sea than walking on land, even on our own island full of mer. But this one, comfortable in the sea and almost questing to be a part of it, lured me. At the very least, he was lovely to watch and I could fantasize about adding him to my land life.

“Look, neither of you had to come with me. I’m just fine watching this sea god all on my own.” I smirked back at my childhood friends, taunting them with my infatuation.

The three of us surfaced and watched him cut through the waves with capable, powerful movements. He looked at home with the water cradling his body.

“That’s some human,” Fiona commented, breaking into my daydream.

Phoebe seemed more awed than her appreciative twin. “He’s, well, he’s beautiful,” she added. “Look how smoothly he moves. He’s part fish.”

“No, he’s all human,” I concluded. “If he were part fish, I could do more than stare.”

“So true,” Phoebe agreed. “Unless he was a Trisanthian. Your father would rather unite you with a human.”

She had a point. Nishan, my father and the tribal council leader of the Obthaluse, wouldn’t stand for his only daughter uniting with a rival mer, but he also wouldn’t care much for a human son-in-law.

We continued to watch the boat and the swimmer until he turned and started back. We dove below the waves to be sure he didn’t look up and find three gawking mermaids. I pushed the boundaries a lot, but we had never been caught by humans. Maybe today was the day to change that.

From below we saw his tanned legs stir the water and force him forward. His steady pace moved him quickly and we kept at a distance. That gave us a chance to move closer to the drifting boat in order to watch him climb aboard, my favorite part of the last few days. Granted, while my father made plans to attend the united tribal meetings, my research sessions on the island had lengthened, not leaving lots of time for fun.

The man reached the boat and lifted himself onto the diving platform. The sun on his wet hair turned it a golden, tawny yellow, almost the same color as my own.

Fiona let out her breath with a sigh. “Too bad he has legs. Nothing good comes with legs,” she explained authoritatively.

Phoebe and I both chuckled a bit. He whipped his head in our direction and we quickly dipped below the surface. He squinted at the ripple we left in the water, but he turned away and continued to climb to the deck.

Someone called out to him as he toweled off. “Oh, hey, Luke. Glad you’re back. Amir found something we want you to see.”

“Luke,” I repeated as I exhaled and watched him disappear into the boat’s cabin.

“Luke, Luke, Luke,” Phoebe chanted in a sing-song voice.

At least I had a name to go with the lovely face.

Fiona joined in. “Not a bad name. It suits him. Luke, the light-giver. Isn’t that what it means?,” she remarked thoughtfully.

“No idea, but I like it. It fits him,” Phoebe added. Then she started singing, “Luke, the light-giver, looks lovely and luscious.”

“Phoebe, seriously?” I asked, more than a bit annoyed by my normally sweet friend.

“Wow, Anya, you must really be smitten. You don’t get ticked off that easily.” She smiled, either at the thought of pushing my buttons or maybe because I was smitten. I’m not sure which, but she would derive pleasure from either scenario.

Pointing at the bow, suddenly, Phoebe added, “Look. The Sea Star.”

Her sister responded, confused, “What? What about it?”

“It’s the name of the boat. The Sea Star.”

“Okay, and?”

“Well, and nothing really. But it’s kind of cute that the boat is the Sea Star and Anya has that star mark. And did you see his tattoo? It was a sea star, too.”

“Only you would find that cute, Phoebe,” Fiona chided. She considered herself the practical twin, while Phoebe held the title of dreamer.

But Fiona was wrong. I noticed the boat’s name the first time I followed Luke to it. My father called me Sea Star. He used the nickname more often when I was younger, but he resorted to it now and again. He gave me the name when I was born because of the small, star-shaped patch of dark scales on my tail. And now it linked me to Luke. It was such a little thing, but it tied us together in a small way.

“She’s dreaming again, Phee.”

Phoebe’s voice called me back to reality and I watched the boat pick up speed. Fiona swam towards it, taunting us to join her. Not ready to back down, Phoebe and I joined, racing to see who could reach her first.

We came up on the boat quickly, far faster than any of us anticipated. Forgetting about the tracking equipment, we closed the distance, breaching the surface and playing in the waves like dolphin. I hoped that’s what we looked like. That way, if anyone glanced behind the boat, they’d just assume they’d attracted curious dolphins rather than stalking mermaids.

Unexpectedly, Luke reappeared on deck. He looked at the sky, upset, and walked briskly to the stern, reading a tablet. By the time he looked up, Fiona and Phoebe were safe below the churning water. I, however, dove head first over the boat’s wake, locking eyes with him in the process. Not the way to go unnoticed.

His deep brown eyes caught mine, holding them, holding me. I didn’t look away when he leaned over the railing before climbing down to the dive deck. I knew he saw me. All of me. But in that moment, I wanted him to know. I wanted him to know everything.








  
 





Two: Luke

 

“DAMMIT!” I YELLED, bellowing at the sky. I cursed myself and the ocean as yet another storm moved across the horizon. The Sea Star wasn’t large, and the strong winds and unrelenting rains along Florida’s Treasure Coast shook it mercilessly when the summer storms blew in. I hoped the winds would shift and we could avoid the traditional three o’clock rains. The Sea Star’s size made it great for our research, but it was also more susceptible to the weather and the ocean than larger vessels.

I ran onto the deck when I noticed dramatic changes in the tracker information. I figured the storms caused the disruption, but the temperature went up noticeably, eleven degrees, and suddenly. And the current shifted as though something was trailing us.

I had already taken my swim, not wanting the storms to interfere. I crave time with the water. Surfing and diving as a kid, I’m not sure I’ve spent more than three months of my life at a time without the sand and surf as part of my daily routine. And now, at sea, I swim at least once a day, embracing the waves and feeling unnatural without a hint of salt on my skin. Stir crazy was an understatement after my time gearing up for this trip. While we only left land two weeks earlier, I’d been in a small office full of maps and depth charts for months before the trip. Now my body itched to stretch and move through the water. Spending time in the water was, after all, my motivation to become an oceanographer. That and the girls in the University of Miami’s oceanography department looked great in scuba gear.

At the stern, I figured I might find the storm clouds closer than anticipated or maybe the trackers had tangled again. What I found, however, was nothing I foresaw. In fact, what I found wasn’t real. It belonged in myth, not in a research log.

But I saw it. I saw her.

“Hey, McAllister,” Brandon, my research assistant, echoed in the radio. “Mac? You there, man?”

I had a tendency to forget my radio or just ignore it, so he was definitely right to stalk me when he had news.

“I’m here. What ya got?”

“The radio says to expect the afternoon squall a little early today.”

Tearing my eyes from the wake of the boat, I blinked away the image and turned to the clouds.

Looking up at the sky, I radioed back. “Brando, believe ’em. Those clouds look angry.”

Ignoring my gut instinct to head back inside, I climbed down to the dive deck, hoping to catch a glimpse of it, of her, again. Instead, the trackers were the only things behind the boat. Maybe I hadn’t seen anything at all. We hadn’t been at sea long, but strange things happened when men looked into the horizon. Hell, at least I hadn’t pissed off Poseidon or landed on an island with a cyclops.

Brandon came down to pull up the trackers.

“Hey, you could help me, ya know,” he said, elbowing me as I stood staring at the waves rolling behind us.

“Sorry, man. Distracted. How deep do you think we can see in that wake?”

“Deep? Uh, maybe fifteen feet down if the object is a light color, like a shark or a tracker.”

Fifteen feet gave me plenty of room to misread what I saw. As a scientist, I knew repeated results were the only way to draw a solid conclusion. One observation, one test, is never enough. Maybe if Brandon had seen her too, had been there to back up my sighting, I would have doubted myself a bit less.

As a scientist charged with researching the shift of ocean depths off the coast of Florida, I studied, theorized, and met with colleagues, all to no avail. The sea was changing, quickly, and that would eventually mean changes for those of us on land, too. All the published research pointed to the many hurricanes and rising ocean levels. Some of it mentioned the fascination tourists have with driving on the beaches and residents’ need to build bigger, grander homes on the coast. But I knew there was something more, especially since the beach erosion contributed only a small fraction to the issue. And I managed to convince a few others, the ones with the money, that it was worth a look.

I spent months with my team hypothesizing the lesser known causes. We all determined one thing. The answer lies within the ocean. So we collected the grant, geared up, and set sail.

And now there was her. She didn’t fit into this at all. Or maybe she did.

We had been studying the issue for more than a year and this was our second trip out to sea. Heading back underway after what we called the “reset,” we were ready to look at different factors than we had before. She fit that category. She was definitely a different factor.

Seeing the clouds turning duskier, Brandon and I headed back up the ladder with the equipment. Amir was on deck now, a head taller than Brandon with dark skin standing out against the white of the boat.

“Just in time, guys. You know dark clouds come in fast,” Amir commented.

Then I noticed the winds picking up. Heading to the cabin, we stashed the equipment. The deck was not the place to be when you were off the coast of Lightning Alley and the skies turned black.

Amir reached into an overhead compartment, stowing equipment he had been tinkering with. The Detroit-native’s long arms saved the team on a few occasions when equipment had gotten beyond our reach. Brandon’s stocky build, on the other hand, shrouded the strength of someone twice his size, earning him the nickname “Ant” when we wanted to rile him.

The boat’s weather alarm blared suddenly.

Whooooop, whooooop, whooooop.

Lucy slipped past us, grabbing her laptop and gliding to a table. The graduate assistant was young and focused. I liked her quick wit and her fast, mouse-like behaviors as she constantly moved around the boat. We filed in behind her.

While run down and cluttered, the Sea Star’s interior was comfortable. From inside, we watched fat droplets hit the windows, splattering like paint. At this point, water and sky mirrored each other, both dark and menacing at that point, marching along the horizon. With nothing left to do, I picked up the old deck of cards. In that moment, I had to face that I would never let her slip from my mind with the same ease she used as she slid from my view.






  
 





Three: Anya

 

I SPOTTED THE boat as it moved overhead the next day. As I swam out towards it, I noticed its glistening hull, its props churning a silvery froth. I knew they were closer to the island. I knew my father and the counsel wouldn’t welcome them. I knew the entire tribe may be in danger. I knew Luke had seen me. But I kept swimming.

Complacency had gotten the best of me after a long few months not leaving the boundaries of the island of Orotava. Our secluded island was quiet. Mer life was peaceful. There is never anything to avoid there. Unmapped islands don’t attract much attention. I’d spent most of my time cooped up in my research lab on the island trying to explain the changes in our native waters. Once in a while I’d visit the trench, looking for a reason or rhyme behind the sudden changes, but today was different.

Today, I decided to run down a boat, a boat with an appealing, swimming sailor. A sailor I was sure hadn’t understood what he saw. I would become another mirage in the waves. One of those things he could easily write off as a trick of light on the water.

The tribal scouts reported the boat when it was more than 25 leagues away. Nishan, knowing about the boat, forbade me from going anywhere near it.

“Anya,” he said in his authoritative voice, “let me remind you, lest you have forgotten, that your research must lead you to the deep and not to the surface — or to anything that may come from it.”

However, I needed to know if the boat or the equipment, the devices they’d been trailing through the water, related to my own research and what we found beyond the reef.

“If you feel the need to swim constantly, at least remain deep enough to avoid attention. That boat is getting far too close to our island. Do not investigate. I’ll receive a report tonight at the festival, Anya, and I do not expect to hear your name associated with it. Do not ignore me,” he said.

Warm he isn’t. But I always know where I stand with my father.

I shocked him with my unusually quiet response. “Yes, father. I’ll see you tonight.”

*****
The Festival of the Fourteen Seas began hours after I returned from my research. As I swam through the garland-strewn reef, approaching the bay, my eyes feasted on the color and gaiety of the day. Seaweed draped the red and orange corals of my lovely Atlantic home.

The sunken pirate schooner, the Scarlet Witch, turned green by algae, sat dressed in ribbons of pink and white scallop shells shining in the dispersed sunlight. Barnacles laced through and across the planks. Pearls shown in strands draped from the mast. The effect was ethereal and everything seemed to glow.

The tides would turn for 31 days throughout the festival, and we would pay tribute to each of the seas. Then, at the festival’s final ceremony, we would learn of the news of each tribal nation.

The Obthaluse, my tribe and Orotava’s founders, had plans to reveal new developments in our research, my research. Although we had no definite findings, we did have preliminary information that could change our world drastically. Nishan had finally been convinced that we needed to share that information with the Coalition of Tribes. To me, our declaration was nerve-wracking; however, it was the news the other tribes would release that panicked others.

Tribes revealed everything from new land acquisitions to changes in counsel leadership. In the bad years, wars started. In the good years, alliances were made and treaties signed. This event dictated relationships between tribes and the goings on for the next year.

While we celebrated the festival in Orotava each year, the greater Coalition would meet in the Aegean Sea. This year the Garceaenians would play host to the festival and counsel leaders, including my father, prepared for their travels.

The counsel gathered to discuss the ebbing, as we called the information reveal, for months prior to the festival. Then, as the reveling began, the Coalition called upon the Nereids to further direct their decisions. The daughters of Nereus and Doris were ready to prove their prowess this ebbing cycle. Having swum the seas hundreds of years before merfolk existed, the sea nymphs controlled quite a bit of the ocean. Luckily, we catered well to the ocean daughters, and we allowed for the traditions of the Nereids, including the festival.

The Nereids oversaw the ebbing, adjudicating the ceremony for the Coalition and mediations throughout the year. Granted, fights erupted between the nymphs often, as with any sisters, and that could make for an interesting ebbing. While the festivities were underway, the celebration would be the only thing anyone focused on in the mer community. Every choice or plan in our tribes, in our lives, would depend on the ebbing. Unfortunately, that meant our lives and worlds also depended on the political and personal alliances of the Nereids.

Tonight my father would hold the festival’s opening ceremonies, making his speech to the tribe before heading to the ebbing. And as always, the festival began in the sea.

As the tribe gathered at our reef, Nishan appeared, ready to address our colony and scanning the crowd. Regal with his long white beard, he held court on the deck of the sunken ship. Searching, his eyes found their target — me.

“Alavay,” he began, using our traditional welcome. “Mer of the Obthaluse tribe, tonight marks our 700th Festival of the Fourteen Seas, a chance to pay tribute to our past, our tribal history. Tonight marks our continuation, as well as a chance to go beyond our past. As we rejoice and come together, let us not forget those who have changed our current and shifted the tides of our tribe.”

At that point the tribe cheered. I joined them. The festival, always a favorite of mine, was kicking off nicely.

Nishan continued, “Tonight we feast, we revel, we remember. We thank the seas. We celebrate our unity. We pray peace continues between the tribes. And we welcome. We welcome our futures, embracing the unforeseen opportunities that lie before us.

“In three days’ time, the Coalition will convene. We will sit together with the Nereids asking them to bless the declarations we make. As the tides turn throughout the lunar cycle, all tribes will ebb. But tonight, tonight the Obthaluse rejoice.”

He pulled a strand of strung shells and a rainbow of small seahorses swam about, swirling upward in waves of color and motion.

After shaking hands and accepting general congratulations, Nishan sought me in the crowd. His robust torso, complete with broad shoulders, controlled a powerful ebony tail. Stippled with scales, it caught the sun with a metallic shimmering effect. An imposing force and monumental presence, others offered him respect by bearing alone, and thus he expected it. I learned to respect him as a leader, but I loved him as my father.

I nodded goodbye to Phoebe and Fiona. We had spent every opening ceremony together since our birth, and I planned to enjoy the festival with them later. Drudgingly, I swam in my father’s direction. He noticed and excused himself from the crowd.

“Anya.” He addressed me stoically. No one overhearing us would think he was speaking to his daughter as his formal tone erased any familiarity.

“Alavay, Father.”

“It seems this boat, these people, are measuring the currents, their speeds and distances. They may be taking temperatures, as well. While it appears there was nothing malicious, nothing out of the ordinary in their equipment or actions. You are to remain hidden. If this means a pause in your research, so be it.”

“Father, I can’t do that. This research is too important. We still don’t know why this is happening, where the energy is coming from, and whether any of it is detrimental to Orotava, to the tribe.”

“This is not a debate. They are close, far too close. This is not something I can tolerate right now. And I’m not asking you to avoid them. I demand that you do.”

“But they aren’t headed towards Orotava. They have no business here,” I tried to explain, already defending a man I didn’t know.

“Can you be sure of that?” he asked, visibly unnerved.

I took a moment to answer. “Well, no, but they’re researchers, not cartographers. Not a mining company. They aren’t tracking animals that would bring them to the island. I think they’re okay. Really.”

“I’m not so sure, and I’m wondering how you know so much about this boat.” He shook his head in frustration. “But for now,” he replied far more gently than I expected, “you and your friends enjoy the festival.” He bent and brushed a kiss on my forehead before rejoining the group of lingering mer.

Confused by the exchange, I turned to see if Phoebe and Fiona were anywhere close. Not seeing them, I swam away from the Vengeful Dane. I needed some time to process the conversation and what I’d do next.








  
 





Four: Luke

 

I VIVIDLY RECALLED the tail and eyes as I woke the next few mornings and many times throughout the day. I dreamt of her at least three times that night. Her beautiful tail gleamed in the sun and it matched her bright eyes. The eyes. The eyes shared nothing with any aquatic creature I knew. The color belonged in a jeweler’s case. The shape was human, or at least mammalian. Blue eyes. No, green eyes. Neither was right. Eyes the color of my mother’s birthstone, aquamarine maybe. I’d figure that out when I decided to face reality. Eventually, I’d have to admit I had seen a mermaid.

I knew I wasn’t insane and had seen something in those waves. It did everything but wave at me. And if it, she, had waved, I could at least consider it a delusion. But people see things in the ocean. The water creates mysteries or there would be no stories of the Kraken or Atlantis. So how did one awkward vision leave me dreaming and questioning? The dream was the same and the most realistic dream of my life. A blur of sea foam and ginger hair, all yellow-gold and honey hued.

“I have the latest reads. I know you hav-,” Brandon started, entering the monitor room. He stopped, seeing the flustered look on my face.

Startling me out of my memory, Brandon pulled me back to the world and what was left of my sanity. Confused, I stared, part scowl, part “Huh?”

“Great. Anything?” I asked, pulling myself together.

“Nothing big. A few bumps here and there,” Brandon went on, reading the data. “Well, that’s weird. Look.”

He handed me the readout. The graph contained one series of large spikes far higher than the others.

“Whatever it was got close to the boat,” I explained. “Not too large though.”

“Like turtle not large or small whale not large?”

“Probably dolphin-sized,” I said, putting Brandon at ease. Brandon had a fear of being capsized. Anything bigger than a dolphin rolling around the boat, toying with it, would certainly leave him with nightmares. Granted, I’d rather he think a megalodon was eying us for dinner than admit to being followed by a mermaid.

“Thank Posiedon for that,” Brandon joked. “Got anything else for me, Mac?”

“Nothing, man. Nothing. Time to take a break.”

“You coming up?” he asked. We sometimes grabbed a few beers on deck on clear nights. Nothing but the sea, the stars, and the suds.

“I’ll be up. Give me a few.”

As Brandon left, I considered the readings again. Something about six feet long had interfered with the equipment’s readings. I based my career on the idea that data couldn’t lie. It didn’t make judgments. It couldn’t manipulate.

So.

She must exist. She must have come back and disrupted the readings again.

But, that was impossible.

I found it difficult to think about her as “her”. But she clearly was. The golden hair, pale breasts, and curve of her back all led to that conclusion. But since she wasn’t real, whatever I thought she was didn’t matter.

I sat at the computer, watching the monitors, the radar. I stared at the cursor as I debated a simple Internet search. Knowing that the searches on board weren’t saved — we had limited memory and didn’t care if what the crew searched in their down time — I held my breath and typed M-E-R-M-A-I-D-S. Google spit out more than 100 million results. Videos and pictures, web sites and items for sale. Where to go from there?

I scrolled through the pictures of anime-style mermaids, doe-eyed females with long hair, large breasts, and green scaled tails instead of legs. I saw lifelike mermaids drawn to resemble tailed women without the cartoon quality enhancements. I looked at the real, live mermaids who inhabited swimming and diving shows throughout Florida. None of them looked like her.

I shut my eyes, envisioning her beautiful hair. The golden hair the colors of ginger. Pale and sunny yellows blended with beige and darker browns. It created a shimmering web I pictured floating around her. Her shoulders were the same pallor as mine when I spent too much time in an office with a shirt on. And her face. So delicate that I could see the pink blush on her cheeks when she spotted me.

I had seen far more of her than I initially thought. As she twisted to dive, after we locked eyes, I glimpsed red gill openings below her ribcage. The water fluttered past them and her breasts rose and fell. I noticed the scales scattered on her arms and torso, not like the clearly half-fish-half-women online. The transition from woman to fish with her was clear, but not abrupt. Her hips, while part of her tail, were clearly woman-like in form and emphasized by the shadowing of scales. A leg outline could be seen beneath the tale as if the scales had grown over a human form and joined legs together. And there was a small, blue-black star on her tail. The shape was made up of dark scales that almost glittered in the sun.

While I quickly acknowledged my memories of her, I still eagerly dismissed her existence.

When I joined the crew, our conversation focused on the day’s sudden data changes. Seeing temperature shifts was normal, but they had been far more gradual than those recorded in the last two days. The current shifts showed a large disruption, but as Brandon and I figured, it was most likely an animal.

And as I figured, a mermaid.

“I think we should focus on the temperature spike,” Kate, another researcher on the team, offered.

Amir nodded in agreement, grabbing a soda from the mini fridge. I motioned for one too and caught the can he tossed.

Kate continued, “How the hell did we go up more than eleven degrees in two minutes?”

We all sat, thinking, until Lucy bounded into the room. It seemed the entire crew needed a cold caffeine fix at the same time. She was grabbing for the mini fridge door and listening as the conversation continued.

“We’ve seen increases before. But this was drastic,” I answered as I reached out with my foot and shut the fridge for Lucy.

“I figured you’d have brought up the data variances before now,” she commented with a slight smile. “You guys must have been busy.”

Amir flipped her pony tail playfully, a big brother gesture. “We have. It’s that damn chore wheel you make us use. I was doing dishes.”

“Not my fault you can’t multitask, O’ Tall One,” she stated while bowing regally to Amir.

Brandon interrupted their fun, interjecting, “The tracker’s placement may have upset the data a bit, but that shouldn’t be any different than any other day. What were you thinking, Kate?”

“Well, there are pockets of temperature shifts. We know that. We’ve seen that data. But those recordings look different.” She pulled out a record of our findings. “If you look at this, the previous shift, the one four days ago, was gradual, over seven minutes, and it hit a full eight degrees higher. But that was at a 20 foot depth, not 75.”

I poured over the paper with Amir and Lucy moving in to see it well. Studying the chart did nothing for me, though. I knew what changed the temperature. I saw the cause. But there was no way I was admitting to it right now.

“What about the current shift? What do we think caused that?” Brandon said.

“Weren’t we close to that manatee breeding area?” Lucy asked frowning, her brows getting closer together. “I know it is miles away, but it could have been a manatee, or more than one.”

Kate considered the question before answering, “No, we weren’t close enough for that. And there isn’t any land mapped, so they weren’t coming from a marina somewhere else. This is just too deep for most of them since it isn’t migration season.”

“Well, dolphins have followed us before,” Amir affirmed. “I’m sure they could screw with the current pattern like that. Maybe with the temperature if there were enough of them.”

“Dolphins don’t screw with things,” Lucy interjected fiercely. “They may alter the data, but they don’t screw with it.”

Her dolphin obsession didn’t make her the most unbiased researcher at times, but since we didn’t research dolphins, it was more of a charming idiosyncrasy than a threat to our findings.

I thought for a few minutes and then offered a theory. While I knew it was wrong, I figured at least it would delay their frustration a bit. “What if there was an issue with the tracker? Maybe it is a false recording.”

“Two of them at the same time?” Kate questioned.

Amir shook his head. “Nah. That can’t be it. Too much of a fluke.”

“We did have that surge last night,” Brandon threw in.

The power surge was small, but it had taken us all by surprise, but I hadn’t given it much consideration after seeing her. I did need to look into it, though.

As far as I was concerned, a few questions still existed, but I was willing to give up a day of research to testing the equipment in order avoid saying what I knew.

“So now what?” Lucy asked the group.

“Time to test,” Kate said, nodding at the research. “Again.”








  
 





Five: Anya

 

AFTER THE CEREMONY, we reveled in the sea for two more days, as was our custom. On the fourth day, we swam below to a dark opening in the caves. The water broke around the sharp edges, camouflaging an entrance to those who didn’t already know of its existence.

The inside of the cave had a high ceiling only half filled with churning sea water. The water pressure lessened as we swam through the cave into a larger one with less water. The series of caves allowed our bodies to adjust to life on land. The caves allowed our lungs to expand and become useful, our gills to close, and our legs to develop. The final cave included only a tidal pool and exited on a tree-lined beach. The transitioning beach, ensconced by trees, gave us a chance to practice our land legs before we got into town.

Orotava is a small island, only about 3,000 square miles. Smaller even than Puerto Rico. The reef on the southern side offers shelter from approaching ships, and rocks climb up the Eastern side, silvery black and slick. We are protected in a number of ways from outsiders and generally at ease.

As I walked across the beach, hot sand stroking my new toes and sun caressing my naked skin, I wasn’t at ease, however. I was focused on my research, worrying about the trench and what might have changed in my days celebrating. I stumbled a bit and fell into a tall merman I hadn’t seen in months. Gregorio, a friend of mine for many years, had been away on ambassador missions, working with the Garceaenians. He caught me quickly, traipsing along without issue. He walked beside me using lengthy strides. I watched the small scales on his upper body, a bright, deep blue, minimize as we crossed the beach. By the time we reached the vegetation line, neither of us had scales showing anywhere and my footing was solid.

Hidden amid the trees at the beach line were small changing cabanas, offering transitional clothing to mer heading out of the sea. Naked, we slipped into the cabanas; groups of us emerged in bright, summery clothing, ready to once again participate in life on land.

Gregorio met up with me as I exited my cabana. We walked down the cobblestone path catching up on his travels.

“Anya, you would love the Norwegian and Aegean Seas,” he said. “The parties are amazing. Gorgeous mermaids and plenty of lavish dinners where the vodka flowed through ice. You’d fit in beautifully. And the hours I spent in Istanbul, sitting around the raki table. If I could only remember the things I did on those nights.”

He laughed at his own joke, and while arrogant, his travels still intrigued me. They sounded glorious, something straight out of a fantasy. He even offered to bring me with him at some point. And that surprised me almost as much as my consideration of the idea.

Traveling those distances was something I had often considered, but Gregorio was never a part of my future plans. Friends for years, I never saw him that way before. But the sea was changing, and maybe that meant I should change a little too. Besides, thinking of the hunky merman could only help me avoid thoughts of Luke.

As we walked, I noticed how salt coated every surface. The sun baked it into the surrounding facades bleaching them. The buildings appeared water colored compared to the vivid shocks of colored fabric we wore. The breeze lifted gulls high above us and blew through the palmetto fronds, lifting the smell of tropical flowers — hibiscus, gardenia, and jasmine especially. He reached out into the green leaves, snapped off a dramatic fuchsia hibiscus blossom, and tucked it behind my left ear.

“Beautiful,” he remarked. “The perfect touch. You are captivating. I’m glad to have come across you today, Anya.”

“Thank you,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.

“We should catch up. I have plenty to share with you about my visit to the Indian Ocean. I think you’d be interested. I know I’d be willing to do it over dinner if that works for you.”

Was he angling for a date? I didn’t have time to consider a life-long acquaintance as a love interest at this point. I had research to do.

“Oh that does sound great, but I think I’ll head to the lab now. No need to walk with me. I know you’re a busy mer,” I assured him. Maybe I was too abrupt.

He shook off a sudden look of confusion, asking, “Why is that? There are still weeks left in the festival. No one will be at the lab.”

“I just need to look in on things. I’m sure it’s all fine, but I’d feel more comfortable checking in.”

Gregorio nodded as if he understood.

“Beautiful and brilliant,” he said smoothly, leaning forward, surprising me with a soft and purposeful kiss.

With my cheeks suddenly flush, I looked away. Taken aback by the kiss, something felt odd. It didn’t seem the time nor place for a first kiss.

Sensing my embarrassment, he shifted the topic. “Tomorrow is another day, Anya. Why don’t you wait and I’ll accompany you to the lab after the party tonight. Rowan has opened the tavern, my brother’s band is playing, and everyone will be looking for you there.”

He smiled as we turned down a smaller lane, my lane. At the end of the short avenue stood my quaint cottage. Covered in aged siding, the grayed exterior was a splendid backdrop to a yard of flowering shrubs. Small, bright blooms dotted dark green bushes that seemed to hover above the sandy ground. Yellows, pinks, oranges, and whites seeped from the foliage and clouded the air. Flowers were my favorite part of being on land, so I made sure to surround my home with them.

“That’s yours, right?” He pointed at the bungalow with its flower garden and peaked roof. The white trimmed porch held a red door that beckoned to me.

“Yep, that’s me.” I hadn’t expected to be so happy to be on land, but in that moment, I couldn’t see how any other dwelling would be more agreeable than the one standing in front of me.

As we approached my small home, and Gregorio mentioned, “The festivities will kick off around 7 tonight. The tavern will be full, I’m sure, and I’d love to accompany you. There is nothing I’d like more than to have the whole tribe see me in such wonderful company.”

Live music and plenty of dancing would set the stage for a wonderful festival on land the same way the opening ceremony did in the sea. I knew the details of the night as well as he did, but I assumed he was just used to knowing things and reporting them. While I tried not to take his informative tone personally, it irked me a little to be treated like a guest on my own island.

“I’ll be there. In fact, I’m meeting Phoebe and Fiona, but I’ll be sure to look for you,” I said trying to avoid the commitment of a date at this point.

I opened the door and he escorted me in but demurely remained in my foyer. Claiming exhaustion, I promised to see him later that night. 

“Oh, Anya, I don’t mind if you rest. Maybe we could rest together,” he suggested.

I couldn’t hide my surprise at his forwardness, so I didn’t try. “Gregorio, stop it,” I said flirtily. I wasn’t ready to close the door on him as an option, just on him in my house right then.

As he left, I excitedly settled back into my home.

I had never lived alone before I took the cottage. But with the hours I spent at the lab and in the sea, it made sense to live alone and as close as possible to both. The idea of three enclosed rooms just for me made my head spin initially. But I had furnished it nicely, warmly, and it felt as much like home as my father’s house had as I grew up. I walked in, running my hand along the mahogany table the color of Fiona’s hair, the wide, white chair rail, the wallpaper covered in the tiniest pink rose buds. I was in love with the cottage and wondered why I had been so hell bent on spending time at sea lately when I had this here.

But there wasn’t much time to enjoy my home. As I sat on my bed, I realized Gregorio had steered me home instead of to my lab. With the new information floating in my mind, I decided to give my legs a break and lie down a bit before going to the lab.








  
 





Six: Luke

 

I FELT BADLY watching the crew work so hard testing the equipment when I knew there was nothing wrong with it. Considering the other option, confessing why I knew the equipment wasn’t at fault, I let them waste a few days. We didn’t have much to do otherwise, so we sat, hovering in one spot as not to miss any collectible data.

Kate pouted her way through another testing cycle.

“All five tests have shown this tracker’s working. I don’t understand. No variance at all,” she explained.

Amir lugged in another tracker. “I’d call it a day, Kate. You’re going to make yourself crazy. Besides, the others were all working, too. So maybe it wasn’t the tracker.”

“George will be so disappointed to hear this is all we’ve done this week.”

“The little man will understand. Or just tell the kid something exciting. Tell him how Lucy kicked Brando’s ass when he drank her Pepsi,” I laughedsaid laughing.

She wasn’t impressed by my idea. “Absolutely inappropriate. Hilarious, but inappropriate. You do remember he’s only six, right?”

Maybe it had been inappropriate, but she was right. It had been hilarious. Lucy launched herself out of her chair when Brandon grabbed the last cold Pepsi. I still don’t know how she did it, but she had him in a head lock at one point, her feet not even touching the floor anymore. All this happened as she vehemently pointed out her name in black marker on the side of the can.

“Do you see that,” she bellowed. “Look! L-U-C-Y. Yep, that’s Lucy, ya fool.”

Brandon, knowing he’d been beaten, begged for mercy, crying uncle like kids did in grade school, and handed her the open can. After conceding, he leaned over and opened a 24-pack of warm soda and refilled the fridge, adding insult to Lucy’s injury.

“Let’s take the trackers out back. We’ll see if we can replicate the issue. Maybe that will make Kate feel better,” I threw out as Norton, our captain, walked in.

“You guys gotta get up on deck and see something,” he said quietly. Norton normally walked and talked with far more gusto than he displayed at the moment.

Obviously shaken, he sat down, not making eye contact with any of us, and clearly not planning to head on deck.

We filed out solemnly, equally worried and anxious to see what had thrown our salty dog captain off balance. Emerging on deck, we noticed small balls of light fluttering around the Sea Star.

“Lighting bugs?” Brandon asked.

“If you mean fire flies, no,” Lucy concluded. “They can’t fly this far out to sea.”

Kate took a minute for offering a sensible, thought-out hypothesis. “Maybe they’re airborne, glowing plankton. They could be hovering in the water vapor.”

We all looked at her in amazement as her mind conjured up a new species or one whose lifestyle adapted to humid air faster than the rest of us formed thoughts.

Standing there silent, we gawked. As we stared, the flecks of light seemed to attract to one another, forming golf ball-sized groups instead of what we assumed were single entities. Hovering over the boat, bouncing off the waves, the balls tripped along.

Amir reached out to touch one. He was rewarded by a sharp reprimand from Kate and an equally sharp, be it small, electric shock. Looking at his finger, he saw no tissue damage, but it tingled where he had contacted the energy ball.

Norton ventured onto the deck at that point and asked one question, “What do your studies say about that, Luke?”








  
 





Seven: Anya

 

I WOKE WITH a start hours later. The sky had grown dark, but it was not yet night. Gray clouds moved quickly above my cottage and the wind picked up with low bellows.

I noticed the time and checked the mirror quickly. I looked the same on land as I did in the sea. My hair shown with the same shades of sun and sand even though it was dry. My eyes glowed a bright aquamarine that normally matched my fins. My skin remained pale, a pearly contrast to the rich blue shade I wore.

Running, something I hadn’t done recently, out of the cottage, the ambrosia my flowers released at my door embraced me. I stopped long enough to pluck a jasmine bud and tuck into my hair. I liked the idea of Gregorio seeing it in the same spot where he put the hibiscus earlier, which felt odd. I hadn’t planned to enjoy his company in that way, and I truly didn’t have time or energy to spare right now. Yet, I was tucking flowers with the hope that he would notice.

I had spent far too much daydreaming of Luke. He wasn’t an option, and I knew my father, the tribe actually, had plenty to say of humans. Why waste time dreaming when a perfectly gorgeous mer was waiting for me?

Nearing the Sword and Dagger Tavern, having abandoned the idea of spending time in the lab, I heard music, singing, and laughing. Feeling excited and bold, I pranced into the party, into the group of friends and relatives. I spotted Uncle Jinsen. Thrilled to see him, I ran to him, my arms out for a hug. My mother’s brother, Uncle Jinsen was a favored friend from my childhood. He had played with me and entertained my childish antics. Having no children, he and my aunt held had me always treated me as their own.

“Anya, my dear niece, hug me again,” he clamored. I wrapped my arms around him yet again. “That’s what was missing, everyone. Anya. Anya was missing. But, she’s here now. And a good time we will have.”

He handed me a glass of sweet juices mixed with a strong coconut flavor. Rum punch. It smelled heavenly and cut through the taste of salt in the humid air. I finished the drink only to have Gregorio there and handing me another.

“I’m happy you made it, Anya,” he confided.

“Well, I’m happy to find you,” I admitted, realizing it was true. I was happy that Gregorio wanted me at the party.

We sat together, his long legs reaching out in front of him while I curled mine up under me. We chatted about the day and he apprised me of his latest travels. He had been circling the seas as assistant to the ambassador, my uncle. They’d been gone for months, sharing news and research with other tribes, helping the host tribe prepare for the festival, and participating in goodwill endeavors.

“Anya, you would love traveling. I know you’ve done some with your father, but traveling as an ambassador’s assistant brings you to such amazing places. I’ve seen the dirty rivers of New York and the blue waters of Fiji. You can’t begin to believe the places I’ve been,” he continued.

Excited to hear about his adventures at first, his continued droning on and on coupled with the alcohol left me sleepy. The music pounded, but my eyes drooped a bit more with every glass Gregorio had ready for me.

He introduced me to a few more glasses of rum punch before the evening wound down. My head swam with warmth and the perfume of the island and the look in his eyes. His face softened when he looked at me.

But it was the stars that amazed me. Mer often went to the surface while in the sea, seeing both the moon and sun. We drifted and played in the waves with the seals, whales, and gulls. But the sky while on land was distinct. Maybe it was due to the sounds of the land mixing with the sea. Or perhaps the feel of air and legs and sand changed my view of the world.

The evening and the party wound down and I found myself disappointed. As I said my goodbyes, hugging Uncle Jinsen, Gregorio came up behind me.

“I’d like to walk you home,” he started. “There are some things we need to discuss”

He politely pointed me in the direction of my home when my first instinct was to turn the wrong way exiting the party.

Laughing, he smirked, “An example of those legendary research skills?”

“Uh, well, I’ve never researched after rum punch,” I reasoned, laughing a bit myself.

We walked, chatting carelessly, until we were far enough from the party that the only sound was the sea crashing against the beach. At that point, Gregorio stopped walking.

He sat me down on a bench and asked me to explain my research.  

“I need to know what you know, Anya,” he said. 

“My research is important. The trench, the sudden and deep break in the ocean’s floor holds keys to our future as mer and as Obthalusians.

“If the trench continues to broaden, the ground around Orotava could become unstable. The tides and currents could become stronger, ultimately pulling our lovely island apart.” 

He didn’t appear impressed with my work. Instead, he sat back, fiddling with the stem of a flower he’d picked as we walked.

He stifled a yawn and asked, “And how likely is all of that?”

“I’m not sure yet. But I won’t be sure unless I continue my research,” I tried to explain. “If I just stop now and the trench continues, we could easily lose everything.”

“That won’t be the case,” he said. “I’m sure you’re making far too much of it all.”

The discussion tore me from the quiet excitement I felt throughout the day. It left even more questions unanswered. Why would he ask me about my research if he planned to discount it so quickly? What was he trying to do, keep me from the lab? Did Luke fit into this? Did any of this put him in danger? But I didn’t ask any of those questions.

Instead, I leaned forward, my head light from the rum, and looked into Gregorio’s eyes. I figured now was the time to take a risk. If nothing in my life was going to make sense, my love life might as well be confusing too.

With that in mind, I tilted my head a bit, leaned in, and kissed him.








  
 





Eight: Luke

 

AS SUDDENLY AS the balls of energy appeared, they disappeared. In their wake came a storm. It came upon the Sea Star quickly and without sympathy. We pulled in all of our equipment, locked down what we could, and hunkered down in the cabin. The computers showed a haze of green on the radars. The rain planned to continue its relentless bombarding of the ship.

“Another round?” I asked unconvincingly, lifting the cards. However, restless after the earlier light show and full of questions, Texas Hold ’Em held little draw at this point.

“Luke, you can’t be serious.” Brandon retorted with a chuckle.

I flipped the deck at him mid-shuffle, hitting Lucy’s arm with more than half of the cards. We turned from the cards to coffee, trying to laugh and chat easily without much to say. No one wanted to talk about the light, so we all processed the incident internally.

Kate, knowing we needed some kind of distraction, turned a bag of cereal into decadent marshmallow treats, and Amir and Brandon had no trouble eating most of them as the rain continued.

The ship lurched and leaned as the waves rose and weather surged. Eventually we turned to bed and I took my shift at the wheel.

“Hey, Norton,” I called.

Norton turned to acknowledge me. “Your turn already, big man?” he asked.

“Yes, siree, Cap’n. Time for you to get some shut eye. But grab whatever is left in the galley. Kate made your favorites, and Amir may have left one.”

 “Well then, what a fine night. Leaving the bridge after a good song is good luck, ya know,” Norton joked. Full of seaworthy wisdom, he had a superstitious rule for everything. I was just happy to see he had recovered a bit from our earlier adventure. If anything, he was faking it well.

He handed me the log book after signing himself out. Together we reviewed the course and the weather scan again together.

“Looks like you’re in for a long night, Lucas.” Norton was the only one other than my grandmother that got away with calling me by my full name. “Thanks for taking over. A man facing this much Mother Nature needs to be wide awake, and that is something I am not.”

“I drew the short straw, man. Can’t say this is my favorite weather to deal with. I’d rather have an expert at the wheel, but as you’re entitled to a break,” I said punching at the man’s arm, “I’ll have to do.”

Smiling his sideways smile, Norton punched my arm in return, tapped the Sea Star insignia over the door, and almost skipped off the bridge.

I turned to the task at hand, steering the Sea Star and keeping course in the midst of a storm. The sky and sea reached into each other, one stretching its fingers down, the other lurching upward, and the rain bridging the two. The vessel and all she contained rocked with the rhythm of the sea, and I held steady. It grew darker as the sun finally fell below the horizon and the clouds covered the stars and moon.

“Thank God for GPS.” Sailors once navigated by astrological charts. Celestial bodies were a great back up, but only when you could see them.

Making sure to double check the radar, I contemplated how to avoid the storm. However, the green ribbons on the radar offered no choice other than to stay on course and hope that the surges remained small and clustered.

My good fortune quickly changed.

The boat’s antenna shone brightly with a blue flame. St. Elmo’s fire. I’d seen it plenty, the plasma lighting the heavens. But what followed was new.

“Holy crap,” I yelled. A blue glow lit the sky as it floated about. It seemed to come from the sea, not the sky above, not the antenna. It grew from the size of a golf ball to that of a basketball, buoying through the air and suddenly splitting into half a dozen glowing orbs. They spread out across the blue-black blanket blinding me as they moved.

“Luke, you okay?” Norton echoed over the intercom after hearing my surprise.

“I’m fi-” I began, but all the captain heard was the loud thud as I dropped to the floor.

Norton grabbed Brandon and rushed to the bridge. Throwing open the door, Brandon stepped over my unconscious body and bent to check my pulse. Norton, mesmerized by the drifting lights, even bigger than those we saw earlier, leaned on the intercom and called the rest of the crew to the bridge without changing his gaze.

Kate reached the bridge and gasped. “What the hell is that? What is it?” she pleaded, the timbre of her voice as haunting as the orbs.

“I’ve no damn idea,” was all Norton could spit out before the orbs collided and the entire crew crashed to the boat’s deck.

*****
The light cut through the haze in my head as I opened my eyes. Pain. The throbbing in my head took over every thought. I tried to remember why I was face down on the floor of the bridge, but nothing came to me. Sitting up, I noticed Brandon. Kate and Norton were on the other side of the bridge.

“What the hell happened?” I asked aloud.

“I’m not sure, but jeez, my head.” I heard Lucy’s voice, faint, but close.

“Luce, where are you?” I called out, my own voice echoing in my ears loudly.

“I’m by the door. I think I’m alright. But my head,” she winced. “Jeez, it hurts.”

“Hold on. I’m trying to get up.”

“Trying?” she questioned. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I don’t think so. My head is swimming. Is your head doing that? God, I’m gonna hurl. Man, what happened?”

“Luke?” Kate’s murmur was low and trembling.

“Kate, don’t move. I’m coming.”

I shakily got my feet beneath me and stood up. Patting myself down, I didn’t notice any obvious injuries other than the headache.

As I stepped across the bridge, over Norton’s prostrated but breathing body, I saw Lucy and Kate moving slowly. Each appeared unharmed as I looked them over. At that point, Amir, Brandon, and Norton began stirring.

“Worst hangover ever. I didn’t even drink,” Brandon mumbled, testing his voice.

“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Norton explained. “In all my time on the water, nothing even close.”

“St. Elmo’s gone wrong?” Brandon asked the captain.

“Nah, not possible. St. Elmo’s comes from the sky, not the sea. This burst right out of the ocean.”

“It did?” Lucy questioned. “Are you kidding?”

 “One minute there was lightning. That alone was bizarre. But the next it looked like something had balled it all up and threw it back to the sky. Something down there was playing baseball with the stuff,” I said.

“I just remember seeing a bunch of little lights moving. And then that noise. Like a train hit a building. Metal on metal,” Amir added.

“Light doesn’t make noise. Not at this level,” I mentioned, although each of them knew that fact already.

After ensuring no one had lasting damage, we turned our concern to the research vessel. The Sea Star appeared unharmed physically. Her systems were a different issue. We noticed the engines wouldn’t turn over and the electrical systems were fried..

“Damn nav system is shot too, Luke,” he confirmed.

“Well, it’s not like electricity shooting from the ocean wasn’t going to screw with something,” Kate lectured. “At least we’re all fine.”

“You’re right. But how long have we been drifting?” Lucy asked with hesitation. 

Amir looked to the distance. “Long enough to find land,” he said pointing into the darkness.








  
 





Nine: Anya

 

GREGORIO PULLED BACK from a kiss. He was still holding my hands. “Anya, I never imagined this would happen tonight,” he said, catching his breath.

“Well, this wasn’t on my agenda, really.” I leaned in hoping to feel his lush lips on mine a bit more. But as he moved forward to meet me, my attention turned to the sky beyond the bounds of the reef.

 From our seat on the island, Gregorio and I could see orbs flaring upward from the sea and dancing in the darkness. They were large and nothing I’d seen before. I knew the trench contained an odd light source, and I did my best to document it. But tonight light flew from the sea. It lit the bay enough for us to see a small boat.

Gregorio pointed at the craft and asked, “Where did that come from? Has anyone reported it?”

 “The light?”

“Yes, the light. Where is it coming from?”

“We know it’s coming from the ocean’s floor. But that’s about it,” I explained. I wasn’t willing to try for the details after the party and the punch.

A metallic noise broke our conversation as specks of light collided sending a vibration through the night. “Did that come from the trench? Is that what you’re saying?

“Honestly, Gregorio, I’m not sure what I’m saying at all at this point. I think I may have had a bit too much to drink tonight.”

“Think, Anya. Is that something the ocean is generating, or is it something we can contain? Why did it crash like that?”

Suddenly my research seemed important to him. He wasn’t yawning now.

I tried to focus on his questions, but the heat of the night and the noise from the impact hit me suddenly. 

“I’m not sure what that was. I’ve never seen it act like that before. I’m tired and I’m drunk and it didn’t seem to do any damage. I can’t explain anything else.”

“Let’s just get you inside then. No need to discuss this nonsense any further tonight.”

He walked me to my door, opening it for me and ushering me inside. I went straight to the kitchen for a glass of water, suddenly feeling a bit woozy and overwhelmed. I wondered if it was the kiss, the collision of light I witnessed, or the rum.

“Can I get you anything?” I called to Gregorio.

I turned and ran directly into his chest. 

Peering down as I wavered against him, he chuckled. I’m sure I looked foolish, but his laughter made me uncomfortable. There was something condescending about his attitude that I had brushed off before but which truly bothered me now.

He took my hand, leading me the way a father led a child who had tripped. And while I had tripped, I was not a child. In one breath he extolled my virtues as a researcher, urging me to explain what I knew. In the next, he dismissed me. While this wasn’t something I had noticed earlier, my intoxication seemed to enlighten me. I’m sure it wouldn’t make me a better researcher, but socially, it got my gears going and helped me see Gregorio’s charm for what it most likely was, a facet of his suave personality and one that wouldn’t mesh well with mine.

In my head, I compared him to Luke. The physical differences were slight if I didn’t count the fact that one was mer and one was human. Hard, lean bodies and chiseled features were things they shared. However, the differences in their personalities, as I knew them at least, were great. Gregorio’s conversational grace was exactly what an ambassador, or his assistant, needed. He embodied the ability to speak with diplomacy and courtesy.

Luke may have the same talents, but he looked to be more comfortable, less formal. While self- aware, he didn’t look to be self-conscious or anxious. The way he addressed his crew showed that. And Luke had a bit of a drawl, not an accent, but a slower manner of speaking than Gregorio.

At that point, upon recognizing Gregorio as less than my ideal, I figured it was time to see him to the door.

“Look, Gregorio, I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know about my research, the trench, and the light, but not tonight. Come by the lab and I can explain. But I think I let things go a bit too far tonight,” I tried to explain, removing his hands from my shoulders and turning toward the door.

“Too far? Really?” he asked. “I don’t see it that way. I think we’ve just started.”

He followed me to the open door, but he didn’t leave.

“It’s still early, Anya. And there is no need to rush to the lab tomorrow if I’m already here to talk to.”

“Well, that’s not exactly my plan. I appreciate you seeing me home, but I think I made a mistake. Why don’t we just remember the night without any of that, alright?”

“You can try to forget, but I’m sure you won’t be able to. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He leaned down, kissed my forehead, and waited just outside the door while I closed it, locked it, and turned out the porch light. I needed him to understand, and while I felt rude, having him feel I was playing hard to get wasn’t an appetizing option. 

Between the rum and the time spent thinking about the gorgeous human, I apparently jumped the gun and kissed the first hunk mer I came across. Not my finest moment, but by far not my worst. I was too tired to berate myself anyway. Besides, I had things to do, and dreaming about Luke was the first on the list.








  
 





Ten: Luke

 

THE BOAT DRIFTED closer to the island, but not close enough for us to gain any help.

“You’d think someone would see us,” Amir said. “If we see buildings, they must see us. Someone has to be out fishing at least.”

“We’re on the wrong side. I bet there’s a harbor or something on the other side,” Brandon acknowledged.

Looking over the island, Amir added, “Yeah, there must be an easier approach than that rock coast over there.”

I knew they were right. No one would purposefully use a coastline covered in rock as an exit point when there was most likely a bay and port on the other side of the island. But I also figured someone would come to our side of the island at some point.

Kate interrupted my logic with her own. “Even if they disembark from a harbor, there must be fish on this side of the island. Look at the dolphin pod.”

“Dolphin mean fish,” Lucy joined. “But those are acting a little weird.”

She was right. They dolphin didn’t appear to be hunting. There was no rounding or trapping fish in their circle in order to herd them. No, it was obvious that the animals were playing, not prepping for a meal. But their play was odd, too. These animals were the right size, but all we saw were their tails breach the surface. The color seemed off, too. I chalked it up to the dawning light before sunrise. I refused to consider it may be mermaids. I couldn’t jump to that conclusion for every oddity the ocean offered.

I agreed with Lucy, but brought up another concern. “There must be something keeping the locals from this side. Is there a reef, Norton?”

“Your’re guess is as good as mine, man. I can’t find the damn island, forget a harbor or reef,” the captain answered.

Norton had spent the long night with flashlights and maps, working to chart the course and keep the boat from straying too far. What he didn’t see, however, was the island. The island right in front of us was nowhere on the maps.

A reef would invite fish and dolphin, but keep strangers at bay. It could offer safety to the island dwellers, at least if the ocean depths remained shallow overhead. A reef would also make it impossible for their boats. Of course, all of that depended on whether there were island dwellers and boats.

Figuring I could swim for help if we drifted a bit closer, I settled in again. The team theorized about the balls of light, settling on the premise of electrical magnetic pulses associated with random tectonic plate shifts. Two potential problems with two probable solutions. To me, that was as good as no problems at all.

As day began to break, the sun filled the sky with pink light. The red that crossed the sky after the storm predicted a beautiful day for sailors and the prediction was taking shape. The water danced rather than rollicked, and the boat gently rolled with the small waves drawing it closer to the island. The dolphins had since swum away and we dozed. The Sea Star drifted a few miles closer to the island, close enough that I could swim the distance without a problem.

“Gonna go for it, Luke?” Lucy posed the question already knowing the answer.

“Yep. No reason we should sit and wait. I’ll just go find someone and head back out.”

“Okay,” she answered. “Be careful. It looks like a good five miles or so now. We’ve been drifting closer at least.”

“I’m set. No worries, Luce. No worries.”

She nodded towards me before burying her head in a book. Not one to worry, Lucy trusted me and got back to her own business. Taking her lack of interest as authorization, her version at least, I changed into a swimsuit and rash guard, and set out.

Jumping into the water freed me of my earlier anxiety. After acclimating, feeling the water caress my body, I started long, broad strokes towards the island. I crossed a third of the distance quickly. At that point, I dove below the surface, taking time to recognize various fish and coral. The water reached depths I hadn’t expected that close to the shore.

Resurfacing, I saw Amir on deck of the boat. He waved, ensuring me that they were looking out for me, literally. I waved back and dove again. I noticed a mast stretching up from the ocean floor. A shipwreck? Figuring I guessed correctly, I moved forward rather than venturing further down. It was covered with algae and not easy to make out. I could come back and look later, and I would. Now I needed to reach the island and find someone to tow the Sea Star in for repair.

The tide moved out and I drifted on the waves for a minute. I noticed the palm fronds sway in the tropical breeze which swirled through the vegetation on the beach beyond the rocks. Extending from the beach, the rocks seemed to sink into the carpet of sand. They prohibited any approach on that side, just as the crew suspected.

“That explains the shipwreck,” I figured. “Not much could cross that wreath of rock.”

The coral barrier also explained why we hadn’t seen a boat that morning. It shrouded the island, forming a protective semicircle that reached half a mile from the shore. As the water level dropped, the reef stood far taller than I imagined. Parts reached out of the water, and at low tide the rocks formed small mountains covered with coral landscaping. Wishing I could enjoy a dive among the structures, I reluctantly navigated around the spires and toward the rock-strewn beach. The waves picked up near the barrier and tossed me towards a large rock. I powered through the wave, pushed against the forceful wall of water breaking across the ridge. The next wave hit harder though, and I dove under to avoid a push into the rock rampart. Still, coral gouged my side as I rolled through the water. The burning sensation stopped me. I grabbed the fresh cut, watching a red ribbon float through the water. Bobbing back to the surface, I caught my breath, hand at my side. Trying to move beyond the barrier, I reached through the saltwater with one arm feeling the gash burn with every stroke.

Something nudged my foot. Hard. I worked through the water with one arm, kicking in smooth strokes. The second nudge shook me and the third caused panic. I looked down noticing a large shadow moving below. Another shadow came in from the right and my panic deepened. Tiger sharks weren’t known for swimming away from a waiting meal. My cut, while superficial, continued to bleed. The sharks continued to circle, swiping me as I swam closer to the beach. I felt the tip of a dorsal fin brush my stomach and saw the black eyes move past.

Should I kick at the closest predator, hoping to connect with the snout and injure it? Should I dive to swim faster? I refused both options figuring a kick through the water wouldn’t be hard or fast enough to matter. If I dove, I may move faster, but I’d also lessen the one advantage I had. The sharks may not come up to the surface for me, and I needed air.

Without another option, I swam forward as quickly as I could. I swam faster than some men who had the use of two arms, but the sharks continued to circle. Closing the distance, one shark raced towards me, breaching the surface, its mouth open and ready.

Suddenly, amid my concerns and decisions, a pulse oscillated through the water and the sharks turned. Without looking towards me, they glided away, leaving me alone. I looked around. Only one thing caused a turn and burn in the shark world, a bigger threat. If a larger predator coiled through the sea at that moment, I didn’t want to know.

As I contemplated what else could be in the reef, lurking, a new shadow emerged beneath me. It was long, lean, and gave off a metallic green cast rather than the dull gray of the sharks. It moved elegantly as its tail swirled in the current. I looked harder and noticed more. Hair. Arms. It swam towards me. The glow from the tail wasn’t a glow exactly, but a shimmer, a shine. The tail shown with glints of green and blue. I knew when the sunshine caught the scales that it was her. I wouldn’t forget the color of her scales, how they matched her eyes.

And now I was hurt and possibly hallucinating mermaids.

But I knew different. Hallucinations weren’t the issue. She existed. She swam the seas with dolphins and controlled sharks. I saw her not once, but twice, and I knew she existed.








  
 





Eleven: Anya

 

HE SPOTTED ME and stopped swimming. He hung there looking around as I rolled over in the water and looked up at him. He must have seen me when I approached his ship a day ago. He had probably seen me swimming with Phoebe beyond the reef earlier that morning, too.

In a moment of awareness, I saw him come to terms with sudden recognition. He knew I sent the sharks away. The thoughts crossed his face, and he realized there could be no other reason he wasn’t chum at the moment.

I caught sight of his cut, thought a moment, and swam away. He floated there, treading water and wondering what would happen next. At that point, his face conveyed the pain in his side. I watched an intense sting replace what I knew of the original burning sensation of a coral abrasion, and the open wound spilled into the ocean at a steady pace.

Conceivably, I had underestimated the severity of the cut. Maybe the coral cut deeper than I thought. The blood clouded the water surrounding him, and now the problem remained of how to take the injured man across the reef without doing further damage. We still needed to cross at least two miles and climb a rocky beach. Or did we?

Before he had time to contemplate any other option, I approached him from below. I swam up to him slowly, and he did nothing. He didn’t dive to meet me or attempt to swim away. He hung vertically in the water, waiting.

He must have felt me before he could clearly see me. The water shifted as I neared, my physicality changing the flow of the ocean around me. He knew I was there, but he didn’t dive below. Was he afraid? Too hurt to move? Instead, he stayed still, moving as little as possible, allowing my approach, and keeping the blood loss at a minimum.

I moved below him and then up, along his body, until my head emerged from the inky blue water and he stared into my eyes. He let out a fast gasp and quickly sank below the surface.

I dove down and drew him up, my arms across his chest. We reached the surface and he breathed deeply, taking as much air into his lungs as he could and wincing in pain.

He asked questions, but I said nothing. I merely palpated the injured area ensuring the condition of his ribs. Finding him in one piece, I wrapped my arms around him from behind to keep him afloat and allow him to rest. Then I explained.

“You have questions. I understand. But for now, trust me.”

His face conveyed his obvious confusion and surprise. Prepared for both, I responded. “I promise to explain after. I can only keep the sharks away for so long, and you’re bleeding. I can’t control all of the ocean’s predators, so we need to go.”

Luke nodded in agreement, ready to be on land and wondering how I could get him there.

“We’re going to swim to that cave,” I announced, pointing to the southeast end of the island, away from the jetty, and leaving no room for his refusal. “It looks like a big rock, but there is a cave. It has an air chamber, so you’ll be fine once we get there.”

I gave him exactly one minute to prepare, then I swam with him the same way lifeguards swim with victims. Knowing what happened when victims fought, he remained placid. We cut through the surf quickly and silently. I carved our path with strong strokes, my fluid movements working against waves and wind. We crossed the open water in minutes.

As we approached the rock, I quickly explained that we needed to swim under water to the cave opening.

“The entrance is almost at the sea floor. You’ll need to hold your breath for more than three minutes,” I instructed. “Can you do that?”

Luke nodded, thankful for his swimming habit and questioning the depth of the bay if it took me three minutes to enter the cave.

I counted to three before we plunged below the surface and I towed him to the hollow. I moved a group of small rocks and a few larger ones without trouble. Turning to check on him occasionally, I felt reassured by his thumbs up signs. We entered the cave slowly. Luke didn’t know what I looked for as I searched the cavern, but my apprehension was obvious.

Eventually satisfied, I brought him through the opening. We surged to the surface once inside and Luke repeatedly swallowed air, feeding his lungs. He noticed the water, compressed and still flowing, churned violently. He also noticed no way out.

“How, how are we getting out of here?” he asked.

“This cave is one in a sequence. We move through three altogether before we get to the island. Each gets larger and is filled with more air than the one before. It allows my tail and gills a chance to transition for land. The entrances are near the bottom just like this one. Ready?”

He gulped air and felt me pull him under again. We entered the second cave and as promised, it held more air than the last. Our rest there equaled a fraction of the time spent in the first cave, and we dove for the third opening.

The third held only a few feet of water and Luke noticed the vestiges of my tail, the scales joining my legs, vanish. They transformed from the shining surface of my fin to the smooth, tan skin of my legs. The scales dissolved, almost blending into each other and paling quickly. My gills did the same, but while my tail left no visible trace behind, my gills remained, although closed. A soft, white line reminiscent of a scar lingered.

With my legs fully formed, we exited the cave and walked onto a sand beach. The rock formations behind us blocked what he had seen as the only entrance to the island. The beach where we stood appeared tropical and lush, and probably the opposite of what the crew noticed from the boat. With the rocky shoreline behind us, I led him to a fallen palm and forced him to sit. While it seemed he wouldn’t have asked for the rest, he appreciated it all the same.

“Are you well?” I asked, my concern apparent on my face and in my voice.

“I’m not worse,” he answered. “But I do have more questions.”

“I figured you would. We can rest here a minute, but then we need to get your cleaned up. I’ll answer what I can then.”

“Can I at least know your name?” he quizzed.

“Oh, yes. That is time we can spare,” I laughedsaid with a smile. “I’m Anya, and you are?” I figured there was no reason to let him know I already had that information. Best we start on even ground, so to speak.

“Luke. Luke McAllister. My friends are on the ship about five miles past the reef. Our boat, it’s a research vessel, needs fixing, so I tried to swim in for help.”

“Well, Luke,” .” I smiled, disarming him somewhat. “I have friends who can help with that. But rest a minute first. I’m just going over there to put on some clothes.”

He nodded, in no shape to argue with me about anything, an injured stranger on an unmapped island. I walked a few feet away and reached for a guava hanging ripe and full on a low branch. He watched me, nude and unashamed, stretch my legs. He noticed the neat footprints I left in the sand. Returning to him, I handed him my harvest and encouraged him to begin eating.

“You could use the water,” I mentioned. “And this one is ripe and sweet. You’ll love it.”

He bit into the plump, green fruit. Juice dripped from his chin, and he wiped at it with the back of his hand. I noticed him flinch in pain after raising his arm and encouraged him to finish the snack before putting on my sundress.

“We need to clean out that gash. Coral cuts can harbor bacteria. They’re quick to get infected, you know.”

“Okay, but where. Is there a doctor close?”

I gestured to the tree line and the small path that led to a clapboard house with a red roof. We walked through the vegetation and into the house. Lualla, an older mermaid, stood inside and looked up in surprise. Her eyes went straight to Luke.

“Alavay. And who is this, Anya?” Lualla asked coolly.

I remained stoic, not acknowledging her discomfort. “This is Luke. His boat had some trouble and he needs help,” I retorted unapologetically.

“Excuse us please. Anya, a moment.” Lualla walked away from Luke, and not wanting to meet her gaze, I followed.

In a hushed tone, Lualla asked, “And who is this?”

“He’s a researcher, and his boat had some trouble out past the reef,” I said, trying to sound confident. “He was swimming in for help and had an issue with the sharks.”

“And what do you plan to do with him?” her tone sounding more clipped as she spoke.

There was plenty I considered doing, but I didn’t mention that to Lualla.

“I planned to send a boat out to help his crew, and maybe —”. This is where Lualla began to lose her patience.

“You plan to do what? This is not acceptable, Anya, and you of all mer should know better.”

“But he’s researching the trench. The same trench that I’m working with right now. The energy source.” I could hear myself pleading with her to understand.

“Does Nishan know? Or Jinsen?”

“No one knows but you, right now. And I think your attitude toward the human could really help me smooth things over with the rest.”

“I don’t like this, Anya. I think it’s a mistake.”

“I know and I understand, but please, please help me out. If you accept him and his crew, at least for now, others will too.”

Lualla had influence with the tribe due not only to her age but to reserved demeanor and practicality. She was a lovely mer with a kind heart and a grandmotherly attitude toward most of us.

“How many of them are coming?” she asked already planning for their housing needs.

“I think the team is six in all, including Luke.”

“Six humans. All running around the island during the festival? This will be a hard sell, Anya. Get ready to be convincing,” she said. “Use the main guest house, I suppose.”

Surprised by her willingness to offer up such a beautiful cottage to the crew, I asked, “Are you sure? What if we have embassy visitors?”

“We shouldn’t. Everyone coming here is here, we can hope,” she said nodding towards Luke.

She turned to Luke, showing me the conversation was over. I followed.

“Welcome, Luke,” she said brightly. “Let’s get him set up.” Suddenly she was smiles and warmth.

“Thanks, Lualla. I’ll head into the other room. I need some med supplies. You’re in good hands Luke. Just call when he’s all set,” and I slipped away to another room, leaving Luke with the soft-spoken mermaid.

Lualla reached for a soft cotton t-shirt, a pair of cargo shorts, and leather flip-flop sandals.

“Here you go, dear. There is a changing room in there, but don’t put the shirt on until you have that cut looked at.”

He moved to the curtained alcove and changed from his wet swimsuit into the dry clothing, thankful for the opportunity. Emerging from the changing room, he looked around for me. I had changed out of the sand-covered dress and came around the corner wearing a tank top and skirt, my hair pulled into a loose bun on the top of my head.

“You look like those girls who made my head swim in college. You’re all long, golden legs and arms and sun-streaked hair,” he accidentally said aloud. Immediately blushing, he looked around embarrassed.

I smiled, letting myself be excited by his appreciation. That one moment made it clear that last night and Gregorio were a mistake. I wanted my head to swim because of Luke’s compliment, not too many glasses of rum punch.

“You’re the best, Lualla,” I called back over my shoulder, taking Luke’s hand and leading him outside. “Now let’s get your cut fixed up.”








  
 





Twelve: Luke

 

THE CREW OF the Sea Star reached Orotava by fishing boat.

As the crew disembarked the rescue vessel, the uneven pier creaked and the group worked to regain their land legs. Each held a few bags, except Amir who struggled under the computers and other equipment we used often. The dock felt longer under the hot island sun and heavy-handed humidity.

I walked out to meet my friends. My newly stitched and bandaged side hobbled me enough to strain my gait. Ambling towards them, I called out with a smile, “Nice of you to show up. Been waiting a while.”

“Hey, man. Whatcha got there?” Brandon asked, pointing towards my side.

“Oh, just a few stitches. Caught my side on coral. Burns like a son-of-a-gun.”

“That’d be 32 stitches,” Anya added, coming up behind me.

The crew stared at the beautiful blond.

“Oh, this is Anya,” I said, motioning to the woman. “Her friends brought you in. And she brought me in.”

“You didn’t need me. You were fine, if bloody and broken doesn’t bother you,” she joked.

The group offered their thanks and Anya rewarded them with warm smiles and welcomes. Their rescuers waved their goodbyes and returned to their fishing, leaving us with Anya and our baggage.

“Luke said you might bring your equipment. We have a spot for all of you in the village, and Javier will head out to check on your boat if that’s alright.”

Norton spoke up. “That’d be fine, miss. I’ll head out with him whenever he’s ready. But I’d love to find some food first if that’s an option.”

“You must be Norton. Luke told me you wouldn’t allow anyone on your boat without you.”

“Yes, ma’am. She’s my girl,” he explained.

“That’s just fine. Javier will appreciate that. And we can find you some food right now. The Sword and Dagger has the best spread on the island.”

“The Sword and Dagger?” Lucy questioned.

“Orotava’s best tavern,” Anya announced with a grand smile. “My uncle runs it. The guest house, the one we’ve set up for you, is just behind it.”

Kate’s interest peaked. “A guest house? Already? How long have you been on the island, Luke?”

“Oh, just enough time to get cleaned up. Anya works quick. She knows everyone and they were all eager to help out.”

With a smile, Anya grabbed one of the boxes Amir carried. I attempted to grab one, but my stitches made it impossible. We followed her down the pier and into the quaint, cobblestoned village. The narrow streets resembled paths rather than roads and people milled about. Small buildings grouped together with businesses and cottages mixed throughout.

Anya led us to the guest house first, opening the door to the white-sided bungalow. Each of us entered the charming home with eyes wide. After setting her bags in the front room, Lucy walked straight through the cottage to the back porch.

“Get out here, guys,” she called. “Seriously, get out here!”

We jostled to get out back, haphazardly making it through the double French door to the porch. There we found a wide, covered porch complete with rocking chairs and a porch swing. The view sucked us in. Lucy gestured to the marina spotted with boats of all sizes from dinghies to catamarans.

“There’s a dolphin pod,” she exclaimed pointing with excitement.

“We have a few native pods,” Anya offered. “They come to and from the bay. It’s like their home base. Some even have names.”

Lucy shrieked with delight. “I can see them every day?”

“Yep, they’ll be here throughout the day. You’ll get to know them if you stick around a while.”

Not needing to hear any more, Lucy took off to the beach towards the pod.

“She’ll be fine, right?” Kate asked, concerned for the younger woman.

“Oh, there’s nothing here that’d hurt her,” Anya confirmed. “She’s absolutely safe. As long as she can swim that is,” she added with a sweet smile.

Turning to me, she suggested, “Perhaps your friends would like to rest or eat.”

Norton perked up suddenly. Not interested in dolphins or views, he laughed. “That’s exactly what I’d like to do. I don’t know about the rest of you. Hell, for that matter, I don’t care.”

“Perfect. You all get settled, unpacked, washed up, whatever you need. I’ll be back in about an hour and give you a tour. If you need anything in the meantime, you should find it inside.” 

With that, Anya saw herself out, leaving us on the porch together.

Brandon finally tore his eyes off of the graceful woman as she exited. “Wow!” he breathed. “Who is she?”

“Anya? I told you, she met me on the rocks at the jetty. Said she’d seen me swimming and figured I could use some help.”

I’d have to remember that was now our story and fill her in on it later, just in case. I wasn’t about to explain that I’d been rescued by a shark-controlling mermaid who made a hell of a surgeon.

“That’s weird. We didn’t see anyone meet you.”

“Oh, well, she met me on the far side, on the rocks. You probably wouldn’t see her there.”

“I guess not,” Brandon agreed, too captivated to think it through more thoroughly.

“So, what’s her story?” Amir chimed in. “Pretty girl. Unmapped island. Kinda mysterious.”

I conceded. “The unmapped island is definitely mysterious. I haven’t had a chance to ask much about it yet. Maybe it’s just missing from our map. I mean you saw the infrastructure.”

“Haven’t had a chance?” Kate questioned.

“I wasn’t about to interrogate her as she stitched me up. ‘Hey, thanks for the help and all, but why don’t you guys show up on a map?’ Not exactly subtle.”

Kate agreed. “No, it’s not subtle. But it would make sense. I mean didn’t you ask her anything?”

“Yea, I asked things. Mostly stuff like ‘What’s your name? Where are we? Where are we going? Hey, do you know how to do that?’ You know, stuff I found important.”

Brandon interrupted, “Not exactly what I’d find important, man. More like ‘Are you single?’”

Shaking her head, Kate redirected the conversation. “And did she answer any of those questions?”

“Yes, Kate,” I sniped back at her defensively. “She did. The island is Orotava, we were headed to her cottage, and she stitched up her brothers plenty of times. That was good enough for me.”

“Well, as long as you did your research,” Kate scoffed and walked inside.

I motioned for the guys to hang on a second. I ran back to the kitchen and returned with four beers. One thing I did learn was that the Orotavans were hospitable.

“Now we can talk,” Amir agreed, grabbing a bottle from my hand and taking a long swig.








  
 





Thirteen: Anya

 

I SPENT MY hour at the lab, looking into the readings from the night before. Just as I suspected, the research vessel found itself caught in tectonic pulses. The oscillations fried their systems and left them without a GPS and without an engine.

The light began showing up about a year ago, but last night was the first time it left the sea. Not only that, but it was the first time a non-Obthalusian had dealt with any of it. That meant the energy wasn’t tribally specific as I once hypothesized. If it affected anyone, I had plenty of new questions to research.

I had no way to prove or disprove the hypothesis until now. But considering the energy interfered with a boat without an Obthalusian passenger meant it wasn’t focused on anything specific about the island or the tribe. This also meant that if we could reproduce the result, potentially anyone else would be able to do the same. And that meant the one hope we had that the energy could only be controlled by those from the Obthaluse tribe vanished.

Now I had a new reason to dive into my research and Luke, a new distraction, to keep me from it. Beyond my fascination with the gorgeous man, there were humans on the island. I had to figure a way to handle my tribe’s reaction. No one in the tribe would be happy with the interference, but Nishan would be devastated. The issue that they were on the island could shake him quickly. My association with them, my being the reason they were on the island, promised to send him reeling.

My father never trusted humans, and he blamed them for my mother’s death. And there was no way he would settle into the idea of me being associated with them.

*****
I returned to the guest house a little more than an hour later, ready to get the crew some food and introduce them around the island. I didn’t have a plan of how I’d handle the tribe’s reactions to them, but I’d figure it out as we went.

Luke and the guys finished their beers and called to Lucy who was still on the beach. Kate joined us outside, fresh from the shower and toweling her wet hair. We stood beside each other looking like matching bookends. However, it seemed our faces held a distinct difference. I smiled, happy to meet these interesting humans so dedicated to studying our ocean even if their presence proved detrimental to me. However, Kate showed no expression. Her face remained void of any emotion as though she were playing poker. This skepticism made it obvious she still questioned my agenda and situation. I wondered if my concerns came across as clearly too.

“I knocked, but I figured you were all out here,” I said. “Are you ready to see the island or do you want to eat first?”

Since they had snacked on what they found in the kitchen, they agreed to a tour.

Together, we set out to explore Orotava. I led them away from the pier they’d seen earlier and towards the center of town.

“So where are we?” Kate asked.

“Orotava,” I answered.

“And what is Orotava?” Kate insisted, obviously frustrated with the lack of detail I offered.

“My family founded the island hundreds of years ago. We sit at about 28 longitude and -68 latitude, in the middle of the Atlantic. Southwest of Devil’s Isle, east of Florida, and Northwest of Puerto Rico.”

Brandon perked up. “Devil’s Isle? Bermuda? That means we’re smack dab in the middle of the Triangle?”

I nodded.

“That’s it. Explains everything,” Norton added. “It’s the damn triangle.”

“It explains nothing,” Kate snapped. Ever the scientist, she refused to brush things off and blame them on superstition. “Well, unless you’re willing to believe that geography can stop a boat and turn off GPS,” she groaned.

Amir, not as easily swayed to disbelief, argued. “That’s exactly what I believe. Why not, Kate? There’s plenty of electromagnetic energy floating around. Why not a spot with enough to throw off a GPS?”

 I escorted the researchers past stores and homes. Small buildings of coquina brick or graying wood siding stood on both sides of the path mixing with the lush vegetation. Palms and elephant ear plants spread their large green leaves. Hibiscus bushes flounced their red and yellow blossoms while clematis climbed and wound their way in and out of other plants. Luke looked around the paradise. His face showed wonder at how his mundane research voyage turned surreal.

“What’s that, over there, with the dish on the roof?” Kate asked, finally over her snit about the Bermuda Triangle.

“Oh, that’s our research facility. We have a few folks looking into the native flora, others studying the dolphin pods. It’s a universal space. Those interested are welcome to the equipment,” I explained. “I do a little research there when I have time.”

Excitement reached Kate’s eyes. “Those interested? Even us?” she asked.

“Sure. I don’t see it being a problem.”

“Well, you won over Kate,” Brandon piped in. “And Lucy was set when she saw the pod. Just us now, Anya.” He gestured to himself and the three other men.

Norton spoke up. “Speak for yourself, kid. Beer and beach and someone to help work on the Sea Star. What else do I need?”

“Okay, fine. Just three of us now.”

I smiled and turned the group around, moving back towards the guest house, all the while wondering if I’d won over Luke yet. I tried to put the thought out of my mind, but it remained.

The smell of frying fish lead us straight to the doors of the Sword and Dagger. The tavern sat off the path overlooking the inlet. It had no glass in the window openings allowing the warm breeze to blow through the pub. The antique, carved bar and round pedestal tables shared the same nautical engravings of anchors and compasses. The bar, however, included a scene across the front of a mermaid leading a pirate ship away from a giant octopus. Wide wood planks covered the floors and walls and the tavern resembled the interior of a clipper ship.

“Alavay, Anya,” the older man behind the bar called. “Company, eh?”

“Alavay. These are the folks whose ship broke down outside the reef. Luke, Norton, Brandon, Kate, Amir, and Lucy,” I introduced, pointing to each. “And this is my Uncle Rowan.”

“Nice place you got here,” Norton added. “Whatcha got on tap?”

“Three taps, no bottles unless you count the rum,” Rowan explained. “Dark, light, and amber. What’ll you have?”

Norton smiled and grabbed a stool at the bar. “This is my kind of place. I’ll take a light and whatever you’ve got frying in the back. Smells great.”

“It’s cod. And it’s good.”

“Cod?” Brandon questioned. “How far away do you have to go to get cod?”

“It’s closer than you’d think,” Rowan offered, not actually explaining how he got hold of a northern Atlantic fish. It would take ships weeks to reach cod fishing ground, fish, and return. But mermaids move much faster and have unsurpassed fishing skills. “Anyone else interested?”

Everyone decided to follow Norton’s lead. Rowan drew the beers and went to the back, calling to me over his shoulder. “Uh, Anya, come help if you would.”

I knew what that meant. I was in trouble.

Heading to the small kitchen, I hung my head anticipating the lecture to come.

“I know what you’re going to say,” I started.

“Do you? Do you know?” Rowan barked back. “If you know, why don’t you tell me?”

“You’re going to tell me that I brought a group of humans into your bar, a group I know nothing about, and I did it during the festival on top of all of it. And you’re going to ask me if I’ve told Nishan about them yet. And when I say no, you’re going to turn red and walk away.”

“Close,” he said shaking his head. “Very close, but wrong. I know you haven’t told your father. Your father has plenty of other people telling him about this, and he doesn’t need you to do it. He did ask me to watch you, though. He knew you wouldn’t stay away from the boat. Granted, I think it was the research he figured you’d be after, not the researcher.”

How did he know how I felt about Luke? Was it that obvious? Shocked, I stumbled to regain my composure.

“He knows? Who is telling him things?” Dumb-founded, I couldn’t begin to guess who else had knowledge of the crew and the time to get word to my father.

“You’re buddy Greg has a big mouth, young lady. That tends to be the case when a man’s pride is hurt.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Really? Anya, you’re smarter than that. Greg ran to Nishan when he realized you have eyes for that sailor in there.” He motioned to the barroom. “We can talk about this later. I have people to feed.”

Handing me two plates, he put the rest on a tray and walked through the swinging door to the bar. Reluctantly, I followed, carrying plates heavy with fried fish and potatoes, golden and crisp. The smell alone had the team anxiously picking up forks.

I knew there was something about Gregorio that hadn’t set well with me, but I never figured it would be his willingness to tattle on me to my father. 

“This is amazing,” Lucy announced through a mouth full of flaky fish.

Kate nodded in agreement, not willing to stop eating to comment. The guys slowed enough to order another round of beers. I, however, ate while explaining more about Orotava.

“The island isn’t very big,” I noted. “We figure that’s why we aren’t on most maps. Some of them have us, but we’re listed as unpopulated. I guess folks figure no one would want to live on such a small piece of land. Or maybe it’s just because there are so many barriers to the island.”

Rowan looked at the researchers, trying to read their take on that news.

Kate was the first to respond. “So cartographers, topographers for that matter, just overlook the island?”

“It’s easier than you’d think,” Rowan added as he dried glasses and put them away. “It isn’t like there is much out here to attract them. No unknown species have been attributed here. No neighboring islands really. You’d have to aim for Orotava to pay attention.”

“Then there’s the fact that our governor of sorts paid off a huge map-making company in Boston to keep us uncharted over 250 years ago,” I added.

Luke finished a swig of beer and looked admiringly at his crew. “I thought I saw a wreck when I was swimming in this morning. How many downed ships do you deal with?”

“You got caught in the storm last night I’m guessing. Hell of a storm,” Rowan added.

“Luke decided to swim in since no one was reef-side today. They weren’t sure when someone would see their boat,” I said.

Rowan seemed surprised. “Swam the reef, did ya? Not too many attempt that.”

Luke was nonchalant, but he seemed a bit on edge. “I can see why. Hell of a reef to come up against. It bit me pretty hard.” He put his hand to his bandaged side.

“Then you must’ve seen the Vengeful Dane,” Rowan continued. “She’s has been there a long time. I don’t much think about her anymore.”

“How long has she been there?” Brandon inquired.

“Give or take 200 years.”

“Well she’s well preserved then,” Luke added. “I’d have expected far less wood left.”

Rowan brightened at the discussion. He loved that ship. “We’ve done a lot to keep her that way.”

“Luke, we should dive the ship. That’s alright, isn’t it, Rowan?” Brandon asked, finishing his pint and motioning for another.

“Sure. Just watch the sharks. They circle that reef. Good eating for them even without divers floating about.”

The team spent the afternoon in the tavern, talking with me and Rowan and meeting the few locals who came in for a drink or dinner.

As we rose to leave, Gregorio walked in.

“Alavay, Anya. I’ve been looking for you,” Gregorio started as he walked across the room.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I began. “Luke and his friends needed some help. I didn’t realize we had plans.”

“Oh, are you all from the boat beyond the reef?” he asked. Not waiting for an answer, he continued, “No problem. I knew you wouldn’t leave me waiting without a good reason.”

“But I didn’t leave you waiting,” I added in my own defense.

“Well, you did tell me to come by the lab today. I figured if I went by, you’d be there. Obviously I was wrong. You had other things to do.”

He leaned over and kissed my cheek delicately. I felt myself flush with the awkward attention. However, instead of acknowledging my discomfort, I made introductions to the group. Finishing our food, we said good-byes to Gregorio and Rowan.

“Goodnight, all. I trust you’ll have a pleasant night,” Gregorio said to the team. “Anya, will we meet tomorrow?”

“Oh, well, I’ll be in the lab most of the day. I suppose if you want to come by I could make time for you,” I said reluctantly.

“I’d appreciate that. Even a sliver of her time is worth a wait. Don’t you agree, Luke?”

Catching him off guard, Luke took a long look at me and answered Gregorio, “Very true, Greg. Very true.”

“It’s Gregorio,” he commented in a sharp tone. “Anya, I’ll be down to the lab then.”

Nodding in agreement, I kissed Rowan on the cheek and headed out with the team.

The sun hung low over the water by the time we left and headed towards the guest house. Norton made plans to meet with my friends and work on the Sea Star the next day, and the team had nothing to do other than sit on the porch and discuss their options and the island.

While they all knew their research needed to continue, the boat became their first priority. With the plan for repairs made, Kate suggested they look into the island’s research and communication facilities. After all, her family needed to know her whereabouts. Brandon’s concern lie in the downed ship and the chance to excavate a bit. Norton focused on the boat, as expected, and Lucy had the dolphins to obsess over. That left Luke and Amir, the wild cards. Amir figured he’d join one of the others in their ventures, but Luke wasn’t so quick to commit to anything. Other than setting up a time for us to meet alone the next day, Luke had no need for plans. And what I hoped to do would lend itself best to time alone with him as well.








  
 





Fourteen: Luke

 

THE MORNING AFTER we landed in Orotava, Kate and Norton took off for their personal endeavors with most of our equipment before the rest of us woke. Lucy set out for the marina after scrounging up something to eat and Brandon and Amir headed to the beach. By the time I entered the kitchen, it sat vacant and thoroughly rummaged. I found a stray bagel on the counter and some coffee left in the pot. Grabbing both, I ventured onto the porch.

My head swam with the details of the past two days. The balls of light. The joint fainting spell. The reef. The sharks. The mermaid. I’d seen a mermaid, twice, and then she turned human and stitched me up. I’d eaten dinner with her and learned about her life. Anya rescued me, she met my crew, and she’d shown us around the island. But I still had so many questions for her. Did she consider the cottage her home or did she live in the sea? Why did the tribe hold land? In which environment was she more comfortable? Where did she truly feel alive?

The new issue was that I’d seen her transform and watched the scales give way to smooth skin. Seeing her naked in human form was enough to distract me from her being a mermaid, at least for a minute.

A knock at the door startled me from my internal interrogation. I opened it and took in the sight of Anya almost glowing in the morning sun.

“Come in,” I said as I finally found words. “Good morning.”

I turned to welcome her in and tripped over the corner of the throw rug.

“Good morning. I hope it isn’t too early,” she returned, snickering a little at my stupor. “I didn’t want to wake anyone. You all had quite a day yesterday.”

“Oh, no, not at all. I’m the only one here, though. Hope that’s alright.”

“Great. I mean I was hoping to talk to you. I set Norton up with Javier, and Maya told me Kate was down at the research lab early.”

“That’s our Kate. She wanted to get a hold of her son most of all, but research is her second love. You’re lucky she waited until morning.”

“A son?” Anya cooed. I could see the twinkle in her eye at the mention of a child. “No wonder she was anxious.”

“The rest are at the beach, I’m sure. We won’t be able to drag Lucy along when we decide to leave if the pods are still here.”

“I saw them as I walked up. They’re at the marina. Lucy and Amir were fishing, and it looked like Brandon was sunbathing.”

I didn’t mean to, but I laughed at the vision of my vain and muscle-bound friend laid out on the towel.

“Sounds like Brando. I guess everyone’s accounted for then. That gives us time to talk.”

 “Well, first I wanted to check your bandage.”

Hesitating a bit, I removed my shirt and raised my arm, allowing her a clear view of the bandage. Suddenly I felt uncomfortable in this relaxed environment. Something between us had shifted and I was uneasy having her touch me.

“We should probably change it. I’d hate for the wound to get infected, and you never know with coral cuts.”

As she removed the bandage, her fingers traced my rib. She sent shocks through my body reminding me of the pulse in the ocean, the one that sent the sharks away. Her touch stirred me and fired off more questions.

“The stitches look good. They aren’t red and they’re holding well,” she remarked with surprise. Her response concerned me a little. Astonishment wasn’t something I wanted to hear in my surgeon’s voice, after all. But I merely nodded and murmured agreement.

Anya bandaged me and stepped back avoiding any further contact with my bare skin. I found myself suddenly wishing that my thigh rather than my side had been gouged by the coral. Her touch would have done wonders there.

Trying to clear my head, I asked, “And what else did you want to discuss?”

I hoped she would broach the mermaid topic without prompting. Not knowing how to begin the conversation, I found myself relying on her again.

“Well, I’m sure you’ve noticed the island’s unique aspects,” she said.

“Unique aspects? Is that Orotavan for mermaids?”

The sarcasm dripping from my comment startled her. Seeing her reaction, I apologized quickly.

“Anya, I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to make of all this. I saw you. From the boat. While I was on the boat I mean. You were swimming with something, or someone I guess. And then in the lagoon. You made the sharks turn back. Now you’re standing here, checking my bandage and the stitches you put in. I can’t explain any of it.” I shook my head and turned away from her in frustration.

 “I don’t know how to help you understand other than to just tell you outright.” She breathed deeply and I found myself thinking about her gills.

“So, how much do you want to know?” she asked.

“How much? As much as you’re willing to tell.”

“Alright, that’s fair.”

Another deep breath and she dove into an explanation.

“This is Orotava. That part you already know. My family founded the island. Centuries before humans took to the seas, mer lived in almost every body of water and on a number of islands. Each tribe took a different section. The Obthaluse, that’s my tribe, had the North American coast of the Atlantic and pieces of the Caribbean as well. Orotava was just one of the islands we inhabited.”

“So there are more of you? Mermaids, I mean,” I stammered. “In tribes? On islands or in the oceans?”

I couldn’t seem to get the questions out quickly enough to satisfy my curiosity.

“Mer populate the waters across the globe. Most of the saltwater mer live in tribes even now. But lots of those in lakes and rivers live in smaller pods or alone. Tribes war and create alliances. We act much like humans, but we have far more territory to fight over than you do and we’ve been doing it a lot longer.”

She sounded almost embarrassed of those facts as she continued.

“Our land holdings dwindle every year as humans claim more land for themselves, and we move further away, deeper into the seas. The Obthaluse have fewer than 20 islands to walk now, all small, and most unmapped. But many of those are collective islands.”

“Collective islands? Like co-ops?” I asked. “So tribes mix on land?”

“Sometimes, yes. It’s best if we all have our own space, but there isn’t enough land for that anymore. We’ve learned to make do, and some tribes now inhabit human land.”

“Seriously? Mermaids and humans and no one notices? Where? Where can that happen?”

 She laughed at my excitement.

“I bet you could figure it out if you thought hard enough,” .” she She laughed a bit, insisting. “Just think of the most ocean-centric places you can, and then limit the list to the vivid exceptions.”

“Uh, ocean-centric places. Ok, so cities focusing on the beach. But what’s a ‘vivid exception’?”

I thought for a minute in silence and then lit up with the novelty of my guess. Laughing, I announced triumphantly, “Key West!”

“Yes, that’s one. New Orleans is a big draw for mer, too.”

“I could see that,” I said thinking of my time in that great city. Who would guess they were dining with a mermaid when the actual humans were acting so strangely?

“Myrtle Beach is much smaller, but almost predominantly mer. And Provincetown, up in Rhode Island, that’s our north most collective.”

I contemplated the cities she mentioned. I’d been to all of them in my travels. But never, never had I thought I’d been working or dining or even dancing with mermaids.

“It’s a lot to take in,” I explained.

“I’m sure if I were faced with something I’d been told doesn’t exist, I’d be a bit overwhelmed, too.”

“Well, yea. There’s that. Next you’ll tell me you raise unicorns.”

“No unicorns,” she answered, adding sarcastically, “unless you count narwhals. They are, after all, the unicorns of the sea.”

Gorgeous, funny, and mysterious. I was in awe and smiling beyond my normal capacity. What had I swum into here?

“Fair enough. But I’m sure the island holds plenty of surprises you’ve yet to offer up,” I teased.

She laughed, a tinkling laugh that got higher as she continued. It reminded me of a scale played on a flute, a pure, clear sound that cleared my head.

“We do have our share —”

“More than your share,” I interrupted.

“True, more than our share. But you’ve hit the major ones already. There are a few left, but nothing that should throw you at this point.”

“So the mermaid thing tops the list?”

“I’d say so,” she agreed.

“So, how did you all get here? I mean you have electricity and Internet access.”

“You have to remember, we’ve been here for hundreds of years.”

“That’s not surprising. Humans have been around for thousands,” I countered.

“Yes, but I mean we, as individuals. Rowan is almost 200 years old.”

I guffawed in surprise and retorted quickly, “How old are you?” with more shock in my voice than intended.

“Me? Guess,” Anya challenged.

“This is the one thing they teach men not to do with human women. No guessing age or weight. Ever.”

“Go ahead,” she dared. “Give it a shot.”

“Uh, maybe 45? 70? I mean in human years I’d say 25 or so.”

“Good try. A valiant effort, but very, very wrong. More like 122.” She smiled at her victory in having stumped me.

“Are you kidding me? That’s not possible.”

“It is possible, and yes, I’m 122. In fact, I’ll be 123 in about two lunar cycles. Feel free to send a gift.”

At that, I wondered what you buy a mermaid.

“So, where do you live?” I asked feeling rather naïve. I was staying on her island, but I wasn’t sure that was her home.

“I spent most of my time in the ocean. Others, like Lualla, spend more time on land. Since she runs the largest store on Orotava, it makes sense that she walks more than she swims. But most are like me.”

“So, why come on land at all?”

She smiled, understanding my confusion and interest. “We have land for the same reason humans have land. The more land a tribe or country has the more power it has. While it may not be true all the time, the mer are big on holdings. How much land, how much water, whether it is cold or warm, all of that makes a difference for us.”

“And your family? Where are they? On the island or in the ocean?”

“I’m related to most of the island,” she said. “You’ve already met my Uncle Rowan and Lualla is a cousin of some kind.”

“What about your immediate family?”

“My mother died years ago. But my father is the tribal council leader. And my brothers are all over the place. Some are on land, others are swimming. Noran is an ambassador to the upper Atlantic. Paulo and Gratio work the Panama Canal, kind of like mer customs and immigration. Dartanan lives with his wife and children on the other side of the island where they run a small farm. Kellen is helping with research in the Great Barrier Reef. And my youngest brother, Korwin, is more of a free spirit.”

“A free spirit?” I asked.

“He spends most of his time on the beach, smoking pot and drinking with his band” she confessed laughing.

“Well, good to know ‘free spirit’ means the same to humans as it does to mer. So that makes six brothers?”

“Yep, six. I was lucky number seven. My mother wanted a girl.”

“And how did she die, Anya?” My voice softened as I knew I was asking a delicate question. 

She turned away for a moment before she answered. “I’m not exactly sure. I was so young and my father doesn’t like to talk about it. All I know is that it involved a human ship.”

That left a lot of things to consider, and it explained why her father hated humans so much.

“But enough about me,” she said more cheerfully. “What about you? What’s your story?”

“It isn’t much,” I admitted. “And doesn’t cover nearly the years yours does.” 

She laughed.

“I’m originally from Florida, just north of Miami. I have a sister who works in D.C. She’s a lawyer for the House of Representatives. My folks are both still in Florida and have me over for Sunday dinner when I’m around.”

“What else? What about your research? Your team?”

“Well, I went to the University of Miami. That’s where I met Kate. We were in classes together and competed for the same graduate awards.”

“She beat you out, didn’t she?” Anya joked.

“We split them 50/50,” I said proudly. “The only reason she isn’t the lead on this project is by choice. Her son, George, is seven and she claims not to have time to spend in the office researching. Says that’s for dull, single guys.”

“She thinks your dull? Well that explains why you two aren’t together.”

“Not an option. She’s more like family than dating material,” I answered. “The rest kind of came together later. Lucy is my grad assistant right now. I’ll be lost when she moves on. Brandon and Amir are a package deal. They’ve done all of their research together and really work as two sides of the same person. And Norton, he came with the boat.”

We only stopped talking when we noticed Amir, Lucy, and Brandon walking up the beach to the cottage porch. The three happily recounted their morning. They guys spent some time casting off the pier and were exceptionally proud as they held up a string of snapper ready to be filleted and cooked.

Inviting Anya to join us for blackened fish sandwiches, a specialty of his, Brandon took the fish inside to prep them.

“I’d love to, really I would, but I have some other things to do before the day gets away from me,” she explained before making her exit.

I watched her leave, knowing she was headed to meet the mer from yesterday. I also knew that I didn’t care for that. I’d much rather she spent the afternoon with me, talking and laughing, maybe even researching. I didn’t care what we did, but I did want to do it with her.

After she left, I plodded around the cottage a bit, half-heartedly looking through the equipment Norton and Kate left behind. Meanwhile, my mind floated from images of Anya the woman, to those of Anya the mermaid. Her hair and eyes, her face, and even her arms remained the same in both likenesses. But her legs melded together beneath the bright scales and the faint scar lines under her ribs opened so she could breathe in her water form. Seeing these things, and hearing her admit to them, didn’t make them any more sensible. And after realizing that coming to terms with Anya and Orotava would take far longer than I’d thought, I sat down to lunch.








  
 





Fifteen: Anya

 

I PROBABLY SHOULD of have handled Luke and his crew differently, but there wasn’t much I could do now. He knew most of the secrets of Orotava and the Obthaluse, and I fault myself for that. I recognized his reluctance to believe me, to believe his own eyes. But I felt he needed to know. He drew me in somehow. I don’t know what it was about him, but when I saw him swimming days earlier, diving into the ocean off the bow of the Sea Star, I gave into my curiosity. My life, uncertain as it was due to the trench and the light and these humans, seemed connected to him at that moment. It seemed connected even more so now.

By the time Luke came ashore, he’d seen me twice already. That alone left me no way to hide my true form. Granted, I made the choice to tell him about the tribe and the island. I didn’t have to do that. I could have easily pretended I was the only one and that no one else knew my secret. But even if he believed me, accepted me as the only one with a changing self, it wouldn’t last. It took only an hour for him to meet the first member of my family. His false understanding would crumble in minutes as soon as I introduced him to the rest.

If he could help me in any way with my research, our research now as I saw ways to blend his with mine, I needed him to know the truth. The sea shifts could drastically alter or even ruin my tribe. However, even if he could help, the tribe, and my father, weren’t going to be as easily won over as I was.

And while I questioned whether I should have told him as soon as I did, the part that worried me most was Gregorio. He seemed flustered when he found me with Luke and his friends. No one would know it, of course. He breezed into the bar, kissed me, and sat down with a pint in hand. But he grabbed it so tightly his knuckles whitened. Not one to show he was shaken he puffed up. If we’d been in the sea, he’d have swum faster, deeper. But land left him without his usual aggressive behaviors. He couldn’t rely on the things he would do to compete with other mer and prove dominance.

Now, without those practices, he edged around the issue, concealing any discomfort behind a too big smile, a too firm handshake, and a too cheerful conversation. But I may have been the only one to notice. Maybe he didn’t even know.

Regardless of who knew what, Gregorio had been pleasant and Luke and his friends left the tavern.

As I walked into the Sword and Dagger for lunch after leaving Luke at the cottage, I rolled my eyes noticing Gregorio on the same stool he claimed the night before.

“Anya, it’s lovely to see you. I thought you wouldn’t grace my day until I came by the lab,” Gregorio said as I sat down.

“Hello, Gregorio. Hey, Uncle Rowan.”

Rowan nodded toward me from across the bar.

“Have you had a productive day in the lab?” Gregorio asked.

“I haven’t made it there quite yet,” I said, not wanting to explain where I’d been instead.

Faking surprise, Gregorio continued. “Not to the lab yet? It’s already 12:30. It wouldn’t be those humans keeping you from your work, would it? The work the Obthaluse tribe needs you to complete.”

“I stopped by the guest house to ensure they were all taken care of. I’m off to the lab right after lunch.” I felt like I was reporting my plans to my father.

“Well, I need to know more about your research. The ambassador has questions.”

“Maybe we should wait until we can both sit down with Uncle Jinsen then. No use going over everything twice,” I said trying hard to get out of the conversation. Gregorio bristled at the suggestion.

I understood his frustration at being pushed aside. His annoyance seemed driven. But he had no claim on me. We weren’t together or even dating. His protective nature was misplaced. I wasn’t in danger, and I wasn’t his to protect.

As I ate, he turned his conversation to Rowan. I heard my father’s name mentioned and I pretended not to pay attention. They continued talking and I heard Luke’s name. Intrigued, I listened more and pretended less in order to hear what was said. I couldn’t bring myself to give much thought to their discussion, though. My mind went back to Luke.

The man fascinated me prior to our actual meeting. But now that I knew something of him, heard him say my name and laughed with him, he felt real. With all of the tension and questions about the tribe and my research, I should have been focused on those things instead. But I wasn’t able to get Luke out of my head.

Was it coincidence that he was here now? I knew enough of the sea to know it had its own agenda. If he was meant to be here, if there was a reason for it, I’d know soon. In a quick premonition of sorts, I realized that when the festival was over, everything else would become clear. But it would be days still until our closing ceremony.

“Anya, did you hear me?” Gregorio asked, breaking into my reflections.

I broke from my daydream. “No, I’m sorry. I’ve been a little distracted,” I explained.

“I know you have, and with the wrong things, too.”

On a normal day, I would have spoken up against his comment, but I didn’t feel like engaging. I had enough to worry about and I needed to keep the allies I had. Maybe he wasn’t truly an ally, but he didn’t need to be an enemy either. He was on edge too after all. Our entire tribe had something to worry about now. Those who knew about the trench remained concerned with that. Those who knew about the humans had their worries, as well. And those, like me, who know about both and the light energy radiating from the ocean floor, won the anxiety prize.

“I was saying that your father would be back soon and I’m sure he would rather not find your human friends here.”

 My human friends? When did Luke and his team become my human friends? Of course, I did spend the day with him and knew all of them by name, but I was merely being hospitable. At least that is what my father would hear when he got back. If he needed to hear anything, that is.

“I’m sure my father will handle their presence here. But that may not be an issue as their boat is being repaired.”

“You still don’t see the issue, do you, Anya? The real issue. Those humans are now interfering with everything.”

“What do you mean ‘interfering’? The rift disrupted their research and the electric current failed their boat’s systems. They didn’t aim for Orotava. They didn’t even know it was here.”

“That’s what they told you? That’s what Luke — is that his name? Is that really what he told you?”

“He didn’t have to tell me. They were researching, towing trackers behind the boat, when the orbs took out their equipment. I saw it happen. We saw it happen, Gregorio.”

With that, I walked out, disheartened with his abrupt possessive and correcting nature. My father didn’t speak to me like that, and I refused to allow someone else to parent me that way. Absolutely certain Gregorio would be tossed on his ear if Rowan had heard our conversation, I felt justified in leaving.

My time would be better spent in the lab with my equipment and data, and that is where I was headed. He was right about one thing; I didn’t understand the real issue.








  
 





Sixteen: Luke

 

ANYA MAY HAVE saved me from the sharks on the reef, but she left me swimming with them in the cottage.

“Okay, man, what’s going on with Anya? Spent the whole morning with her, huh?” Brandon prodded.

Amir, not needing any encouragement, joined in. “Details, man. Come on. We’re living vicariously here.”

“There aren’t any details to give. We sat here and talked about the island. That’s it, really.”

“Do you believe that?” Brandon asked Amir.

“You may, but I don’t,” he joked, as the three of us cleaned up the kitchen after lunch.

I held to the story about innocent chatter, not letting on to the secrets I learned about the island and its inhabitants. I also kept my thoughts about Anya to myself. I figured they already knew of my attraction to her, but the depth of it could go without debate for now. Forever, if I had a choice.

I’m not sure what I dreaded them finding out more, that Anya was a mermaid or that I couldn’t go five seconds without picturing her, usually naked, on a bed. Or in the sand. Or in the water.

Eventually they gave up on the Anya issue and moved to other business. They asked about the boat, but I knew nothing at that point. With time, we found out the boat needed a complete rewiring. We also found that parts would need to be ordered for our GPS and there was a sizable burn in the hull. I wasn’t anything that would take on water immediately, but it looked like one of the orbs may have seared it.

Sitting on the back porch and watching the water, we contemplated the flying, floating balls of light.

“They were light, weren’t they?” Amir questioned.

I had to agree with that idea. However, I also brought up the electric shock.

“Well, lightning creates a shock, but it isn’t actually light. It’s electricity. If we stick with the electromagnetic pulse idea, that explains most of it.

“Unless you add the floating part, the ball part, or the merge to create a sonic boom part,” Brandon interjected.

“True,” I added. “The part that confuses me the most is that it came from the ocean. That type of energy should shock everything around it rather than surge to the surface. It should spread across the water, not up and through it.”

In agreement, there was little else to say, and we passed the rest of the afternoon with cold beers and the beach.

*****
I made it to the lab later in the day hoping to check out the facility for myself. Anya was there, ensconced in her own work, and didn’t hear me knock. Alone in the lab, her smile made way to a more serious attitude, and she bit her lip in concentration. Pulled back in a knot, the sloppiness of her hair contrasted with the pristine stainless steel of the lab. Surrounded by whirring and humming equipment, she looked focused, competent, and stunning. I watched her work, moving briskly from one apparatus to the next, stopping only to jot notes.

“So this is where they have you locked up today,” I called out, not wanting to get too close before announcing myself.

Taken by surprise, she dropped her clipboard, the clatter echoing through the domed building.

“St. Erasmus!” she hollered, invoking the patron saint of sailors and scooping up her notes. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry. I knocked, but the door was open and Rowan said you’d be here. I figured I’d come down to check out the accommodations.” I smiled trying to win my way back into her good graces.

“I’m glad you did. You just scared me. I’m normally alone at this time of day. Happy Hour is pretty popular at the tavern, especially during the festival.”

“So I saw. Dropped in before I came this way. Full house there. If nothing else, I figured it would mean there were fewer uh, merpeople, here with you.”

“We say mer,” she said through a smile. “This is when I get my best work done. Show you around?”

She brought me through the central lab, pointing out equipment, talking about her research, and eventually taking to me a tight hallway at the back of the lab.

“Where’s this go?” I asked as she grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the hall.

“You’ll see, and you’ll love it. I promise.”

The mystery lasted only moments as we climbed a narrow, spiraling staircase and then I was hit with gratification. The door at the top of the stairs led to a rooftop deck that opened to the sky and the island. We stood amid the tops of palms, looking out over the marina at the elevated end of the island. The setting sun cast an amber glow over the island, creating a candlelight effect full of complex shadows and silhouettes. Anya turned to me, still holding my hand, excited by my reaction.

“This is amazing,” I sputtered, awed by the view, the sun, and Anya.

“Isn’t it? No one really sees the island this way. Only researchers bother to come to the lab, and most of them are too busy to enjoy the deck. I love it though. I’m up here any chance I get. It’s as close as I can get to the isolation of the ocean here on the island.”

“I can see that. I’ve seen hundreds of sunsets, but nothing like this.”

“There aren’t any other sunsets like this,” she said, her voice wistful, as she ventured to the railing.

Looking out over the island, we talked about our research.

“My team and I were hoping to find reasons the shifts in the ocean floor are occurring faster than in the past and more dramatically. We already found changes of up to 100 feet in depth in spots not far from here,” I explained.

 “I think I may be able to help you,” she broke in. “Well, my research actually. And yours may help me, too. Well, more your encounter than your research.”

Excited to hear that there may be some way to enhance what we were already doing, I encouraged her to continue. She began to explain, but changed her mind, grabbing my hand again and dragging me back down the stairs and out of the lab.

She led me to a private dock behind a quaint cottage. At the end of the dock sat a 13 foot Boston Whaler with a compact outboard motor. We were both seated in the boat and rounding the end of the island before I truly knew what she was doing. 

“You dive, right?” she asked. “Free dive, I mean.”

“Uh, yea. I can free dive. I can hold my breath for about 7, sometimes 8 minutes.”

“Good, you’ll need to.” And with that, she stripped off her dress and sandals. Naked, she jumped into the water. Looking back up at me in the boat, she urged, “Are you coming?”

I took off my shirt, emptied my pockets, took off my watch, and kicked my flip flops to the side before I dove into the clear water. The ocean felt cool compared to the humid summer night, and I followed Anya down below the waves.

As we dove, she pointed below to shifting sand that seemed to be running into a crevice. I shouldn’t have been able to see it clearly. The moon didn’t offer enough light to break through 10 feet of water, but I could see the ocean floor an easy 30 yards away. We continued to move down, and the light source became apparent. Brightness seeped from one end of the crevice, glowing green. She pointed behind me. I turned, watching small specks of light flowing towards the surface of the water. They glided slowly from the trench, gaining speed and size, coming together, as they got closer to breaking the face of the water.

We also reached back towards the air, and it was only then that I noticed her gills working and the scales on her back joining as they moved down her legs.

As I followed the floating light, reaching the air and refilling my lungs, I saw close to the same phenomena I remembered from the Sea Star. The smallest specks drifted in the wind, but also seemed to magnetically attract to other orbs. With the orbs growing, Anya urged me to remain in the water and far away from the boat. Just then, the lights collided with the same sharp, metallic sound as before. However, instead of knocking me out, I watched luminous shards splinter across the ocean spray where they floated back to the water, regrouping as they went. But rather than rise into the air again, they sank back into the sea.

“That,” I blurted out, pointing at the shrapnel of the explosion, “is what I saw. That’s what knocked me out and took down the crew.”

“Is it exactly the same?” she asked.

“As far as I remember, it is. I mean I didn’t see it from below the water. We didn’t notice it until it was floating in the air. It looked like embers from a fire, but pure white. And then bam, they picked up speed and joined each other before they crashed.”

“Okay, that helps. At least now we know it is recreating the same thing you saw.

Awed, I asked, “But what is it? How can you explain it?”

Stoically she looked at me and answered. “That, we figure, is the breaking heart of the deep.”








  
 





Seventeen: Anya

 

LUKE’S EXCITEMENT AND confusion left me giddy as we climbed back into the boat. I had tried to show Phoebe and Fiona the light in the trench, but there had been only some small embers flickering about. It was nothing like I had seen alone, and even that had been far less than Luke and his crew had seen or we witnessed together.

He and I talked about the phantasm all the way back to my dock, focusing on the intensity, the noise, the absolute whiteness of the impact. There was no outside aura ringing the burst as you see with a fire or an explosion. No shading, no differences in tone or hue at all.

“This is the largest collision I’ve seen,” I explained. “They don’t interfere with anything in the water, and nothing on the island, but they’ve knocked out electrical systems on boats. And apparently they’ve knocked out a few people, too.”

He smiled back at me appreciating my small jab at him and his crew.

“That was larger than the one I saw, too. Well, from what I remember, at least. How often does it happen?”

“I’ve recorded 27 instances in the last three months, but they vary in intensity and frequency. Nothing seems patterned at all. They happen when they happen, and I’m trying to figure out why.”

“We thought, well one theory at least, was tectonic plate shifts. Amir brought it up, and considering the trench in the ocean floor, that could be true.”

I thought for a minute, agreeing, but wondering if I bothered to tell him the rest. Sensing my hesitation, Luke asked, “What is it, Anya? Is there more you aren’t telling me?”

“The trench, it isn’t very deep. And it wasn’t there until about six months ago. It seemed to begin at the reef and reach outward. When I first saw the light, I had been swimming the reef. It climbed from below the coral, up along the reef and out to the sky. Just one small orb, tiny really, moving through the water.”

“Amir tried to touch one. It shocked him, but just now it did nothing to us in the water. Why?”

“I don’t quite understand that, but I can tell you that it is happening more frequently now. And I think that if we can harness this light, this energy, we can utilize it. The combustion could fuel almost anything.”

“You’ve been thinking about it for a while then. That’s an amazing discovery. But where does it come from?”

“We think it comes from reactions within the core. But these are much closer to the surface than others we’ve heard of or seen.”

“You’ve seen this before?”

“You have to understand we’ve been swimming these waters for thousands of years. We’ve seen lots of things. There was a story when I was young about the ocean’s heart and how it broke because the love of two mer was not condoned by the sea. It was a folk tale, but it explained sea trenches to the youngest mer and the importance of listening to your tribe and avoiding poor relationship choices.”

“Oh, so the Romeo and Juliet of the deep broke the ocean’s heart? That makes sense,” he said with a small laugh.

“It may not make much sense, but it was hundreds of years ago. Like I said, we’ve seen things. But not this, and not here. There’s record of something similar along oceanic trenches that are far deeper than we were tonight. And never with any frequency to speak of.”

“And now?”

“Now it happens almost daily. And the light leaves the water. I can’t find any documentation, folk lore or otherwise, that offers an occurrence of that phenomenon. I was thinking, this could be an answer to your research though. You’re studying shifting ocean floors, changing depths, and maybe this is related. I mean we’ve seen a new crack in the ocean’s floor and now it emits electromagnetic energy. Seems related, doesn’t it?”

He took my arm, forcing me to look him in the eyes. I turned my attention to Luke and waited for him to come to the same realization I had days earlier.

“Anya, you may have discovered a new energy source in the ocean.”

“Yes. That’s what it looks like at this point.”

“You must know what this means. By the looks of it, you found an environmentally neutral, clean, self-renewing, oceanic energy source,” Luke said, shaking his head in disbelief.

“It sounds great, but it may literally be tearing my island apart. It may be breaking the ocean.”

“Whether that is true or not, Orotava won’t stay unmapped for long.”

With that, we sat in silence at the end of the dock.

*****
I wondered if I had told Luke too much when he finally turned to me. Neither of us made any motion to disembark and instead sat in the boat, feeling the waves move gently.

Cautiously, he began, “So, what do we do with this now? How do we advance your research?”

“I’m not sure, but I know I need to find out all I can about the energy source before…” I trailed off, not wanting to finish my sentence.

Luke looked at me then, took my hand in his, and spoke purposefully. “We will stay here and help then. That’s how this is going to work, Anya. The team will stay and do what we do best, research, test, theorize, and document. That is, if you’ll have us? I’m sure walking around with six human scientists must have stirred up things for you on the island.”

“Of course I’d have you. There have been comments about you and the team, but what my tribe doesn’t understand what’s going on in the ocean. They don’t realize they need you,” I explained. “But you don’t have time to do that, Luke, and you can’t make that decision. You need to talk to the team.”

And if they planned to stay, I had some serious talking to do too. The tribal council could had accepted the idea of humans on the island for a few days, but involving them in our research, our lives, would be a different thing altogether.

“No need,” he explained. “They’ll feel exactly the same way. And you and I both know that this is at the center of our research too.”

“Even if the decision to stay may put all of you in danger?” I asked him pointedly. “Is Kate going to sit here and help us, knowing her family is far away and she’s in danger?

“Danger? So you really think the trench will erupt?”

“Possibly,” I answered. “I’m more concerned about the tribe though and their reaction. And if you do decide, as a team, to stay, for how long? How much can you devote to us before you’re needed back on shore? How long until someone looks for you or expects you? Until Lucy has to start her next semester of school or Norton wants to head back to sea?”

“I can’t answer that, but I know that you’ll have us for a bit.”

His gallantry sent my mind reeling as I considered how much risk he willingly took upon himself. He couldn’t know how noble his actions were, nor how attractive. Chivalry was considerably sexy on this man. Sexy, but dangerous.

“How long until we have to explain to your team that the island is full of mer? You already know, and the longer you’re all here, the more likely it is they’ll have to face this truth, too. That will put them in even more danger. It may put my tribe in danger. You know that, don’t you?”

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he said, and finally climbed out of the boat.

“But it could, Luke.” I pressed the issue, urgency in my voice. “What happens when you head back to land, to human land, and Brando lets it slip that there are mermaids? How does Kate justify to her husband and her son that she is going to stay here and help us without telling them everything?”

“We can be discreet, you know. We’re researchers, and with that is a certain amount of discretion.” He seemed insulted, but I continued.

“I know that. But your research, your entire job, is to find things no one has found before. To make important and life-altering discoveries. Are you telling me your instinct wouldn’t be to document the mer, the island, your experiences? I don’t believe that, even if you didn’t mean to. Eventually, it would come out.”

“You don’t trust me. I guess there isn’t really a reason you should, but I’m still insulted.”

“I trust you, as much as I can. But I have the future of my island and my tribe to think about.”

“We may have more than that to concern ourselves with, Anya, and you know it. This could do more than disrupt your tribe and your island. It could open up part of the ocean. I don’t even have words to figure what that could mean.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I asked, my volume of my voice rising. I was waving my hands as I talked now, emphasizing my frustration. “Do you actually think that I don’t worry about that? The entire ocean could open up. My island could be swallowed. The coast of Florida could be flooded by tidal waves, washed away even. The whole state could be broken off of the continent. I think about all of that. And more! I think of things I’m pretty sure you don’t even know to be possible!” Sitting back a bit, I started to feel ridiculous. 

“Feel better now?” he asked me, not shaken at all by my actions. That was annoying.

“Not really. But maybe you understand a little now.”

He looked at me, care obvious in his eyes, a crooked smile on his face. “I understand, and I’m not sure I want to think about anything I haven’t already. Mass oceanic destruction is enough for me. But I also know that the more danger, the more potential damage, the more you will need our help.”

“Okay, but what happens when we fix everything and your team inadvertently tells someone? Hundreds, maybe thousands of people head to my island? Mer are captured and ‘studied’ in the way humans like to prod and dissect things? I can’t risk that.”

“If you don’t, there may not be a tribe or an island to worry about.” 

He was right. I couldn’t worry about later when right now was causing enough anxiety.

“So, was that our first fight?” he prodded, laughing a little. “It wasn’t awful or anything, but I think it counts.”

“I think it was.”

“And there are sure to be plenty more,” he said, taking my hand and leaning back, relaxed against the side of the boat and staring at the sky.

Looking at him in that moment, the moon and stars lighting the sky around us, I felt comfortable for the first time in months. Even after an argument, I felt happy, relaxed even. I wasn’t worried about the ocean’s heart breaking any more. I wasn’t worried about my heart breaking either.








  
 





Eighteen: Luke

 

WE WALKED BACK up the dock together toward the cottage. The excitement and anxiety from our conversation wound down as the sound of waves hummed a constant and relaxing note. The breeze drew across the flowers and ocean, mixing the two into a tropical perfume.

Stopping at the top of the pier, Anya turned to me.

“Luke, I appreciate your willingness to help, but this isn’t your problem. I’m not sure what we’ll do, but I know we’ll take care of it.”

She looked vulnerable standing there. The heroic mer who rescued me, who now readied to protect her tribe, seemed immediately frail and slight. Maybe it was the new discovery in the ocean, or how she looked in that moment, but I found myself drawn to her. I found her attractive before, but now she appeared a possibility in some tangible way.

With that thought, I reached for her, drawing her mouth close to my own. She leaned in easily, meeting my request with a soft and gentle kiss. She pulled back sharply.

“I can’t kiss you. I have been making terrible choices, and I don’t want kissing you to be one of them,” she confessed.

“Kissing me would be terrible?”

“No, kissing you would be wonderful. But the choice to do it would be terrible. Don’t we have enough to worry about without complicating it?”

“Everything’s complicated, you know. So what other choices have you been making?”

She blushed and turned away, obviously embarrassed. I didn’t press the issue, but I was curious.

“I just haven’t been thinking very clearly lately. Not thinking things through,” she said.

“Well, situations of high stress will do that,” I offered, still wondering what she was talking about. Before I could ask, she led me into the cottage in silence.

Her home was airy and comfortable. It reminded of something in one of my mother’s Coastal Living magazines with rosebud wall paper and white bead board ceilings. White washed shiplap clad the hall walls and there were collections of shells and blue and green sea glass in small bowls on tables and shelves. It was welcoming and soft, just like its owner.

She continued to lead me through the home and we eventually entered a bedroom with a large bay window facing the water. She sat me on the bed and stepped back. We had both redressed in the boat, and while she was covered in the soft fabric of the dress, I continued to wonder if her scales had all disappeared.

Awkwardly, I asked, “So, this is where the mermaid sleeps, huh?” I had nothing else to say and a head full of possibilities.

She moved closer, and when I opened my mouth to ask her a question, she placed one finger on my mouth, and said, “There are too many questions to answer tonight. I might as well continue not thinking, at least for now.”

I pulled back from her, holding her at arm’s length. My head swam. How? How was I standing there with her? How had the woman from the ocean come to land, come to me?

Answering those questions would clear my mind, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted her, nothing else.

She broke her silence. Her voice eased over me, filling my head.

“I don’t want to think about this anymore,” she said.

That was enough consent for me, and I bent to kiss her, brushing my lips across hers again and down her neck. Her skin smelled of ocean spray and flowers. I brushed her hair over her shoulder and lingered with my mouth on her skin. Her warm skin fluttered with her pulse, inviting me to touch her.

I continued my exploration, and she tossed her head back with a laugh much lower than I anticipated. Seeing her enjoy my touch drove me. It encouraged my gluttony. I greedily kissed whatever skin I could reach, running my mouth across her arms, neck, and face. I grazed her wrist with my teeth. Kissing each finger, I watched the longing cross her face.

“Anya, is this,” I breathed, “what you want?”

She answered by reaching for the hem of my shirt and pulling it up and over my head. She ran her hands across my chest and her lips across my neck, mimicking the movements I had made. Her fingers tripped along my abdomen, lightly tickling and thrilling me at the same time. She smiled up at me. Knowing that she wanted to feel her way across my body enticed me, and I suddenly found nothing more sensuous than making her smile.

As she learned my body, I reached for her, ready to free her body from the the dress she wore. It slipped to the ground, slowly pooling at her feet. I straightened quickly. Taking one step back, scanning her. The necklace she wore hung delicately. Her lush breasts enticed me and her body showed no sign of the scales I had seen an hour before. There was a slight, pale line under her ribs on each side. Her gills, I thought, reassuring myself that she was the mer I knew her to be.

Fascinated by her golden skin and the length of her flawless legs, I pulled her to me. Feeling the vitality of her body against my own, I selfishly held her close. She squirmed a bit, grabbing at my waist and the button on my shorts, her fingers slipping and frustrating her. I laughed at her irritation. She scowled. Getting back to work on the button, she felt my eyes on her.

“Help me,” she said warmly. I brushed her hands aside gently in order to unfasten the pants myself.

Seeing me work the button loose, she ran her hands under the waistband and down. I stepped out of my shoes and shorts, leaving them next to her dress and moving with her to the bed.

She moved to the center of the white cotton-covered bed, sinking into the comfort. I took one more opportunity to look at her. Running my eyes over her naked body, the rise of her breasts, the curve of her hips, the softness of her thighs. Her skin glowed with time spent in the sun. The combination of her eyes, open wide and taking in all of me at once, and her laugh intoxicated me as I climbed onto the bed.

I moved to her, wanting to maneuver slowly, to enjoy the last moments of anticipation knowing that I would have her. She reached for me, more eager than I initially thought. Her plan didn’t seem to align with mine as she pulled her body to me. The heat of us together made the day’s temperatures appear mild.

Anya ran her hands along my bare chest and back, avoiding my stitches and using her newly formed legs to pull me towards her. Throwing one tanned leg over my own and locking her foot behind my calf, she reached to kiss me. My fingers traced her spine, the contours of her hip. And as we kissed, she wrapped herself around me, and I took her breasts in my hands. She arched and nudged me with her hips. I grasped her and pulled her even closer.

My hand ran down across her flat stomach, down to her hip. I moved away just enough to ease into her, tasting her mouth, her neck, her breasts. She sighed deeply and relaxed into me.

Our bodies pressed together as the glow of the moon tossed itself around the room. Moving slowly, I grabbed her and eased her into a rhythm. Pulling against me, attempting to keep me inside, she rode the wave of delight she felt build in her body and escape her mouth.

“Luke, kiss me,” she said, and the sound of her voice drove me. I stopped everything and leaned forward, kissing her lovingly until I was at the brink myself. 

My motions hastened. She worked to catch her breath, panting in muted whispers, repeating my name while matching my movements measure for measure.

Her voice, her warmth, her body, it was all too much for me. I let out a strangled moan, collapsing onto her with one final motion. She caught me as I fell to her, my body limp with exhaustion.

Our bodies coiled around one another, the fascinating arrangement of limbs reminding me of a sea star.

Eventually I heard the deep, rhythmic breathing of sleep as she clung to me. If I had plans to move from that spot before she woke, they were gone now. I felt the darkness thicken as clouds moved across the moon and heard the ocean breaking onto the beach. I was happy right there, but I wondered how happy my team would be staying on the island.








  
 





Nineteen: Anya

 

AS DAY BROKE, sleep slowly cleared from my clouded head. Luke’s arm rested across my stomach, anchoring me. Without it, I felt I may float away, adrift on the ecstasy of his touch from the night before.

But my head eventually cleared as day streamed into the bedroom. I hadn’t meant to get caught up with Luke. My plan was to save him and get his team on its way. I didn’t need this complication, nor did my tribe. What was I going to do now?

There was a growing trench in the floor of the sea and a human cozied up in my bed. Neither of those promised a peaceful start to the day.

When I got up the nerve to slither out from under Luke’s arm, I moved fluidly and quietly. However, the knock at my front door startled me. I grabbed my robe and ran from my room to the entrance.

“I’m coming,” I whisper yelled.

“Come on, Anya. We’re waiting,” sang Fiona.

“For what?” I grumbled, tying the robe.

Phoebe was the first into the house.

“We’ve waited, and now we want to hear about the human!” she exclaimed.

Fiona may have let Phoebe in first, but she quickly slipped past the two of us and went directly to my bedroom.

“We can see the human, Pheebs. Come here!”

“Don’t you dare, Fiona. Both of you. Seriously.”

My annoyance and utter embarrassment started to show and my friends skulked back to the kitchen where I made coffee for all of us.

Fiona set out to interrogate me first.

“You’ve been missing since Lover Boy here showed up on the island. What’s going on?”

“Look, now isn’t the time for this conversation,” I pleaded with them. “I’ve had a breakthrough with my research. Luke isn’t even the lead story anymore.”

“Must be some important stuff,” Phoebe contended. “Stuff you might want to share with your friends.”

“I’d love to, but there is a lot going on right now. First, the energy I was telling you about is acting up, growing really. It may be the answer to Luke’s research, too.”

“And Gregorio? We saw him hanging around you lately.”

“Oh, Gregorio. I’m avoiding him as much as possible. There is something going on with him. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t care for it.”

“He’s talking all over the island about how Jinsen has assigned him to ‘stick to you’, whatever that means. And he has no issue telling everyone how wrong it is that you welcomed the humans to Orotava.”

“Well, that’s mighty nice of him, isn’t it?” I added loudly, forgetting one of those unwelcome humans was asleep in the next room.

“He hasn’t changed much since we were kids,” Fiona added, acid on her tongue. “He was a dolt then, and he’s a mean dolt now.”

“I don’t need anyone watching out for me, or watching me, or whatever it is he’s doing. And I’d think that Uncle Jinsen would know that. I wonder if my father has anything to do with it?”

“You may not think you need it, but what do you know about these people, Anya? Why are they here? Is it really research? And of what? We can’t have groups of people finding out about Orotava.”

While I continued my conversation with Phoebe, Fiona moved closer to my bedroom. “She knows more than you’d think. And she likes how he looks in her bed apparently. Woooo-whoooo, girl!”

At that, Luke groaned, rolling over onto his stomach, congratulating Fiona’s snooping with a view of his tight glutes. While they were still under the sheet, it was enough to set Fiona off on a tangent.

“He’s gorgeous! Why isn’t he naked?” she exclaimed as I made a bee line to shut the bedroom door.

Disappointed that she missed out on the chance to catch a glimpse, Phoebe pouted through the rest of our conversation. But she managed to contribute nonetheless.

“Anya, we’re both worried about the humans, but we’re equally worried about your research putting you at the center of whatever may come from all of this. Why don’t we all go to Miami, Key West maybe? Let’s just be somewhere that isn’t here for a while.” she offered.

Fiona was ready to pack up and head out too. “That’s a great idea. Let’s go! We haven’t been away in ages, and what better time than when everything is about to blow up — literally.”

“What is that going to do?” I asked reluctantly.

“Well, it will put us all out of the way, and we know Nishan would like nothing more than that,” Phoebe said, agreeing with her sister.

“But it also puts the island, the tribe at a greater risk. If the energy source is a potential problem, and if I know the most about it, I need to be here to protect the tribe.”

Phoebe refused to believe that was the only reason, adding, “And Luke, too, right?”

“And what is Nishan going to say about him?” Fiona considered.

I didn’t know, but I could guess, and whatever he said, it would be loud.

“We can’t talk about this here,” I urged. “Let’s go to the lab and I’ll show you some of the data. Maybe that will convince you.”

“Seriously? The lab? How about the beach?” Phoebe offered.

Fiona looked at us both with mock disgust. “You both know there is only one place to talk about danger and men. The bar.”

I threw my robe on a chair and fluffed my hair. Still wearing the clothes from the day the before, I followed as Fiona smiled and led the way.

We kept the conversation mundane until we reached the Sword and Tavern. But when we arrived, we found despite the odd hour, not breakfast, not yet lunch, Amir and Lucy were there talking with Rowan.

“Hey, Anya, your friends here are pretty funny,” Rowan called as we entered. “They’ve been arguing over football teams. And the funniest part is neither of them knows what the hell they’re talking about.”

“Oh, you aren’t Derby County fans?” I asked knowing my uncle’s odd obsession with the team.

“Is anyone?” Amir said with a laughhed. “I mean I’m all for underdogs, but damn.”

“They made a comeback,” Rowan tossed back the tall man before adding to Lucy, “and don’t you go talking anything more about the damn Manchester wankers.” 

Lucy opened her mouth to protest, but she merely laughed at Rowan’s indignant statements instead.

“Well, he has eclectic taste,” I offered to the humans. “What can I say? He likes what he likes.”

“And what I’d like,” Fiona interjected, “is an orange juice, some of those berry pancakes, and a  just the tiniest shot of rum.” She smiled brightened, turning to my uncle who had been serving her the same breakfast for close to 50 years.

“And you, lovely Phoebe?” he asked. 

Phoebe smiled brightly. “The same, minus the shot of course.”

“Of course,” .” Rowan smiled back.

Spinning on his heels, he headed to the kitchen.

“Aren’t you eating, Anya?” Lucy asked sweetly. She had the last forkful of pancakes ready to devour. 

“Oh, he knows what I want. I’m here almost every day.”

Returning with two plates of berry pancakes and my order of chocolate chip waffles with orange marmalade and whipped cream.

Amir faked shock at seeing my breakfast. “What the hell is that? Dessert?”

“Why not start the day with the best part? I can’t stand waiting until after dinner. That’s hours away,” I said.

“I like the way you think, lady,” Amir commented. I couldn’t have been happier with his comment, and I hoped my uncle and friends noticed the lady he added to the end. Obviously he didn’t know we weren’t human. 

Lucy and Amir, finished with their food, hung around to chat with us. They were polite and light hearted, making me laugh and listening to our stories.

“Oh, Anya, I did have a question for you,” Lucy said suddenly. Immediately I was set on edge anticipating her question.

“Well, I was wondering how long the dolphin pods have been coming to the bay? Do they breed here?”

I should have known Lucy would be dolphin focused in her interrogation, and I silently thanked her for her innocent fascination.

Calling to Rowan, I repeated Lucy’s question knowing the older mer would have a better idea of the bay’s history and the dolphins.

“Well, the four pods shift in the bay with only two here at a time. They’ve been coming here though for more than 20 years. I got to know their family trees pretty well,” he said.

“Seriously? That’s amazing. Can you come down to the bay later and introduce me, Rowan? I mean if you have time.”

“I should have some time later today. Anya, do you think you could come in for an hour and take charge for me?”

Knowing I had plenty to do, I couldn’t resist Lucy’s pleading stare, and agreed.

With that set and plans made, the humans left and my friends and I were finally able to discuss what they wanted to all along.

“Okay,” Fiona started, “they’re gone. Rowan is in back and it’s just us. What happened?”

I hemmed a bit, but knowing I couldn’t get away with not discussing the night, I started. “Well there was another collision. I’m sure you heard it. Luke and I went to see the trench and—”

Phoebe, in an unlikely gesture, cut me off there. “We don’t mean the stupid light balls, Anya. We mean with Luke. What happened with Luke?”

“Well they’re both related, really. We were talking about our research and I needed him to see the trench. It was nothing like when I brought you two down there.”

It was time for Fiona to interrupt now. “You brought him to the trench? That’s insane. You don’t know what he knows or may have done. What if the humans created the trench?” She sounded angry.

“If humans created it, they haven’t come to see it. And if it was humans, it wasn’t the humans on our island right now. He was just as surprised by it as I was. And the light. You wouldn’t believe the light!

“It was everywhere, and combing to make bigger and bigger orbs. They floated out of the ocean and then suddenly, before we really knew what was happening, they rammed together and bang!”

I knew my description didn’t do the phenomenon justice, but there weren’t any words for the white light sharply cracking through the sky.

“And that’s why I have to leave you both here now and get to the lab. I promise nothing more exciting than sleep happened last night, and I promise to tell you every detail eventually. But for now, I have to go.”

With that, I left the sisters staring at the door.








  
 





Twenty: Luke

 

I WOKE UP to an empty house. Anya left a cup of coffee in the pot and a note on the bathroom mirror, “Meet me at the lab after 11.”

Throwing on my clothes and grabbing the coffee, I ran out the door, considering whether or not I should lock it. There wasn’t much to consider, though, as there was no lock on the door. Mystery solved.

As I turned from the door, I ran smack into Anya’s friend from the tavern.

“Oh, excuse me. I was just heading out to meet Anya at the lab,” I explained with more detail than needed.

“No problem,” he said curtly. “She’s not home, then?”

“Nope, just a note. I’ll tell her you came by. Greg, right?”

“It’s Gregorio. A note? To you? If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll head to the lab too.”

As awkward as it was, I couldn’t exactly tell the mer to go away. At least he wasn’t asking me why I was at her house.

“And how long do you plan to stay on our lovely island, Luke? Are you and your team heading out soon?”

“We were hoping to get parts for our boat in the next day or so, but beyond that we’ve no plans yet. Maybe we’ll stick around. I’m sure we could help somehow.”

“Help? Help with what?” he asked. “I think you’d be best heading out. What could you possibly do that we cannot do ourselves?”

“I don’t think there is anything you can’t do, pal. But if there is a chance that we can offer support or ideas or manpower, we may stay to do so.”

“That won’t be needed. You’ll want to leave as soon as possible. Today would be ideal,” he announced definitively as we reached the lab door. And as he finished that statement, he broke into a large smile and cooed at Anya, “Good morning, darling. I’m happy to see you’re so focused today.”

Surprised, Anya’s eyes went wide, maybe at the sight of him, maybe at me, but most likely at the idea of the two of us together.

“Your friend was so kind as to walk with me this morning. Did you know he entertains the idea of staying on the island — to help us?” He hit the final three words with a bit more emphasis than I cared to hear, but she took it all in stride.

“Good morning to you both. I’m sure Luke has plenty of ideas we haven’t discussed, Gregorio. Is there something I can help you with? You don’t normally come to the lab.”

I watched her smooth his ruffled feathers with well-spoken truths. Not adding to his upset, she managed his emotions and the information he brought with ease, letting him run himself down a bit before ensuring that she would be researching the rest of the day.

“I hope so,” he said. “I would hate to think that anything or anyone was distracting you at this pivotal time. And of course, if you need anything, I am more than happy to help in any way.”

“I know you are, Gregorio. But at this point, I just need to spend time with the data.”

“Will you be heading out as well, Luke? We can walk together,” and while his voice was flowery and smooth, his eyes shot daggers at me.

“Actually, I need Luke for a little bit. He is going to run some of his data against my own. But again, thank you for coming by.” As she spoke, she moved to the lab door, ushering him out. She had some impressive conflict avoidance strategies. I could learn something from her there for sure.

Once he left, she turned to me. Now alone in the lab, she reached up to kiss me. “Good morning,” she said warmly.

“Well, that was a far nicer good morning than good ol’ Greg received.”

“Competing, are you?”

“I’m not, but he made sure to let me know he is. He would love for me to leave right now.”

“And how do you feel about that?” she asked, kissing me again.

“I think I’d rather stick around a while and see how many of these kisses you’re willing to hand out.”

We continued to distract each other with kisses until it was clear our choices included continuing the playful game and giving up on the day, or stopping where we were and moving forward with what actually needed to be done.

“Okay, okay. Time out,” she interrupted breathy and flush. “If we’re stopping, you’ll need to remove your hand from my breast.” A large smile spread across her face.

“And if we are going to research, your hands will also need to move away from my abs and chest,” I added.

Coming down from our dreamlike state, she turned to grab her notes. “I do have things I need to share with you,” she urged.

“What do you have to share?” I emphasized the double meaning a bit, laughing at my own immaturity.

She laughed too, but she also swatted me with her hand and moved to the other side of the lab. I followed, giving myself enough space to cool down, and allowing her a chance to do the same. I knew if we found ourselves within grasping distance again too soon, the day would be shot and we’d be a heap on the floor. It was a great thought, but now wasn’t the time.

“I found something interesting in the data this morning,” she called to me. “I think it’s a pattern, actually. It’s just not your typical pattern.”

“What’s that mean here?” I asked.

“Well, you know how most patterns move in one, maybe two directions? This one doesn’t.”

She went on to explain the pattern showed that while the frequency was increasing overall, it actually detoured to show a decrease in three instances before increasing. And while they came more frequently, there wasn’t a pattern to the recurrence until the twenty-fifth incident. The intensity did increase each time, but only by a small fraction.

After thoroughly explaining the predictions she made, I saw that the intensity would be noticeable to outside areas within the next few months. The folks sitting in Vero Beach, Florida would see the lights soon, and the people in Tampa would notice it mere days after that. This meant the only way to keep the world at large from knowing about the energy was to figure out how to control it.

Anya explained that the few months we were granted to control the light would be cut drastically if anything dramatic was announced at the ebbing. Taking mer holidays into account wasn’t something I had figured into any of this, but as she explained the festival and its purpose, it became obvious that she had to consider it. She worried there wouldn’t be time to further research if a warring tribe got wind of the trench and energy. Chances are they would try to control the same force.

As we talked, planning how to handle the next phase of the research project, a fax machine in the corner woke with a ring and hum, eventually spitting out one page. I hadn’t heard a fax in ages, but apparently mer communication was not done by sonar or email alone. She blanched as she held the page up for me to read:

“1. Humans are a problem. 2. Trisanthians believe the light is a weapon. Feeling threatened. ”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked in confusion.

“It means my father knows you’re here, and he isn’t happy. And when Nishan isn’t happy, the oceans rage. But worse, it means we’re in trouble, Luke.”

“Who the hell are the Trisate-, Trisanth-, whoever he said? Who are they? Why would they think you created a weapon?” I shot the questions at her rapidly and with more harshness than I meant. 

“I told you about the festival, right. Well, the Trisanthians are the most aggressive tribe of mer, and they hold the least amount of land or power. They used to be quite a force, but they came upon some economic strife and basically fell apart for about a century.

“They are often threatened by things they don’t understand or haven’t thoroughly considered. But when they are threatened, the entire mer society pays.

“They’re working to restore their position in the mer world, and they’ve been doing really questionable things to do this.”

“Questionable? What do you mean?” I asked. 

“Oh, things like working with some Middle Eastern oil barons to push the mer of that area out of the waters in order to continue drilling. Your basic bad mer stuff,” she said trying to be light-hearted. 

“Would it have been as bad if they had pushed the mer out on their own? Without humans?”

“It would still be deplorable. We don’t turn on each other that way. We have rules to our behavior, and they have kept us around for centuries. And involving humans, well, that is against most of those rules.”

“So involving humans is never supposed to be an option?”

“Never a first option. But this possible war could be the ticket to your acceptance here in Orotava. If they know what we’re up against, they’ll be more likely to tolerate you and the team.”

“Tolerate isn’t the same as accept, Anya,” I pointed out to her, finally realizing how tumultuous the situation was in her society. 

“I know, but they’ll need your help. They’ll see how dangerous it will be for the Trisanthians to get hold of this energy. No one will want that, mer or human, believe me.”








  
 





Twenty-one: Anya

 

“Why a weapon? That would mean we created it, wouldn’t it??” I growled after reading the fax again.

“It’s just a fax.” Luke tried to soothe me, but he didn’t understand the issue.

I wriggled away from him and paced out of frustration. “I suppose we could have weaponized a natural occurrence, but we’d have to know what the hell it was, or did. A weapon?”

I could see the issue become clear in Luke’s eyes as he did his best to remain stoic. “Well, it is an idea. Just an idea,” he said.

“It’s a bad idea. A horrible one. How did we supposedly take this unexplained phenomena and turn it into a weapon. They don’t even know how it works, or what it is, or what could happen as we study it. They don’t know if it would blow up all of Orotava, or the whole Caribbean, or the Atlantic for that matter.”

“You’re right, they don’t know. Neither do we. But we can take the time to find out. And that’s what we need to do right now, make a plan as to how we will find out.”

“I’ll need to call Corvan and Lucinda. Is there anyone on your team that can run data for us today?” I asked without thinking.

The implications of involving more humans in our research efforts was something I could deal with later. However, I hoped what I explained to Luke about the tribe needing him was right. I hoped that when the tribe knew our situation, they’d also know how much we needed the humans’ help.

“Of course,” Luke replied in earnest. “I’ll go get them now. I’m sure they’ll be willing to do whatever we need.”

And with that, he was out the door.

I refocused and called the mer I needed to contact. The response overwhelmed me and the lab buzzed with voices within an hour.

I tried to call everyone to order, but I fell short and couldn’t speak over those gathered in the echoing room. Instead, I urged Uncle Jinsen to grab their attention with his booming, room-filling voice.

“Welcome to all of you,” he began. “It does my heart good to see so many of you willing to help out today and on such short notice. I’m sure Nishan will appreciate all you do here.

“Anya has explained to me that her father is now officially acknowledging an environmental issue found in the ocean floor past our reef, the strange and somewhat unexplained light show we’ve been enjoying off the reef.

“As you’re all aware,” he continued, “Anya has a plan at this point that we need to thoroughly explain and which will direct our efforts beginning immediately.

“Please listen closely and direct all questions to her after her explanation. And as always, we remain strong by working together as the Obthalusians of Orotava, the ancient and respected mer tribe of the Atlantic and Caribbean Oceans.”

With that the group broke into cheers and clapping. I wondered if we should really applaud our potential demise, but now wasn’t the time to wallow in that notion.

As everyone quieted, I addressed the group, informing them of the research that I had completed and how Luke and his team factored into everything. I informed them of my father’s wish to use the energy force as a weapon, and how I was wary of that decision. There were few questions as they all listened eagerly. Maybe I had explained things well, or maybe they weren’t willing to think too far ahead and consider what already rolled around in my thoughts.

Evening came upon Orotava and Luke and his crew had not yet appeared at the lab. The hum of equipment and voices filled my head, allowing little space for thoughts of my sailor. As helpful as that was, I could feel the frown on my face and the lines creasing my brow as I worked.

Mer continued the tasks I had assigned, and Jinsen manned the fax machine and continued the stilted conversation with my father. Crossing the room, he brought a page to me.

“Nereids talking. Rumor of war.”

“What?” I exclaimed loudly enough to cause everyone to stop and turn toward me. “War? Over the light?”

This changed everything. I figured the Trisanthians would want control over it at some point, but I figured they’d wait to see what it did first. I thought we’d have time to figure it out, learn to control it, maybe even extinguish it if that were an option. I didn’t think they’d come after us for it. I didn’t think it was ours to turn over.

“Anya, keep calm,” Jinsen ordered in the authoritative voice of a mer used to being listened to. “This is not an official declaration. And the Trisanthians wouldn’t know what to do with the light anyway. They may know of it, but they surely don’t know more than you do.”

As I opened my mouth to speak, Gregorio sidled up to my uncle and interrupted, “Unless they do know more.” His voice dripped with contempt.

“How? How would they know more than we do? We’ve been researching for months and they’ve just heard about the light.”

“So beautiful, but so naive you are, Anya,” he spat.

I wanted to slap the glib look off his face.

He continued. “What if they caused this situation, this light? What if they sent the humans? There is plenty we don’t understand, and the role of the humans and the Trisanthians is a large part of what we need to figure out.”

“I’ve told you, the humans don’t mean us harm in any way. They were stranded. They didn’t look for the island, or us. They don’t even know what we are.”

“Don’t they know?” Gregorio doubted. “I know Luke knows about us. Doesn’t he?”

“Well, yes.” I tried to explain, but I couldn’t be heard over the objections of the other mer who had started listening. They stopped researching and were now an active part of our conversation.

As individuals voiced their discontent with me, my head spun.

“Now we’re not safe on our own island,” someone yelled.

Another joined, shouting, “How could you, Anya?”

“I know we’d rather not let humans know, but he needed help,” I retorted, defending my actions. “I couldn’t let him die on the reef. I thought he could help.”

“You could have let him die, and you should have,” Gregorio added. “We don’t need them and they aren’t welcome here.”

The crowd clamored in agreement, and I sunk into a chair wondering how we would ever handle all of this without Luke.








  
 





Twenty-two: Luke

 

ON MY WALK back to the guest house, I practiced what I would say to my team. I went over and over it in my head, but I kept questioning how I could ask them to stay when I knew there was danger. But I also knew they would be excited to hear about the research and that alone may sway their decisions. Maybe some would stay and some would return home. Regardless of their decisions, I wasn’t leaving.

I found the group on the back porch chatting about the island.

“I think we should delay those parts. This place is paradise,” Brandon said, stretching out in a rocking chair.

Lucy caught my eye. “Hey, Luke,” she exclaimed. “Nice of you to come on back.”

“Hey, guys. You look comfortable.”

“No less comfortable than you,” Amir added.

Kate dispensed with the civilities, cutting right to the heart of the matter. “Where were you last night? Wish you’d have let us know.”

“Come on, give the man a beer before you interrogate him. But yes, Lucas, where were ya?” Norton chimed in somewhat defending me to the crew.

“I’d love one. And I was with Anya last night. I’m sorry I didn’t let you know, but I have some important stuff for us to talk about.”

“What’s up?” Brandon asked with interest. Always the most gun-ho of the group, he was up for anything that wouldn’t tip over a boat.

Kate rolled her eyes and began a mini lecture. “Luke, seriously, what the hell were you thin—”

Normally I’d have let her say her piece. I did leave them with no way to contact me, but seeing as how we knew only a handful of what they thought were people, I obviously was with one of them. The island wasn’t large, and if they’d asked after Anya anywhere, they’d have found me. Besides, I didn’t want to waste time on last night.

Interrupting her, I started with my information. “I know, Kate, I know. I apologize, and you can feel free to harp on it later, but now we need to talk. I’m not sure where to start, so I’ll just jump in.

“Anya’s research and ours intertwine. She took me out to the reef last night, well, just beyond it.”

“Oh, a night dive. I love those. Sure wouldn’t have mind going,” Brandon admitted somewhat dejected.

“It wasn’t like that, Brando. She needed to show me something. The ocean there, just past their reef, started splitting just a few months ago.”

“Splitting?” Lucy asked.

“Basically. Where there was what seemed to be solid ocean floor is now a trench, a shallow one, but a trench.”

Amir brushed off my comments. “That’s not such a big deal. The ocean trenches all the time. It will probably cover up next storm cycle and fill back in. Tectonic shift, man. That’s all.”

“You’d think, and I did at first. But then I realized the trench was glowing. The bright light that was floating around us and the Sea Star came from there. It came from the freaking trench.”

“Okay, now that’s weird,” Kate admitted, not trying to hide her interest. “That’s really really weird.”

“I know. And I watched the specks of light, the little pieces of energy float around in the water and grow into larger balls. And I followed them up through the ocean to the surface, and they bounced around, coming together and separating. But when they reached the size of golf balls, maybe a little bigger, they zoomed through the air and BAM! They hit and shattered, raining light across the water. It was just like what we saw on the boat.

“But it didn’t knock us out. We were in the water, and didn’t affect us at all.”

Hours later the team stared at me as I finished answering their questions. I had explained Anya’s theories and how we may have an answer to our research question right in front of us. What I hadn’t mentioned was the fact that we were surrounded by merfolk.

“Okay, we need to see the trench,” Kate concluded matter-of-factly. “Let’s go. There must be a boat somewhere.”

“I’d love to show it to you, Kate, but there is something else I need to explain.”

I was dreading this portion, but if I was asking them to stay, to put themselves in danger, they deserved to know everything I knew.

“More?” Lucy asked. “A trench, energy and light originating from the core of the earth, and you say there’s more?”

“Yes, and this is probably the most unbelievable portion of it all. Um, well, the Orotavans are not as they seem,” I managed to spit out.

Norton spoke truthfully, swigging back the last of his beer and answering, “Who is, pal? Who is?”

“Well, it is a bit more than you’d think. They, uh, they’re… I don’t know if you’ll even believe me, but they’re…” I couldn’t bring myself to say anything else.

Amir, annoyed at my hemming and hawing, interrupted me. “Just spit it out. Damn, man.”

“I know, it’s just that. Well, they’re mer.”

“Mer?” Brandon questioned. “Mer what?”

“Mermaids. Mermen. Merpeople,” I conceded. “Mer. They’re mer.”

Kate, ever quick to recover, was the first to comment after a minute or two of silence. “Don’t be an ass, Luke. Mermaids? How much have you had to drink?”

“Nothing, Kate. Not a drop. They’re mer. Anya rescued me in the reef in mermaid form. She made the sharks turn back when I was all but a snack. And she transformed in a cave off the beach. Her tail is beautiful, glorious really. It’s like a sapphire, no, an aquamarine, all green-blue and matches her eyes. And she has scales that are a little darker and in the shape of a starfish near what would be her ankle. She has slits under her ribs where her gills open. They look like old scars, all whitish pink, when she’s in human form.”

I continued on, not bothering to take more than a breath. “She followed the boat for almost a week to see what we were doing near the island. She saw the light take out the boat, and she has tried to help us the entire time. With the boat, with our research. She saved my life. And now she needs us. But I can’t ask you to stay. You don’t know her like I do, and you don’t owe her.”

Lucy caught my eye then, her face pleading for me to stop my rant and allow them to catch up. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t let any of them speak before I explained the last bit of information.

“Her tribe is in trouble. There’s a chance that the light could take them out. And while we don’t expect that will happen, we know that it will be visible to the coast of Florida within months. That gives them, us, very little time to figure out what’s happening before humans head out to investigate.

“But beyond the light and the trench,” I finally spat out, “they need help protecting the light. Another tribe thinks they created it to use as a weapon, and I’m guessing they could try to take it. Since we don’t know what it is or what it does, their intrusion could only make things worse. She needs help to learn everything she can. She needs help protecting her island and her tribe. She needs me. I love her and she needs me.”

The last part surprised even me.








  
 





Twenty-three: Anya

 

LUKE STOOD IN the open door, flanked by his team. The look on his face proved he heard Gregorio’s last comment, but he remained undefeated. The crowd in the lab parted, offering him a path to me. He didn’t bother to look around the room. Instead he locked eyes with me and determinedly pushed past Gregorio to get to my side.

He reached me and took my hands.

“What do you need us to do, Anya? How can we help?” he asked.

Looking up into the faces of the team, I asked, “Does that mean you’re staying?” And with my gaze settled on Kate, I added, “All of you?”

She took a breath and answered fluidly, “Yes, Anya. We are staying. I can’t promise how long I’ll be able to stick it out, but we know everything, and we’re going to help.”

“Did you hear that? They know everything,” Gregorio pointed out to the group of mer mumbling.

“Yes, I explained all I know,” Luke replied. “It is only fair that my team, my friends, know who they’re staying here to help and defend. I’m sure you’d expect the same courtesy, Gregorio, if you were asked to help someone. That and probably much more.”

“Fair enough, but let’s get to that then. What else do you expect? I’m sure you aren’t willing to do any of this without some form of compensation,” the mer asked with a bite in his voice.

“In fact, we are,” Lucy interjected. “Maybe you merfolk are a bit more externally motivated than humans. Who knows?”

“We care about the sea, man. That’s all,” Norton added. “And Lucas. And he cares about Anya, so we’re here. Don’t bother trying to shake us.”

Leaning over, Luke kissed my cheek and helped me to my feet.

“If you’ll have us, Anya, we’re here to help.”

I looked to Jinsen, waiting for his opposition. However, he merely nodded slightly, the equivalent of rousing acceptance for my generally restrained uncle.

Then, looking to each of the humans in front of me, seeing their acceptance of and concern for me, I addressed my tribe.

“Everyone, everyone. Please hear what I have to say. The humans, these amazing people here, are willing to stay with us. They are willing to continue their research along with ours, to assist us in understanding what is happening to our ocean, our home, and our lifeline. They’re accepting of our differences, as we should be of theirs, and they have offered to stand alongside us as we prepare to protect ourselves against the Trisanthian tribe.

“Let’s not turn away valuable allies because they aren’t mer. By staying with us, they’re sacrificing. They’re staying far from their families and their own world. How many of you would do the same for strangers?”

A low rumble started as I finished speaking. Mistakenly, I figured it to be voices starting up again. To my surprise, no one had started to protest, however. Yet the sound grew louder. In unison, everyone turned to the lab’s large windows facing the reef. There, in our own bay, light danced on the waves as the sound continuously deepened and intensified.

Luke, first to figure out the danger in the bay, yelled above the roar, “Down! Everyone down!” And then, as the light grew larger and closer together, he found my hand in the crowd just seconds before the metallic crash and explosion shook the lab and sent all of us sprawling.
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The Mermaid’s Den by Ella Malone
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Laura and Tom Flynn married after she fell for him hook, line, and sinker — literally. Finding Laura in his fishing net had been a shock for Tom, but one he came to embrace as they quickly fell in love. For fifteen years, they have lived and worked by the sea, and Laura hasn’t thought once of what she left behind when she chose to marry Tom. She doesn’t regret giving up her mermaid form. It wasn’t a sacrifice. It was a good decision, and one she made to survive.

Now, with Tom missing at sea, Laura faces a decision she swore she’d never consider. In order to search for Tom and his crew, she must become a mermaid again and face the demons of the deep that she eagerly dodged when trading in her tail. Or she can stay on land and continue her life, but without Tom.

Does she enjoy her future alone, without the man she loves, or face her fears and her past in the ocean? Either way, nothing will be the same for her again.










  
 

Prologue
“If you swim away now, Laura, you’ll never be able to return. Never,” Diana, my queen, emphasized, staring down at me through steely, gray eyes.

I knew this. She wasn’t being dramatic. She was right, and I understood. I knew our laws, and I knew our traditions. But what Diana didn’t understand was my inability to do what she needed of me.

I had a choice, but a problem remained. Each of my options left me alone, far away from what I most desired. 

I wanted to remain with my sect, but I refused to be sold into what was essentially slavery. Being the seventh wife of Tritonia’s son, the crowned prince, was not a life for me. While it may offer protection for my tribe during a time of upheaval, trying to supply an endless line of male heirs seemed far worse than leaving the tribe or even the ocean. At least leaving would be a choice I made on my own.

But either way, I would leave my home, my friends, and my lover. And if I was going to be alone, I’d be alone on land and forget the sea entirely.








  
 





One

 

“Wait, wait,” I called to my new husband. “You’re walking too fast.”

“Too fast?” he said. “Really? Can’t keep up, Mrs. Flynn?” He grabbed me, cradling me in his arms.

The last glass of champagne at our wedding reception had left me hazy, smiling, and tripping on the cobblestone sidewalk. Tom wasn’t in any better shape. He could walk straight, but that last beer tipped him past his usual mellow buzz and pointed him at slap happy.

Laughing at me as I stumbled yet again, he helped me balance, asking, “Why don’t you take off the damn heels?”

“No way. There are fish guts on this sidewalk,” I said, shocked he’d suggest I remove the gorgeous, white, silk shoes.

“But if you leave them on, you’ll be on the sidewalk, too.”

He had a point, but I wasn’t willing to concede. I struggled to take another step, laughing and lunging at his arm. He caught me in a hug, pulling me close, looking into my eyes. He kissed me softly before he spoke.

“You make my life, Laura Flynn.”

Jolted from my memory, I dropped a glass as George Sullivan called to me across the bar, “Hey, Laura, another beer?”

“Dammit,” I said, slicing my finger on the glass’s jagged edge. “Sorry, George. Have it right there.”

Wrapping the small slice with a bandage, I poured the draft and carried it over to George who was looking up at the television in the corner.

“Looks like a real Nor’Easter starting up,” he grumbled in his thick Boston accent. “Wind’s coming in fast.”

After fifteen years in Salisbury, Massachusetts, I could finally understand almost everything the guys said. I’d even adopted a bit of their cropped speech, leaving the r off words here and there.

“Sounds like it. Channel 9’s been talking about it all day.”

And it had. So much so that I was already sick of hearing about the storm and it hadn’t even hit. Granted, living in a fishing community, we spent more time than probably anywhere else in the country thinking about, talking about, and complaining about the weather.

George looked down as I handed him the beer, and asked, “So, Tommy still out?”

“Yeah. I’m not expecting him until tomorrow, maybe later. You know he’ll stay out if the weather’s too much,” I explained. George, a retired fishing boat captain, had known my husband since his childhood and had captained the first boat Tom had worked. He knew Tom to be a cautious and smart captain. And with a storm raging on the coast, if necessary Tom would stay as far away as possible in order to keep his boat, his crew, and his catch safe.

“Stay out in the brine until the sun shines,” George rhymed.

With every rain or snow, I had heard the rhyme cautioning captains to stay at sea during bad weather. Tom chanted the rhyme to me the first time we met. Little did I know it would become a tenant to live by once he captained his own boat.

I smiled at George as he raised his beer in my direction in a silent cheers. His face seemed to soften and the wrinkles in his forehead lessened with his first swallow. But even with the alcohol-related rejuvenation, his face grew more leathery each day. He was a walking example of how difficult life was at sea.

Looking out the window, I saw the sky, dark and gray, hanging there, waiting. It suddenly opened, emptying itself violently. The low rolls of thunder echoed, shaking the building.

The bar door opened and a few young fishermen came in from the cold and wet, shaking it off as they crossed to a table.

I approached the men, drying my hands on the towel tucked through my belt loop.

“Hey, Laura,” the taller of the two called as I approached. He peeled off his jacket. “Damn rain couldn’t wait. I was at the door and bam. Starts pouring. How goes in here?”

“Hey, Paul. I didn’t recognize you all sopping wet. You two look like drowned rats.” I walked back to the bar and grabbed some dry towels. Tossing them to him, I asked, “What’ll it be?”

“I’ll take a Coors on tap and a burger, medium,” he said, running his hands through his shaggy, wet hair.

“Alright, and you, Mack?”

Lewis McIntyre tore his eyes off the window to answer, “Same here. Really coming down now. Bet a ton of boats are stuck today.”

“I’m sure. Nothing we aren’t use to, right guys?” I asked with a smile and what I hoped was a relaxed demeanor.

As often as I watched the rain come down and realized Tom and the boat would remain at sea, anxiety seemed to build with each rain drop. I flipped my hair over my shoulder and put on my happy face, vowing to fake it until the weather changed for the better.

The day wore on. I doled out draft after draft, my body weight in burgers, a few cups of chowder here and there, and plenty of chit chat.

The news droned on about the rain, showing large green radar bands moving southwest across the screen.

“This is Scott Nelson, reporting for Boston’s Channel 9. It looks like the weather won’t be letting up any time soon, folks. Logan has delays at this point, and we’ll be looking at that in just a bit. So get your galoshes ready, and consider building that ark. We’ll be here all night watching the storms for you, so keep it tuned to Channel 9 for the most accurate up-to-the-minute forecasts.” 

I put off calling Tom’s cell phone until this point, knowing I’d only be able to reach him if he were close to the coast. But, as I watched the last piece of day disappear, I figured I’d check now, just in case.

I picked up the bar’s cordless handset and dialed the number I knew by heart. I listened to the four rings before hearing Tom’s voice say, “Sorry, can’t answer my phone. Laura, leave a message. Everybody else, piss off.” He thought he was pretty clever for that outgoing message and despite my protests, he kept it.

“You sound really mean, Tom,” I’d reasoned. “Maybe you don’t want to tick off your buyers when they call.”

“Laura, my buyers are all guys like me. They’ll laugh and leave a message or they’ll laugh and call back later. Besides, why shouldn’t I tell it like it is?” he asked me. “I don’t wanna hear from anybody but you.”

Other guys were afraid of saying “I love you” or admitting to caring about their wives, but not Tom. He was open and friendly, and he let everyone know he was mine and mine alone.

For our first anniversary he had my name tattooed on his left arm, explaining, “The first year is paper, but the guy was out, so I let him use my arm instead.”

He was a wonderful man and an even better husband, and in moments like this, as it was dark and cold, I missed him.

As the rain continued, patrons came in looking for a warm, dry place that wasn’t home. After years running The Mermaid’s Den, I realized that people only came here when home wasn’t as welcoming as the bar. They didn’t rush here after work if they had what they wanted at home. But I was happy to have a clean place for folks to meet, grab some good food, and have a drink on nights like this. Sitting home alone was depressing even without the rain. With a storm like this, you needed people around you and good laugh. And as long as everyone was laughing, the night, despite the storm, would go smoothly. It’s when laughs turned to hurt feelings and thrown punches that problems started.

The attitude in the bar stayed friendly through the end of my shift. Despite that, by the time nine o’clock rolled around, I was ready to head upstairs to a hot bath and a cup of tea. I still hadn’t heard from Tom. I hadn’t expected to, but if I was honest with myself, there was nothing I hoped for more. Just knowing he was safe and outside the storm bands would ease my mind. No such luck though, and I was left to assume.

While living above the bar wasn’t always a blessing, not running to my car and fussing with the lock in the rain was a bonus. Instead, I said my goodbye to Clyde and Tracey, the two employees closing up that night, and turned to head upstairs.

“Turning in, Laura?” Larry, a regular and captain of the boat Dead-line, asked as I finished my shift inventory.

“Yes, sir. The rain makes the day so much longer.” I looked past Larry, to the window. I could see, in the light from the street lamp, the fat raindrops as they hit the roof of my car.

“Try being out in it all day. I wish I’d just stayed at sea really. Hell of a fight to get to dock, and we came in early.”

“When did you tie up?” I asked.

“About 2 or so. But it took more than an hour to off load. That’s the real bitch. I almost fell into the drink three or four times docks were so slick. My damn greenhorn fell on his ass laughing at me.”

“That’ll teach him, Lare,” I laughed. The thought of Larry taking a dive was too much for me. He was a big man, so the image of a redwood falling came to mind. I could easily hear his men yelling, “Timber” in my head. “Was he hurt?”

“Nah, just his pride. And that cocky little ass could do with being taken down a peg.”

“I’m sure. But don’t be too rough on him. Don’t you remember what you guys were like when you were green?”

“Nothing like these kids, Laura. I swear. They can’t find the stern of the damn boat.”

I laid my hand on his arm in sympathy. “Tom says the same thing. But you’ll learn ‘em. They can only get better, right?”

“Jesus, I hope so.” His eyes softened as he changed subjects. “Well, don’t let me keep you. Get yourself upstairs and don’t go worrying about Tom. You know he’ll be just fine.”

“Your mouth to God’s ears, Larry,” I said and gave Tom’s best friend, and the best man at our wedding, a hug.

My extended family surrounded me every night in The Den, with its rich mahogany bar and framed photographs of the town’s fishing crews and boats, past and present. There were a few pictures of our dog, Murdock, one each of the local police and fire crews, and one of the girls’ softball team we sponsored. It was a nice bar, and looking at it that night, I decided it was more than nice. It was perfect.

It was where Tom and I had marked so many occasions, marriages, births, graduations, deaths. And while not all of them were easy to recall, the bar punctuated them with warmth and friendliness.

The most recent event at the bar was the funeral reception for Tom’s father. Lloyd passed away about a year earlier from lung cancer. The disease riddled his body, metastasizing from his lungs to his bones quickly, and he was taken within six months of his diagnosis.

Devastated, Tom’s mother Nancy decided to move to Arizona to be closer to his sister Jeanie, her husband and their four kids, the only grandchildren. When she left, Nancy turned over the bar to her sons. That left Tom and his older brother Eric, who lived in Maine, deciding what to do with The Mermaid’s Den.

Their dad inherited the bar from his father in the early ’70s and everyone in the family worked there at some point. Jeanie had actually been born in the storeroom behind the bar when the roads closed due to a blizzard. Flynn blood and sweat had built the place, and Eric and Tom agreed that it should continue that way. But running The Den was out of question for Eric and his partner as they owned an architecture firm a little more than an hour away. That left me and Tom. Four or five months before Lloyd had his first biopsy, we bought the Colleen Marie from George. We were on track to turn a profit with the boat finally, but I’d been working the bar for our entire married life and knew the ins and outs better than anyone besides Lloyd. It didn’t take long for the decision to be made that I would run the bar. Each of them owned one quarter, so they paid me a nice salary and split the rest of the profit equally. It worked out well for everyone and the bar stayed in the Flynn family.

I couldn’t imagine a non-Flynn taking over The Mermaid’s Den with the door jamb covered in height marks showing how quickly children change into teens and then adults. Tom and his siblings, as well as Lloyd and his four brothers, moved up the wall each birthday. And while not as old or as sentimental, Lloyd notched a small mark in the bar over the ice well each time he witnessed a fight. There was one mark for the fist thrown after the Elk vs. Moose Lodge softball game, and another from the McGuire baby shower when the mother-to-be threw a drink on her husband’s ex-girlfriend after hearing a comment about her swollen ankles. Each piece of the place told a story, and I saw Tom in everything that caught my eye. Maybe that’s what made me love the bar.








  
 





Two

 

Murdock met me as I opened the apartment door. He managed to slobber on my shoes and shirt at the same time. It was quite the feat for a 17 inch tall dog.

“Hey, buddy,” I cooed as I scratched his head. We picked him from a litter of pups when he was a chubby ball of fur. He’d grown into a large-shouldered, typical bull dog, and his wrinkles deepened to give him a serious face. But as soon as I tousled his ears, he was all puppy again.

Mandy, George’s granddaughter, came by after school every day to walk him, but he was ready for another trip outside. Finding his leash, I grabbed an umbrella and shrouded myself in one of Tom’s old deck coats. The jacket swam on me, and I probably looked like a little girl playing dress up. I didn’t care what I looked like. I wasn’t facing the continuing downpour without the yellow slicker.

Murdock gave me a quick bark, encouraging me to get moving, and we walked down the back steps and out into the rain.

There was a nice patch of grass between the back of the building and the sea wall, but the weather obscured my vision to the point that I only saw the Southern Point light marking the breakwater through the haze.

“Okay, Doc, hurry it up. Momma is getting wet here, ya know.” I urged him to make haste as the rain soaked through my Converse. As much as I loved him, I loved the thought of being warm and dry more at that point.

Cleaning up after Murdock, I looked up and saw jetty light flash quickly three times. It happened at 9:32 p.m. each day. Town myth claimed that was the exact time a young woman, mourning her husband who was lost at sea, jumped from the rocks and into the cold ocean water in hopes of reuniting with him. But it wasn’t a myth. The only one in town who knew what actually happened 75 years ago, I let people throw the story around with varying levels of belief, never admitting my own knowledge.

I’d seen the woman jump from the rock. I watched her throw herself into the arms of the crashing waves, plunging into the ocean and bobbing halfway to the surface. She saw me, too. She reached for me, fear in her eyes, realizing what she’d done. But I didn’t help her. I swam away. As she sank to the sea floor, her face relaxed, softened in a way, and peace overcame her. Whether she was united with the love of her life I’ll never know, but I do know she was united with the sea and the sand.

“Woof,” Murdock barked, tired of the rain and ready to get dry.

“Sorry, Doc. Let’s go.” We trudged through the puddles in the dark since I forgot to hit the light on the way out.

Opening the door, I heard the apartment phone ringing and hurried myself and a drenched dog up the steps.

“Hello,” I said breathlessly before I had the receiver to my ear. “Hello.”

A dial tone answered back.

“Dammit.” I huffed and dialed Tom’s cell phone just in case. Never being one to sit by the phone and wait for a call, I quietly cursed myself for spending so much time outside.

His voice mail message made me smile, but I was upset to have missed the call if it had been from him. We hadn’t bothered with getting a decent phone or new services for the apartment line. No caller id for us, and no voice mail either. We still used his parents’ push-button, corded version. Since no one ever called that line, it seemed useless to change anything. But tonight I felt differently. I’d have loved to hit a button and dial whoever had called.

Instead, I filled the 1950s pink bathtub with hot water and bath salts. I’d kicked off my shoes at the door, but stripping off my wet socks went a long way towards feeling warm again. The rest of my clothes, minus the bottoms of my pant legs, were dry, but I was ready to shed those, too. Splashed beer, french fry oil, and dredges of soda made their way to my shirts daily, and I always ended my shifts feeling sticky.

Slipping into the water felt luxurious. It glided over my skin as I sank into it. The light fragrance of the salts wafted upward. The jasmine and lavender immediately relaxed me. I closed my eyes and leaned back, sinking to my shoulders in the warmth. And, as I sat lingering in the water, I began my transformation to my real self. Small, ink-blue dots began darkening near my knees, changing the color of my skin the way a chameleon might. The spots would completely cover my bottom half in another 10 minutes, moving across my legs from the center point. Next the scales would form and merge my human appendages at the ankle.

“Brring, brring,” the phone sounded again.

Moving quickly from the bath, the wet tile caught me off balance and I stumbled to the bathroom door. Grabbing a towel, I continued my ungraceful exit and snagged the phone mid-ring.

“Hello, are you there?” a voice sounded through the line. “Hello?”

“Yes, I’m here. I’m here.” I was almost shouting.

It didn’t sound like Tom, but I didn’t know who else would be calling.

“Hello? Can you hear me?” The line crackled, breaking up with almost every word.

I pressed the phone to my ear desperate to make out the caller’s voice and to have him hear me.

“Tom, is that you? Tom? I’m here. Tom?”

“If you hear me, we’ll be alright. Laura, are you there?”

The line crackled some more and went dead.

Convinced it was Tom, my mind started going. Why would he call if there wasn’t a problem? Whoever it was, he said they’d be alright. That meant there was a problem.

I decided tea wasn’t going to be enough, and I opened a bottle of Pinot Noir instead. Sipping the wine, wrapped in Tom’s favorite Patriots sweatshirt with my hair in a towel, I wondered why Tom would say what he did on the phone. They would be alright. I played the call over and over in my mind. They would be alright. But why weren’t they alright now?








  
 





Three

 

I woke up in the morning with the empty glass in my lap and a painful kink in my neck. Murdock slept soundly at my feet as I worked to escape the chair without toppling over. The rain had stopped, but thunder still sounded. The slow rumbles resembled waves more than the low, barreling noise from the day before.

Listening, I heard something else. The wind seemed to carry a higher pitch, almost like a cry. I couldn’t make out a voice or words, but the fact that I listened so intently put me on edge.

I went to the sliding door leading to our second-floor deck and looked out over the water. The whitecaps rolled across the sound and the jetty light could just be made out if I looked far to the south. Everything was as I’d left it the night before. Nothing seemed out of place in the apartment, on the deck, or in the yard. As for the sea, everything was as I’d left it there, too. Fifteen years had gone by quickly, but I knew the sea would remain the same. The tides would roll, the waves would shift, and the currents would move. Nothing ever changed in the sea, and I had known that when I left it behind.

Tom hadn’t known my secret for the first months of our relationship. It was ironic really. Despite him literally catching me in his fishing net, he had no idea I was a mermaid.

My friend Holly and I had been walking along the wharf, heading to a boat to get something from her boyfriend. Laughing at something long since forgotten, I hadn’t paid attention to where I stepped. I tripped over a bait bucket and landed in Tom’s net. It took about three seconds for me to tangle myself up enough that I needed help to get out of it.

“Look what you caught, Flynn,” George called out when he saw me fighting the nylon wrapping itself around me.

Raising his head from his work, Tom caught sight of me struggling and started to laugh. His laugh, when he really gets going, is more of a guffaw than a laugh. He waves his arms and stomps. His eyes fill with tears and everyone laughs along with him, even if they don’t know why.

At that point, I stopped struggling and joined him. The two of us were laughing as he tried to help me out of the net. Unfortunately, disentangling takes some concentration, and instead of getting free myself, we merely succeeded in entwining him in the net, too.

So, there we sat. Two strangers laughing together and playing a strange real-life Twister game. 

George and Holly helped us find freedom again, but it took some time. Meanwhile, Tom and I bumped into each other and awkwardly grasped one another trying to right ourselves.

“Maybe you didn’t catch her after all,” George said. “Maybe she got you, man.”

“I’m not complaining either way,” Tom replied, grabbing my hand purposefully, but not to remain standing.

I could feel my face redden with something other than embarrassment. The exciting feeling ran through me and I knew I wanted more of Tom Flynn.

As cliche as it sounds, we were basically inseparable after that. We met later that night at The Mermaid’s Den where he bought me a drink and let me win a few games of darts although he denies losing on purpose.

We had moved into the bar apartment together within three months despite his mother’s concern. I knew she had a point when she told him we hadn’t known each other long enough.

“Who are her people, Tom? You don’t know any of her family,” she said to him one Sunday night after the family dinner. Jeanie and I were in the kitchen washing dishes.

“I told you this. She told you this, Ma. Her parents are gone, died years ago. Her grandmother raised her and she’s gone too.”

“But don’t you find that odd? Shouldn’t she have someone left?”

“Not all of us have such wonderful families, you know. And if she doesn’t want to know hers, there must be a reason. Not everyone has you, Ma.” He grabbed her hands warmly and kissed her cheek trying to ease her concern.

But what I wasn’t willing to tell Tom, Nancy had already figured out.

“Thank you. But it still worries me. There is something she doesn’t want to deal with, Tom, and that could come back at you one day.”

“I know, I know,” he’d said, not really believing her.

She couldn’t have been more right, though. I was hiding things from him, and he found that out a few weeks later.

Tom walked into the small bathroom one night while I was in the tub. I hadn’t heard him knock over the music playing, or else I would have covered up or asked him to wait. After knocking a few times, he gave up and came in. He opened the door and came face-to-face with his girlfriend, the mermaid.

Hollywood hasn’t gotten much right when it comes to my kind, but the scene in Splash where Daryl Hannah’s character unfolds her tail in the oversized tub is on the money. Tom stared at my tail, in all its beautiful and freak of nature splendor. My fins are long, almost like a betta or angel fish, and truly lovely. My tail, covered with scales, shines with a deep metallic blue. But my fin, is variegated with turquoise and black. I’ve always loved my tail, and keeping it hidden takes a toll on my anxiety level and my pride. But I wasn’t prepared for Tom to find out that way.

“Uh, Laura, honey, what the hell is that?” he asked in a tone his active attempt to control his voice.

“Don’t panic. It’s alright. I promise it’s okay,” I urged, trying to keep him calm. Our bathroom truly wasn’t big enough to accommodate the break down he probably felt building.

“How do you figure that? I walk in and my gorgeous fiancée is in the bath,” he began explaining, “ and has a tail. Is that okay? Is that really, alright, Laura?”

“Well, when you put it that way,” I kidded, trying to ease the moment’s tension. 

“Laura, what the hell? Seriously. What’s going on?”

He stared, shaking his head back and forth, attempting to piece together the situation.

“I have a tail. That’s all.”

“That’s all? That’s freaking all?”

“Well, I have a tail because I’m actually a mermaid.”

“A mermaid? Oh, so that’s it. Nothing big going on here. Just a mermaid in my tub.”

He was taking it far better than I anticipated, but I knew he could become overwhelmed if I said the wrong thing next.

“Why don’t you go sit down. I’ll dry off and come explain,” I said.

“Dry off? Like become human again?” he asked.

“Kind of. When I’m not submerged in water, my tail turns back to legs. I’ll explain everything in a minute.”

“No, no. I don’t want to go sit down, Laura.” Instead, he put down the toilet seat and sat there. He reached out to finger my fin the way someone would try to touch a butterfly wing.

“Go ahead,” I urged. If he wanted to know, I’d tell him. If he wanted to see or touch it, I’d let him. Anything to keep him calm and in my life.

With his voice low, quiet, he asked, “When were you going to tell me?”

This man amazed me. He sat there, stroking my tail, moving his fingers over my fin and scales, and his only concern was when I was going to tell him. 

“Honestly, I wasn’t sure you’d even want to know.”

“Want to know? This isn’t the kind of thing I wouldn’t want to know, Laura. This isn’t the kind of thing that I should have a choice to ignore. Or that you have a choice not to mention.”

“I understand, but I couldn’t decide how you’d react, Tom. And once you knew, you couldn’t unknow.”

“So, were you going to tell me before our baby was born with a fish tail? Or were you going to avoid water the rest of our lives?”

“Our baby? We don’t have a baby.”

“No, but you have a tail. You have a tail and that’s what you fixate on, the idea that I want us to have a baby?”

I decided the tail was enough to figure out. Now wasn’t the time to discuss the impossibilities of interspecies reproduction and why we wouldn’t have that baby.

“You’re right. And you know now, so let’s start there. Ask whatever you want?” I wanted him to stay right were he sat, to keep talking to me about it. Suddenly, now that he knew, I wanted to tell him everything.

“Questions. Yes, I have questions.” He continued to stroke my tail. It seemed to lull him.

After a minute, he looked into my eyes, and the spark that normally sat there was even brighter. It was as if he realized he held a great treasure.

“Where did you come from?”

“The ocean,” I joked unsuccessfully. He frowned, not ready for jokes. “Okay, too soon I guess.”

“Yea, a little.”

“Well, mer lives in tribes across the globe. Most live in the oceans, but there are freshwater mer, too. My tribe, the Lunaria, lives off the coast of Massachusetts, basically in your fishing zone.”

“Tribes? What makes a tribe?” he asked.

“There are different types. My tribe is a female faction. All mermaids, no males at all. A true matriarchal society. But others are blended factions or all men.”

“And you live in the same water I fish? Why doesn’t anyone know? I mean someone must have seen or even caught a mermaid.”

“You caught one,” I laughed, and at that, he laughed too. “But I guess you meant that a little differently.” 

He smiled at me, and I continued. “We’ve been in the seas for thousands of years, so we’ve watched humans explore, evolve, and expand. We’ve see your species grow and take over more and more land and sea. But we’ve also figured out ways to avoid you. I mean there are still areas of the ocean you can’t explore after all.”

“That’s true, but I figured with all the guys around here, all the fishing, someone would have told a story about mermaids somewhere.”

“I guess you haven’t listened hard enough. Don’t you remember the story your mother used to tell you about the mermaid who towed in the ship during the Revolution?”

“What? You mean the kid’s story? The one where the ship is under attack from the British?”

“That’s the one. And it’s true. She was a Lunaria. She had a crush on the captain, and when he and the crew were in danger, she sacrificed herself to ensure his safety.”

“Well, I guess you guys have been around a while,” he said as if it suddenly made sense. However, his satisfaction was fleeting and more questions came.

“But why are you on land? How are you here? Does this,” he said pointing to my tail, “happen whenever you’re in water?”

“We can come to land whenever we want, but most of us don’t bother. We have enough to explore in the ocean and we find it easier to stay there. But if we want to come to land, we just have to sit and dry out. Once the water leaves our scales, our tails transition and voila, legs.”

“So in water, tail, out of water, legs? That’s it?”

“Pretty much.” It all sounded simple and uneventful in those words.

Tom turned to me, taking his eyes from my tail to my face. The lines in his forehead showed worry, and his voice came faster than before.

“You aren’t going back, are you? I mean we’re engaged. You aren’t going to just go back to swimming, are you?”

The look on his face broke my heart. I never thought he’d be concerned about me leaving when he finally figured out my secret. If anything, I figured I’d be sitting alone as he walked away.

“Oh, no, Tom. I’m not going back. I’m never going back. I promise you. Never.”

“Never? But you’re family — you do have family, right?”

“Yes, I have family, but it isn’t like here, on land. Family is a different thing there. We don’t live the same way. We are linked by blood, but little else.”

“And you don’t miss it?”

I considered his question. I’d been honest about everything up to this point, but did I explain the rest? Could he handle that?

“I don’t miss it, truly. I left under not-so-good circumstances, and I never had plans to go back.” I hesitated, but I needed to get it all out at once. No more hiding things from this wonderful man. “Actually, I was told to leave. I can’t go back.”

“You can’t? Why?”

“It’s a long story, but I wouldn’t sacrifice myself for my tribe, so I was exiled. And I’d do it all over again.”

At that, he got to his knees next to the tub and reached to cup my face with his hands. He leaned in, pressing his lips to mine.

Pulling back from me just slightly, he whispered, “Why don’t you dry off now? We can enjoy that human form a little.”

Then he pulled the drain plug, scooped me into his arms, and carried me to the bedroom.








  
 





Four

 

Doc and I went for our walk. I spent most of it tiptoeing around puddles, but not Murdock. He happily splashed, his paws wet and muddy. We left the yard, heading towards the dock where Tom kept the Colleen Marie. The empty slot where she normally sat crushed me even though the other slips were empty too. Everyone was back at sea since the fishing was normally good after a big storm.

I wondered if Tom and the crew were throwing nets already. I wondered if they could. I kept reminding myself that he could only call if he were close to the shore, so there was a good chance he was out too deep, fishing his heart out.

But there was a chance he wasn’t doing that.

The call didn’t make sense, and the phone hadn’t rung since.

“How goes, Laura?” Debbie Sullivan called to me from across the street. George’s wife was his bookend. With brutally short salt-and-pepper hair under a Red Sox cap and a cable knit sweater, she looked every part the fisherman’s wife. 

“Look at you. Out early today,” I replied heading in her direction. “Feeling better?”

“That I am. And about time, too. One more day of me down and out and George may have had to do laundry.”

“Lord no,” I said matching Debbie’s tone of mock disgust. “Not laundry.”

“Thanks for keeping the man fed while I’ve been under the weather. He’s only willing to eat one cold meal a day. Said he ate too many bowls of cereal on the boat, and he damn well ain’t eating them now.”

“I’d be happy to keep George in hot meals any time. I tried to send some home for you, but he said the treatments left you pretty bad this time.”

“Chemo takes its toll. It isn’t fit for healthy folks, after all.”

“But it’s working?” I asked. Debbie was suffering from breast cancer, but her doctors were optimistic that it would be gone after her double mastectomy and a little chemotherapy.

“It is. And I finally, after all this time, don’t have to wear a bra. It’s almost Heaven, Laura, Heaven.”

I laughed a little. Only Debbie could find the silver lining in such a drastic surgery.

“That’s great news. You’ll be out and about like normal in no time, I just know it.”

“That’s my plan,” she said with a smile. “So, did Tom come in last night? George said you hadn’t heard anything by the time he came home.”

“No, he didn’t. I’m sure he’s fine though. But if you hear anything, just give me a call. I’m in the bar all day today.”

“No problem, hun. I’ll keep my ears open. That man of yours is a hell of a captain. I’m sure everything is just fine,” she said reassuringly.

“Oh I know. I’m sure he’s just meeting limit right now. You know how focused he can get. And the guys won’t let him come home if they’re on a streak.”

“Exactly. Well, I better head back in. If I wear myself out too early in the day, that man of mine will have to vacuum, too.”

“Bye, Debbie. Let me know if you need anything at all. Anything,” I reiterated. They were wonderful people and made great neighbors. Debbie had been the first one at the hospital when we heard the news about Tom’s dad, and she organized the funeral reception, too.

As she headed back in the house, I thought how great it must be to have been in love with the same man for 40 years, to raise your children with him, and rely on him. I wanted that. But there were parts I’d never have. Tom and I would not have children, and every time I thought about it, I wanted to cry. But there was plenty of happy in our lives.

And if I wanted that happy to continue, Tom needed to make it home.

As Doc and I headed back home, I wondered not only what Tom was doing, but exactly where he was. The storm had been bad, throwing around shingles and tree limbs. But it wasn’t so bad that other boats, smaller boats, didn’t make it back. I decided to ask around at work that day. Hopefully someone had seen or radioed with the Colleen Marie. If nothing else, sailors had a great personal GPS network. If anyone had been in contact with Tom, I would know.

I would have to wait a bit to start asking questions though. The bar wouldn’t open for a few hours, but I had plenty to do.

Being in the bar before everyone else was comforting in a way. I could sit down and finish the desk work in peace with only the hum of the coolers interrupting. But today was different. I felt lonely sitting behind the old desk in the back office rather than studious. I kept checking the clock to see when Tracey would be in, and each time I looked, a disappointing 4-5 minutes had passed. I found myself checking and rechecking numbers as I looked at the books and inventory sheets.

“Hey, Laura, I’ve got three new ones for you to try”, Matt, my beer delivery guy, shouted from the back door and startling me so badly that I smacked my knee on the desk and half its contents plummeted to the floor.

“Dammit,” I yelled.

“You alright?” he called, racing to the office.

“I’m fine. Just banged my knee.” Looking up, I noticed the stapler in his hands, prone to shoot anything in front of him. I started to laugh. “What were you going to do with that?”

His mouth stretched into a sly smile. “Shoot,” he said. “It’s not like I found a gun or a sword or even a bat on the way back here. I had to do with what I had. Pretty good, huh?”

“Yep, that would have helped if I’d been attacked by walking paperwork.”

“Weren’t you?” He motioned to the desk’s contents on the floor.

He had me there. “True. Very true. So, what were you saying before?”

“Oh I’ve got three new beers for you to try. Just filtered and ready to go.”

Matt hoped to open his own bar someday, and if not a bar, at least a brewing company. Most of his brews tasted great. But the last one he had me try left me sour to the thought of trying another one.

“Three? I’m not sure I want to try one today, Matt.”

“Oh come on. You know that last one was a mistake. I had no idea Joey put salt in it.”

My face puckered at the memory. The brew had been so salty that I expected he’d used sea water in the process.

“I know, but that doesn’t make me more eager to try these,” I admitted.

He nodded in agreement and poured two half shots of each anyway.

“If I drink it, you’ll know it’s fine. So here you go. Bottoms up.”

As I drank and critiqued the first, a honey-colored lager with a nice finish, I asked about Tom.

“Have you heard from Tom at all? I mean in the last day or so.”

“Nope. Why? Something up?”

“I hope not. The storm must have put him off course is all. Just waiting to hear.”

“I’m sure he’s fine. Good ol’ Tom is too mean for the sea to touch.” He patted my hand awkwardly, as if he figured a worried woman needed something like that. “I hated watching my mother go through that all the time. I never wanted to sail. I’m not leaving a woman of mine sitting home waiting for me.”

“No,” I countered with a smile, “you’ll leave her waiting for you as you baby your beer.”

He chuckled. “Yes, ma’am. But Jennifer always knows where I am, and half the time I have Joey with me. That’s not quite the same as setting sail and leaving her and my kid behind.”

“You’ve got a point. You’re a great husband, and a super dad, too. Jen and Joey are lucky to have you. Even if you spend your life with the sauce.”

I liked my relationship with Matt. He was a few years younger and a cute guy, all shaggy blond hair and green eyes. But we were far more like close cousins than friends. His wife and I played tennis when we could, and Tom and I had babysat for Joey since he was six months old. Matt had a good heart and a great family, and I should have taken his words about Tom to heart. Instead, though, I thought about his mother and how many times she felt as I did.

Tracey came in and saved me from my thoughts and from the other taste tests. She considered herself a bit of a beer sommelier, and I figured her taste buds were better off than mine, having not tasted the salted concoction the week before. As they continued the critique, I went back to the office and tried to straighten up before I turned on The Den’s neon open sign.








  
 





Five

 

I talked to every customer in the bar and asked about Tom that shift. Even folks I was sure didn’t know him at all were subjected to my sudden interrogation. The problem was that I heard nothing. No one had seen the boat or talked to him in the last day. Paul had seen him pulling out the morning before, but that was the last anyone could tell me.

When my questioning didn’t get me what I hoped, I called Kelly. She and Tom’s first mate, Dave, got married only three months earlier. I figured if anyone was calling home, it would be the newlywed.

Kelly answered the phone with more than a little pleading in her voice. “Dave, is that you?”

“Uh, no, Kelly. It’s Laura Flynn. Is everything alright?”

“Oh, Laura, I wish I knew. Have you heard from Tom? Are they alright?”

“Well, no I haven’t. In fact, that’s why I was calling you. I’m absolutely certain that they’re fine, but I was hoping maybe Dave had gotten a hold of you.”

“I haven’t heard from him. Not since he left yesterday morning. I was expecting him to call when they tied up yesterday. We got in a fight before he left, and I told him all he cared about was that damn boat. And now I haven’t heard a word.”

“I remember Tom and I fighting about the same thing. I’m sure that isn’t why he hasn’t called. I think the weather kept them last night. I was just hoping someone had heard. That would mean they’re getting closer to port.”

“I just hate when he goes out like that. I don’t like him being gone when we fight. Not when everything seems so unsettled, ya know?”

“I do. All too well. But he’ll be back soon and you’ll work it out. Sometimes making up makes arguing worth it.”

She giggled, sounding like a child for a minute. 

“Thanks, Laura. Hey, have you tried Sonya yet?” she asked. “Maybe Phil called her. Not that she’d hear the phone with all those kids running around.”

“No, not yet, but I will. She’s next on the list.”

We said our goodbyes and I dialed Sonya’s number. She answered on the seventh ring, long after most answering machines would have picked up.

“Vaughn residence,” she said in a clear and unaccented voice.

“Hi, Sonya, Laura Flynn. How are you today?” My normal informal tone disappeared and I found my voice suddenly matching hers.

“Oh, hi, Laura. I’m great. Two months to go. I’m counting down.”

Pregnant with her fifth baby, Sonya had her fingers crossed for a girl to add to her brood of running and toddling boys.

“Two months? Is that it? Wow. Won’t be long now and we’re baptizing Baby Vaughn.”

“You bet. And I’ll finally be able to have a beer. That’s what I’m really counting down for.”

I laughed, knowing her statement was true. Each pregnancy made her crave the one thing she wasn’t supposed to touch, a pint of Matt’s Mermaid Lager.

“Soon, and I’ll pull you the first cold one off a new keg. I promise.”

“So, what’s up?” she asked, allowing her area accent to slip back into the conversation. The proper pronunciation was for strangers, not friends and family.

“I was just wondering if you’d heard from Phil? Nothing’s wrong, but I was expecting Tom last night and haven’t heard.”

“Nothing yet. But if he’s smart, he’d stay away for as long as he can. This place is a wreck.”

“Sounds pretty quiet actually,” I said, surprised that she hadn’t yet hollered at or to one of the boys.

“It’s nap time, thank god. I mean I have to put Jeffy in his room and gate it up since he opens the door and tries to run around, but it worked this time. Ma took them to the park earlier while I went to the doctor, so they’re all tired now. Speaking of, so am I. You mind if I cut this short?”

“No problem. You get some rest. If you need anything, let me know. I can always get someone to cover me at the bar. And if you hear from Phil, can you let me know?”

“Will do, Laura. See you later.”

As she hung up I heard one of the boys crying, probably Jeffy, her baby. At a year and a half, he was a handful of loud noises, both giggles and sobs.

There were a few more people I could call, but considering all the negative responses I’d already heard, I figured I’d take a break. I’d rather hear nothing than hear no one knew were he was. If I stopped calling now, I could hold onto a little hope at least.

Instead of making another call, I grabbed a stool next to Larry.

“Any word yet?” he asked, handing me his beer.

Taking a swig from the iced mug, I answered with a frown.

“Nothing, huh? Well, he’s probably just making limit, Laura. Fishing was good today.”

“Oh you went out? Where’d you head?” I hoped he may have gone a different direction than Tom had the day before. At least then I’d have a reason Larry didn’t see him.

“We were out in George’s Bank today, yesterday too. Didn’t see Tom, though. Sorry, Laura.”

“That’s alright. I figure he went north yesterday. He likes it up past Jordan’s Basin.”

“You’re probably right. He’d have headed further east from there when the storm came in. Probably south east to get some calmer water.”

“It’s a smart move, so let’s hope that’s what he did.” I smiled at Larry and gave him back his beer.

Because I was off shift, I waved Tracey over and ordered a burger with crispy onions, my one bar food weakness. A good medium-rare burger dripping with Swiss cheese and loaded with fried onions could make almost everything better in my world — up to this point that is.

She brought back the burger, and I took the first bite eagerly. Juice ran down my hands and my chin, and I thoroughly enjoyed the bite and the moment. But the moment was short.

Larry elbowed my arm and motioned to the television.

“Breaking news from Boston’s Channel 9. It appears a fishing vessel, the Colleen Marie, out of Salisbury, was found off the coast of Monhegan Island, Maine, just about an hour ago. The ship’s crew was disoriented and did not remember any incidents. They also were unsure of their location. They are facing no major health concerns. However, one crew member, the ship’s captain has not yet been located. Authorities have not yet been able to contact his next of kin. More on this strange story at 6.”

 The bar erupted with voices, all focused on me, and I was unable to make out anything, including my own thoughts.








  
 





Six

 

“You have to get an answering machine, Laura. Jesus, the phone hasn’t stopped.” Candy, my best friend, called to me in the bedroom.

If I had an answering machine, I would have at least been able to hear the first messages the Coast Guard left. They would have known they reached the right house. Instead, they called not only me, but Eric, Jeanie, and Nancy. His mother answered first. She got hold of Jeanie at work, and I got a call from Eric who explained that both his mother and sister were too upset to call me.

“Laura,” he started when I answered the phone, “I can only hope you are crying your eyes out. If you just didn’t bother to call us, that’s unforgivable.”

“Eric, Eric,” I tried to interrupt him before he read me his version of a riot act which was sure to include multisyllabic words I’d be looking up later. “I just found out. It was on the news. I haven’t even heard from the Coasties yet.”

“Oh, god, Laur. I never thought they’d talk to anyone else first. Jesus, I’m such an ass. I’m sorry.”

“I just came upstairs. I guess maybe they called here, but they never called the bar. I would have called, Eric. I hope you know that.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I can’t say it enough. And you still haven’t heard from them?”

“No, but they may be trying to call now. Before I hang up though, what did they say?”

“Ma said they told her they found the boat and the crew, everyone but Tom. The crew didn’t remember anything at all and had no idea how they ended up so far north. I mean that isn’t where Tom normally heads, is it?”

“No, that’s pretty far up. And it’s too close to land for them to be fishing it,” I said thinking about the island I had struck from my memory years ago.

“That’s what I thought. I guess no one knows what happened to Tom, so they’re checking the island, Manana Island, and the bay. They’re looking over Smutty Nose, too.”

The name of the small island Eric listed last always made me laugh, but not today. Today I just wanted him to keep talking so I could avoid being alone with any thoughts about where Tom may be.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Well, nothing yet, but they said the storm may have washed him over. But that’s all. You should get off the phone now. They’ll be calling soon. And don’t worry about Jeanie and Ma. I’ll call them now and let them know what’s going on.”

I hung up the phone with a numb hand. My whole body felt dead at the moment. But the sudden ring stirred me and I reached for the receiver.

“Hello.”

“Is this Laura Flynn? This is Petty Officer Joe Wilks calling from the United States Coast Guard.”

“Yes, I’m Laura. You found the Colleen Marie?” I asked as if I didn’t already know the answer.

“Yes, ma’am. We did. She was off the coast of Monhegan Island in Maine. Are you familiar with the area?”

“I am actually. What condition was the boat in?”

“The boat? The boat is fine. No damage at all.”

“And the crew? Minus my husband, of course.”

“The crew is fine as well. No injuries but an odd amnesia situation. No one seems to remember anything after leaving the wharf yesterday. But your husband, Ms. Flynn, is the reason I called.”

“I know. He’s missing. I understand. I’m sure you’re doing what you can.”

“Well, yes, yes, we are. But there is something you need to know.”

“Look, Officer Wilks, I’ve already seen the news and talked to my brother-in-law. I think I understand.”

“No, there is more, Ms. Flynn. If you’ll give me a minute, I have some information that was not released to the press or the rest of the family as of yet.”

“More information? Uh, okay,” I said, confused as my head raced trying to prepare myself for what he might say before he said it.

“Well, Ms. Flynn, it seems there was a report of a man swimming in Deadman Cove toward Inner Duck Rock. And there was another report of a man sitting on the rock with the seals later in this morning.”

“Tom? Do they think it was Tom?”

“Well, it may have been, but there is no trace of him at this point. The rock isn’t large, and it’s surrounded by cold sea, Ms. Flynn.” He took a breath, preparing himself for the news he needed to pass along. “If he was on the rock, he isn’t now. And since the closest body of land is Monhegan, and no one has seen him there, so we have classified your husband as missing.”

“Missing? Okay, missing is better than dead,” I said a bit more lighthearted than I meant to come across.

“But missing isn’t good. And in three days’ time, we will assume him dead and stop our search.”

“I understand,” I answered with a sob stuck in my throat. “Thank you for your time. If you don’t mind, I’m going to get off the phone now. I have family to contact.”

“Of course, Ms. Flynn. Please know we are doing our part, and I’ll be in contact if anything else arises.”

“Thank you, Officer Wilks. I appreciate it.”

Candy had been hanging on my words trying to make out the rest of the conversation as I spoke to the petty officer.

“What’d he say?” She urged me to repeat our conversation word-for-word.

“Basically, they don’t know where Tom is. They have reports of a man swimming to a large rock or island really, but they searched it and he wasn’t there.”

“Do they think it was Tom?”

“They aren’t sure. There’s really no way to tell. I mean whoever saw the guy may have just seen a big seal.”

She caught herself laughing and cut it off.

“I’m sorry, Laura. I didn’t mean to laugh. But the thought of Tom being confused with a seal was pretty funny,” she said with an apologetic smile. “So, now that you know that, what do we do?”

“Actually, Candy, do you think you could go downstairs and let everyone know what’s going on? I think I’m going to call Jeanie now, and if you could spread the word, it would cut down on these phone calls.”

“That I can do,” she said grabbing her coat. “You rest a little if you can, and I’ll swing by later if you want. Brandon can hang out with the kids.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll be alright for now. I think I could use a little privacy. And I know how to get you if I need you.”

“That you do, and with that crowd downstairs, you’ll just need to open the door and shout if you need anything at all.”

She gave me a hug, told me one more time that she could come back any time if I needed her, and headed down to the bar.

Now, alone, I faced the fact that while the Coast Guard and his crew may not know where Tom was, I did.








  
 





Seven

 

The small islands littering the Atlantic coast off of Maine were great places to fish if you were human and seal alike, and especially if you were a mermaid. The Lunaria spent most of their time in the water between the islands, running with the fish from Monhegan Island north to the much larger Allen Island. In order to protect our fishing and breeding ground, we moved back and forth between the two, basking on the smaller islands and rocks.

It wasn’t a coincidence that Tom went missing in the same area. The Lunaria had scouts in the human world, and they knew plenty about the fishing boats and the humans who ran them. There was no question that my tribe, Dianna specifically, knew who Tom was and where I ended up.

The question now was what they wanted with Tom and where they had taken him.

Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out. As much as I hated the idea, if I wanted to know what happened to Tom, I’d have to go see for myself. That must be what Diana wanted. This was her way of calling me to her. Obviously there was something she wanted from me, most likely something she needed me to do. That was her M.O. after all, getting me to do whatever she wanted by any means necessary. But it hadn’t happened the last time she tried it, and it wasn’t going to happen this time. At least not the way she wanted it to.

I couldn’t return to the tribe. I had been exiled, and there was a chance I could be killed if I’d misinterpreted the situation. If Tom was missing and it had nothing to do with the Lunaria, I would be sailing into hostile waters. But it Diana was holding my husband, I would never forgive myself for not going to him. Diana could be ruthless when she wanted to be, and humans were by far not her favorite species.

Mandy had taken Doc with her after hearing the news, hoping to lighten my responsibilities. She loved having Doc around, and while I was happy to loan my puppy out when she asked, I really wanted to snuggle with him as I considered my options.

As the night wore on, it started to rain again. Not the downpour of the day before, but a soft smattering of rain that glazed the windows and sounded musical rather than menacing.

I listened, waiting for an answer to come to me. Should I go to Tom, face what I’d avoided our entire life together? Did I avoid the Lunaria and forfeit my chance to see if they had Tom?

Soon I realized my options weren’t truly options. I waited long enough, and now the decision was made. There was only one answer.

I needed to go to Tom.

My husband had accepted me when I was at my most vulnerable. Dejected by my lover and banished from my home, I entered the human world looking for a place to hide. Massachusetts seemed far enough away to avoid any tie to the tribe, but to still enjoy what I loved about New England. The changes of seasons may not be what all mer savor in the sea, but the seasons brought something special to the ocean. Along with shifts in air and water temperature came changes in fish species and human activity. I enjoyed the transformation of the ocean and deviations from the normal.

There was the problem with Diana’s demand. I would never have a change again if I’d married Tritonia’s son. My days would be planned for me. Hours sitting in court, amongst his other wives, with the rest of the day spent either tending to my children to trying to conceive was not a schedule I planned to adjust to, but Diana didn’t care about that.

While there were plenty of other mermaids she could have chosen to fulfill her promise to Tritonia, she chose me. And much like I found out about Tom, I found out about her decision.

Diana had called a tribal meeting, assembling all of the Lunaria of breeding age or older in order to make her announcement.

“My sisters, we are facing a time of unrest,” she explained to the tribe. “Each of you has a role in our tribal existence, and now is the time you must fulfill this role. One of you has been selected and will now go forth from the tribe and ensure not only our protection, but also our longevity.

“Queen Tritonia has no heir beyond the Crowned Prince Minorius, and she seeks to remedy this. While Prince Minorius has six wives now, they hope a mermaid from a female tribe may be the answer to their problem and produce a female eligible to represent the kingdom.

“The maid chosen for this task should feel honored and esteemed in our tribe. She will be the sole reason our tribe continues in the future as part of the Tritonians and as a protected tribe of the North Atlantic.”

Cheers went up from the crowd and looks were sent back and forth between mer trying to guess who Diana selected.

“I wish my congratulations to a highly respected and an especially beautiful mermaid, and I announce the next Tritonian princess and wife of Prince Minorius to be Laura.”








  
 





Eight

 

I stood ankle deep in the tidal pools of Southern Point Beach, the spot where Tom proposed, focusing on the jetty light.

The waves lapped at my legs, cold against the humid air. The rain slapped the water and bounced back, stinging my face and arms. I felt awake, alive.

As I walked deeper into the dark water, looking at the horizon, the ocean and sky merged into a blue-black mat, calling me, daring me to find where they met. I continued deeper, feeling the sea embrace me, rolling around my waist before I dove to meet it.

Stretching my arms in front of me, I leaned into the next wave. Its white crest engulfed me. Moving further from the shore, deeper into my one-time home, I kicked hard to propel myself against the incoming tide.

Fighting the sea had once been second nature. Now I challenged my human instincts to turn to the surface, to fill my lungs with air, to return to the beach. I dove beneath the crashing waves, unable to feel the rain anymore. Instead, the ocean sent forth sharp tendrils of numbing sea water to greet me and welcome me home.

At the point where most humans would succumb, breathing in and filling their lungs with water, I powered forward. The salt burned my eyes. The cold cramped my muscles. And still I dove down, deeper and yet yards above the ocean floor.

The beach dropped off suddenly at Southern Point making it an ideal spot for my re-entry into sea society. Even if I regretted my decision and decided to turn around, chances I would survive as a human drastically diminished. The choice was now to survive in my old form or die as a human as the young woman had done years before.

My scales began to appear in small clusters as I kicked through the powerful water. Holding my legs together, I powered forward, deeper into the ocean. My legs continued to change and before long my metamorphosis was complete, making it easier to move through the current.

Passing the rocky structure from where the girl through herself, the water moved more rapidly and deepened. The temperature dropped and I realized that as a human I would have faced hypothermia, but as a mer, I felt quite comfortable.

I swam quickly, shooting through the stirred water in the dark, watching for rocks and other obstacles. I could hear a boat in the distance, the props shuffling the water.

Closing the distance between home and Lunaria territory led to a surge of memories that I’d since repressed. Considering how dramatic my exit from the tribe, it took quite a bit to continuously remember to forget the event. And considering my feelings about Diana, I was surprised I ever got past those recollections.

After she announced me as the next wife of Minorius, the requisite claps were heard, as were several rumbling voices and gasps. The tribe faced the same shock I did upon hearing the news. But it wasn’t until I was alone with Diana that I could convey my dismay.

The tribe eventually fell away mer by mer and Diana and I were left almost alone when I finally approached her.

“Diana, may I have a minute?” I asked quietly. I didn’t need anyone else to hear my upset. I had no need to fuel the rumors already circulating.

“Please excuse me, ladies. The princess awaits,” she said as she dismissed them and came over to me. “How can I help you, my dear Laura?”

Her voice moved along my skin, enticing me with mere words. I felt myself succumbing to her will before she said anything more.

“Diana, how could you do that? I can’t possibly marry Minorius.” In contrast to her liquid velvet voice, mine came out all squeaks and stutters.

“I know you weren’t expecting this, but things change, my love. Your tribe needs you to do this. Your queen commands it. There is nothing else to be done.”

“But I can’t. I can’t be tied to that man. I can’t leave either. And I can’t believe you can make this decision so easily.”

I knew the agreement between the Lunaria and the Tritonians guaranteed our tribe’s protection, but I was sure they hadn’t requested me specifically. I’m sure Minorius had no idea who I was. That meant the choice of who would be sacrificed sat with Diana.

But, since Tritonian law required a gender shift each generation in their monarchy, they needed a female to follow Queen Tritonian’s son onto the thrown. Since mer from female tribes only have female offspring, it was surprising they hadn’t come to us earlier for a new wife.

“I’m not sorry,” she said as we sat together. “Someone needs to go and you are strong enough not only to be away from the tribe, but to bear babies as well. And I can spare you, Laura.”

Her words sliced through me and I immediately felt somehow paralyzed.

She continued, “What do you suggest I do if I don’t send you? Should I send Versilla? She’s not able to conceive, and when the Tritonians find that out, we’ll be in far more danger than we are now.”

“And why can’t she conceive?” I asked. Already knowing the answer, I shot at her bitterly, “Because the Fanurians raped her, almost killed her.”

“You know I couldn’t stop that.”

“You could have, Diana. You could have, but you’d have lost the crown. But why fight so hard to keep it? You always say how much you hate the impositions of being queen. How much you hate the fact that you can’t be yourself and wear the crown.”

“I hate that my position demands I share nothing of my life with anyone else, especially you. I hate that we can’t be together. I hate the neediness of everyone else and how I can’t get a minute of peace. But I’d never turn over the crown to a male faction. And I will wait until a suitable heir is born before I consider turning it over to one of our own.

“But what you don’t see, Laura, is that you could give us that heir. If you have a boy, Minorius has his heir. If you have a girl, we have ours. Either way, our tribe continues, and if you do have a girl, Tritonian will release you and send you back to us.”

She kept explaining, but nothing made me feel better.

“Options were limited, my love,” she said, reaching for me as I turned away. “And so are yours. Marry him, Laura. Live a charmed life and bear his child. Protect your tribe and honor your queen, and if you won’t, don’t forget that you make the choice to leave me.”








  
 





Nine

 

I made my choice quickly and left in the middle of the night. I swam south, feeling the water warm slightly as I approached the Massachusetts coast. Familiar with the area from years of fishing there, I knew Southern Point and slid myself onto the rocks. I sat there in the cool, late-summer air, feeling the briskness of the sea breeze and a slight sting of the spray against my newly formed legs.

Developing legs was always a sensuous experience to me. I watched my scales turn from their bright, inky blue to a honey color as they bleached before my eyes. Then they slowly turned smooth moments before my ankles separated and my toes lost their webbing. I felt supple and exotic as a human. I held a mystery that no one else knew or shared.

Legs also reminded me of Diana. We would find a beach free of humans and lie together, kissing and touching in the sand as our bodies transitioned from mer to human. Our tails would slowly change from beautiful fins to strong, elegant legs.

Diana moved slowly with me. None of her rapid, curt movements existed in our meetings. Those motions belonged to her royal self, not the one we shared. With me she lingered in her own skin, her hands in mine, our lips caressing necks, shoulders, and breasts.

Our time together, our love, demanded privacy though. Lunarian queens were to remain celibate and focused on their tribe’s needs. Maybe that is why she found it so easy to send me to wed Minorius. Not only would it protect the tribe, but it removed me from her view. She wouldn’t need to create situations allowing her to spend time with me, nor would she need to remind me why we couldn’t be together. Instead, she could continue her life, her reign, further protected from a meaningless war and free from any temptation I may bring.

It may have helped that I left angrily. I think the memories faded quickly for that reason along. Regardless of why,as I embraced the human world, my new concerns, human concerns, took over. Looking human wasn’t the issue. Mer were created to blend in with humans in their environment, but we did not think the same way or follow the same rules.

I immediately met Holly and Candy when I humanized. I had asked for directions and jumped on a bus with the girls when they told me the fastest way to find the library. As friendly as they were, they eased the transition from a life surrounded by females in the sea to what I expected would be isolation on land. But I had to create a believable story that offered excuses for not having normal human things like a family or a driver’s license.

I decided to claim my parents’ deaths, to say I was raised by an aging grandmother. That explained the lack of family in an area where generations lived within blocks of one another. But it didn’t help me create an identity.

“So, no license?” Holly had asked when we met on the bus.

“Uh, no. Just moved from Boston and never had to drive there.” Luckily I knew enough about cities to understand their transportation options.

“Well, that’s a better reason than Holly has,” Candy interjected. “She got hers suspended for DUI.”

Not willing to be outdone, Holly took the opportunity to air Candy’s dirty laundry too. “Won’t do that again. But in my defense, it was only a block and it was only two beers. I still swear the trooper’s breathalyzer was broken. And Candy failed her test for the third time.”

“Whatever,” Candy said. “We’re both bus riders now. And we met you, so that’s cool.”

The girls were happy and joked freely between each other, involving me, a stranger, when they could. And since they also lived in town, I had immediate friends.

They dropped me at the library after trying to convince me to join them at the mall. I spent the next three hours researching what I could and finding out ways to get identification and what I’d need to work. Diana sent me out with enough money to last at least a year, but I was generally a cautious mer if you didn’t count acting as the illegal consort to the queen.

Finishing up my research, I looked up the bus schedule to ensure I had enough time to catch one to where ever I was headed next. Laughter caught my attention and I turned to see Candy and Holly stumbling over each other. They waved excitedly to ensure they caught my attention and came over to me as I closed the books and closed the open windows on the computer.

“Whatcha doing?” Candy asked. “Curing cancer?”

“Lotta books here. Seriously, what’re you doing?” Holly chimed in.

“Oh, this, I’m just trying to figure some stuff out. I needed the computer. Wanted to figure out how to get a new state id. I can’t seem to find the last one is all.”

Holly linked her arm in mine as I got to my feet. “That’s easy stuff. We’ll take you tomorrow. So, where you staying?”

“The Best Western down on Route 1.”

Candy, appalled, claimed my other arm. “Hell no you’re not. You’re staying with us.”

And it was settled. I was set to sleep on the girls’ couch until I found a job and a more permanent spot.

I ended up working with the girls, too. They got me a newly vacated position at the department store where they worked, and I soon had access to all things human. Candy was only in the apartment for two months before she and Brandon decided to move into the apartment over his mother’s garage. That left me with a room instead of just a couch and living with Holly became a permanent thing. The three of us commuted to work together on the bus until Holly got her license back. Then she drove as the three of us sang along with the radio.

While it wasn’t my time in the sea with Diana, I definitely learned that human women were not sexually attractive to me. Beautiful, yes, but extremely dramatic. And if Candy and Holly were good examples, human women were also flakey. I later learned that not all women were as sweet as my friends, but they also weren’t as impractical either.

Then I met Tom. The world changed for me at that point. I found someone who loved me whole heartedly and was allowed to do just that. He didn’t feel the need to hide me and had no reason he couldn’t be with me. None of the guarded behavior I had with Diana existed in my relationship with Tom. Instead, I loved and was loved in return.

And that is why I had to go back to the ocean, back to the tribe to face Diana. My husband needed me, and he deserved better than whatever he had right now.








  
 





Ten

 

Tension crept through the water chilling me as I swam. I knew it wouldn’t be easy to see her again, but I hadn’t expected the dread that sat so heavily in my heart. It pinned me to the ocean floor more than once, and I needed to stop and gain perspective.

I was returning for Tom. I was returning because not only had she sent me away, now she called me back. I was returning to take back what wasn’t hers — my husband, my life. The life I’d started when I left belonged to me. It had no ties to the Lunaria and nothing to do with Diana.

The further I swam, the less anxious I felt and the more anger emerged. I wanted to see her. I wanted to see her and show her she had no effect on me. But she did influence my life, even today, or I wouldn’t be in the ocean, heading north, to a small island and the cove beyond.

I could feel the distance between us closing. The temperatures began to drop and the ocean deepened. Even the color of the water began to change from the dusty blue of the coast to the dark sapphire of deeper water.

While I knew she was expecting me, I wondered how she felt about my arrival. Would she be vengeful? Apologetic? I also wondered why she called me back to her. What could she possibly need badly enough that she would take my husband?

As I kept swimming, I realized that what I once thought of as short trip was winding me and leaving me tired. I took breaks often, lengthening the trip and heightening my anger and curiosity. Plenty had changed in my life, but I was right about the ocean. Nothing had changed here. The same species of fish shared the water with me, and seals and gulls dove for food. I came across two whales in my travels as well. And I found a boat sitting at the bottom of a coastal basin that had probably been burned and sunk for insurance money. But nothing more had changed.

I approached Monhegan Island’s Deadman Cove from the east having traveled along the coast and across to the island. I hadn’t expected the welcome I received as I entered the cover, however. What seemed to be the entire tribe was gathered together, waiting. And as I looked from face to familiar face, I finally saw her. Diana, sat in the midst of the group, as beautiful as she had been fifteen years earlier.

She narrowed her gaze as our eyes met, and ashamed, I quickly turned away. Remembering that she was no longer my queen, I forced myself to meet her stare. She had no power over me now. She held my husband, but she did not rule my heart or my new human tribe.

“Laura, finally. I didn’t expect it to take quite this long once the news broke. You’re swimming much more slowly now.”

“Diana,” I said flatly, trying to keep any feeling from my voice.

“So formal, Laura, or maybe not formal enough. No longer addressing me as queen I see.”

“You haven’t been my queen for a long time.”

“You are still a Lunarian, Laura. You have a tail, so you are a mer. As a mer, you have a tribe. I am the queen of that tribe, and I expect to be addressed as such.”

“Fine, Queen Diana, feel free to call me Mrs. Flynn. While I may temporarily be a mer, I plan to return home with my husband as human. No tail, no tribe.”

“Funny that you mention your husband. Tom is it? He is a rather charming man. A little corny, but amiable enough. And he adores you. Is that what you wanted, Laura? A puppy dog of a man who would take care of you?”

“We take care of each other. That’s something you’ll never know anything about.”

I hadn’t noticed, but as we exchanged barbed comments, the other Lunarians looked between us. Having never heard their queen spoken to in that way, they all seemed a bit taken aback. But no one else spoke.

“Where is my husband?” I asked. “I assume I didn’t come all this way for nothing. You are planning to release him, aren’t you?”

“Of course, but there is something I need first.”

“I figured as much. You wouldn’t summon me here so dramatically for nothing. What is it you need from me, Diana?”

“No need to rush into business, love. We have plenty of time to discuss that. Your man,” she said with as much disdain as she could put in the word man, “is safe. He’s alive and doing just fine. He loves the Metarian grog we came across. He’s quite a drinker. Impressive.”

“Oh, so you’re keeping him plied with alcohol. Nice work.”

“We offered him alcohol and women, but he turned down the girls. He really only has eyes for you, Laura, in case you ever questioned that.”

“Don’t worry about my marriage, or my husband, or me for that matter. We aren’t your concern. And if you’d just let me know what you want, we’ll be on our way.”

“Stop pushing me. I told you, I’m not ready for that yet. But, I can let you see him if you’d like. Just to ease your anxiety a bit.”

She motioned to two mer in the corner that I remembered but couldn’t name at that point, and ordered them to take me to Tom. The three of us swam away, the mer saying nothing to me, but indicating I should follow.

Heading north, we swam to the Duck Rocks. They were keeping Tom on the small rock islands in order to keep him dry and prevent the need for mer root. Ingesting the root allowed humans to breathe below water, but it didn’t offer them the same benefits that came with being mer. Their legs remained, as did their propensity for hypothermia. And since I’m guessing that Tom wasn’t in a wet suit when he was taken, he’d need to remain dry and warm.

As we approached the rock, I saw Tom sitting by a fire and holding a steaming mug. A beautiful mer sat beside him. Was she guarding him or keeping him alive? Maybe it was both. As I climbed up the rocky shore, I noticed the guard was Versilla. She hadn’t changed at all, and her flaxon hair glittered in the sun. Her cheeks were flush from the fire, and she lay naked, propped on one elbow, and in human form. Her blue eyes caught mine and she smiled at me.








  
 





Eleven

 

Versilla looked towards me and gently touched Tom’s arm. “Look who’s here, Tom,” she said calmly. One of her greatest gifts was her demeanor, and she sat tall and calm amid the worst situations.

“Laura, oh, it’s Laura,” Tom said drunkenly. “That’s my wife Laura. Isn’t she beautiful? Oh, Laura, put some clothes on. Why are you all naked?”

Tears came to my eyes. I suddenly felt overwhelmed by the entire situation. “Tom, are you alright? Are you hurt, Tom?” I rushed to him, my legs still a bit shaky from the transition.

“Oh, I’m good. This whatever they called it — I don’t remember — is delicious. It’s warm and sweet. I feel very good. Not hurt at all.”

“Are you cold? Hungry?” I just couldn’t let myself believe that Diana would treat Tom well.

“Nope, I’m set, baby. But if you want to bring your gorgeous, naked self over here and give me a kiss, that’d be a good thing.”

Drunken men were now a specialty of mine after working in the bar. Tom was a happy drunk just like he was a happy sober. And the number of times he’d been drunk during our marriage were few, so while I could figure out what to do with a patron, my husband was a little different. I wanted nothing more than to kiss him, but I also knew that even one kiss could easily lead to far more. The prospect of putting on a show for the mer with me wasn’t one I wanted to entertain, however, so I needed to keep my distance.

“If you’re alright, I’m going to go find out why we’re here, okay, honey?”

“Oh, don’t go, Laur. You just got here.”

“I’ll be back soon, and Versilla will keep you company.”

“Don’t forget me, baby. Remember to come get me. I’m ready to go home.” His head bobbed a bit after that, and I could tell he was close to sleep. I figured it would take about 30 seconds before he started snoring. That put me at ease. At least he’d be unlikely to remember most of this event.

Signaling to my guides, I slipped back into the ocean, the saltwater mixing with the tears on my cheeks. I just couldn’t believe this was happening. Turned away from my tribe only to be summoned by way of kidnapping was not what I saw in my future as I swam away that night. I never anticipated being back in those waters again.

We rejoined the tribe. They’d moved further south and closer to shore while were visited Tom. I couldn’t figure out why, but their change in location put me on edge. I knew this had something to do with the reason I was here.

“Welcome back, Laura. I trust you found Tom well,” Diana almost cooed as I swam to her.

 I hated hearing her say his name. Just the fact that she knew who he was made me insane. She let me go, sent me away actually. She didn’t deserve to know anything anymore.

“He’s as fine as he can be. I’m sure his ideal wouldn’t be to sit on a rock in Atlantic Ocean sipping tribal alcohol. But at least he’s warm and dry. Sailors can’t ask for much more than that.”

“Well, if all goes well, you two can be back home soon. But you need to do as I ask, Laura, and we all know how difficult that is for you.”

I’d have liked to spit back that her comment was a lie, but it wasn’t. I hadn’t wanted to do what she asked then, and I surely didn’t want to do it now.

“You’ll have to tell me what you need in order for me to do anything about it, Diana. So could we get to that, maybe?”

“Never one to mince words, were you? Let’s retire to my den then and we’ll discuss what your tribe needs from you.”

“This is not my tribe,” I said deliberately.

“What? What was that?” she asked.

Louder than before, and more slowly, I spoke the same words. “This is not my tribe.”

A few of the mer gasped at the direct denial of the tribe. That was something we were taught as children was against mer law. Once a Lunarian, always a Lunarian. But none of these mer had been cast away, thrown into a world that was not ours. None of them were forced to leave the only life they’d known for more than a hundred years. And none of them had to swim away from their love. But that meant I was the only one who had the advantage of knowing how the human world worked and learning the lessons the species had to teach. Most mer found humans tedious with nothing to offer. Only I knew the truth.

Compared to mer, humans were creators. They asked questions and progressed. We may transform physically depending on our environment, but they evolved socially. They educated their young on history and culture, technology and science. Mer education consisted of rules and how to read and interpret them. Humans spent time finding out the errors of their species and working to fix them.

I was hoping to use some of that foresight in my discussion with Diana, although I knew it would be less discussion and more listening to her demands.

We entered her chambers, lovely in the simplicity of the architecture. A underground cave streamed with seaweed and strung shells shown in the blue green light of the ocean. I knew the cavern well, having spent many a night there myself in the arms of our queen. But today the romantic ambiance was gone, replaced with a dark coldness that reflected Diana’s mood.

“Now that we’re alone, let’s get to know each other again,” she suggested, moving towards me. She offered me option other than to look into her eyes. The depths that were once there shallowed since. And I noticed her age was showing more than I originally noticed. Stress had not been kind to the queen, and she seemed older and weaker in her den, no longer surrounded by her tribe.

“I’d rather get to know what you need from me. I think I know you well enough.”

“Laura, there is no reason to be nasty. Your precious man is safe, as you’ve seen, and I’ve been nothing but accommodating to you since your arrival.”

“Yes, you have. But there is a reason you’re accommodating me. You need me. You need to be sure I don’t swim away right now, and you’re a beast who must be in desperate need to call on me.”

“We are in need, Laura. You’re tribe is in need,” and with that, she began to cry.








  
 





Twelve

 

“Tears? Really?” I asked Diana, not willing to fall for her emotional manipulation as I had before.

“Yes, Laura, tears. That alone should show you how badly I need your cooperation. I’m vulnerable, Laura. The tribe is vulnerable. We need you.”

“Need me for what? What could you possibly need me for after all this time?” Her need to keep this fake sense of desperation going amazed me.

“Well, it is because you were sent away that we now need you.”

“What’s that mean? There is something only I can do, huh? Am I your only hope, Obi Wan?” Her confusion showed she had no sense of the cinematic allusion.

“Actually yes, you are the only hope.”

She circled the room a few times, picking up odds and ends, straightening things here and there before settling in again. I knew this was her thinking behavior. She needed to take a few moments to sort through her ideas, to figure out what she needed to say and the best way to say it. It was something I’d seen her do repeatedly. It reassured me to see that part of her. So much of her had changed, and seeing this behavior, one I remembered, softened me a bit.

Prodding her, I asked, “And what is it that I am needed for?”

She stared at me intently. “You aren’t going to like what I have to ask?”

“Well, I didn’t like being called back here, either. I especially didn’t like worrying that my husband might be dead or finding he was kidnapped.”

“I apologize for the drastic way I went about getting your attention. I needed to be sure you would come.”

“Then you were right to do what you did. I wouldn’t have come otherwise. I have no need to be here, Diana. I never wanted to come back, so I hope you don’t think that I’m enjoying any of this.”

“I understand,” she said as the tears began again.

I knew her well enough to realize that tears twice in an hour were not something she faked. Something was truly bothering her, but that didn’t make me more likely to help.

“Laura, we suffered a horrible fate five years after you left.”

I interrupted her at this point. “After you made me leave.”

“Yes, after you were told to leave. The entire tribe suffered from a horrible illness. Other tribes faced it as well, but not the the extent that we did.”

“I’m sorry for that. But I still don’t see the connection.”

“Well, the illness left us unable to procreate. None of the mer of breeding at age at the time of the illness are able to conceive now.”

“What does that mean for you? There haven’t been children born in ten years?”

“There have been babies, but we count on the new breeding mer and they are young. Many of them are not conceiving either, and some are conceiving too young and not making it through the birthing process.”

I knew enough to understand that no mer babies meant no tribe in the future. And while Lunarians would mate with mer from other tribes, they always had female children. That kept the gender-specific tribe continuing. Mer from all male tribes had to procreate with mermaids from mixed tribes with the idea that any female offspring stayed with their mothers and males went with their fathers. It was a complex system, and sometimes it made it difficult to find a merman willing to procreate with a Lunarian. He immediately knew she would have a female child. He also knew the child would add to her tribe and not his own. At other times Lunarians were lucky enough to find mer who merely wanted a night of fun and had no concern about adding to his tribe.

While I understood the issue, I didn’t see how I could help.

“What do you need from me then?” I asked with honest confusion.

Diana opened her mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come. She tried again, and stuttered just a bit before saying, “I need, well, I need you to have a baby, Laura.”

“Me? You want me to have a baby?” Shock showed in my face and sounded in my voice.

“Yes, you. You’re old enough and the only one who wasn’t hit by the illness. You’re healthy enough to have a baby.”

“But, I can’t have a baby. My husband is a human, and you know that won’t work.”

“I didn’t mean a human baby. I need you to have a Lunarian.”








  
 





Thirteen

 

I sat on a large rock in the corner of the cave. The polished stone glowed silver in the small patch of sunlight that made it through the ocean and into Diana’s den.

“I’m not sure I heard you correctly. What did you say?” I asked.

“I need you to have a Lunarian baby in order to keep our tribe alive. Without this, we will die out in the next fifty years, sooner if we face a war or another damaging ailment.”

“How is one baby going to help you, Diana? I truly don’t understand.”

She apparently knew I’d need some patience and was prepared to offer it.

“It wouldn’t be one baby. It would be one right now.”

She swam to me and took my hands in hers in an act of solidarity or maybe concern.

“You always wanted children, Laura. Has that changed since you took to a human form?”

Her words made me flinch. Of course it hadn’t changed, but my expectations had. I knew I couldn’t have a human baby, and since I had no want to be mer, I resolved to not being a mother at all.

But rather than explain that to her and the tears and time it had taken to settle with that outcome, I shot back instead. “That isn’t your concern. It never was now that I think about it.”

“It may not be, but let me explain what I’d like you to do anyway.”

“If it means I can take my husband home, please do.”

“I need you to conceive before you leave here with Tom. Then you can give birth on land and raise your daughter as you’d like. And when you’re ready, you can conceive again. We can do that as many times as you are willing or able.”

“And what about Tom? How do I explain that I’m not having his children and that our daughters may one day need to return to the ocean and their tribe?”

“He already knows you’re mer, doesn’t he? That makes the rest even easier.”

“He does, but that doesn’t mean he’ll want to hand over his daughter.”

“What if I said he may not have to do that? I only ask that you tell your daughter she is mer, which you’d have to do anyway, and bring her to us to learn about her tribe one week a year when she turns 12 years old.”

The idea became a bit more palatable as she explained. But I had no idea why I’d consider it. The tribe hadn’t been my tribe for years. I wasn’t going to gain from this at all. Or was I?

If I went through with Diana’s plan, I would have a child. Tom and I would be able to raise a child, maybe more than one. That was something we both wanted and had talked about repeatedly. Maybe this was the answer.

“And who have you chosen for me to conceive with, Diana? I’m sure you wouldn’t leave that to chance.”

“No, I wouldn’t. Korian, you’ll remember him from the Vernuvian tribe, has extended his services to other of our young mer. We know he offers strong genetic material and has a high conception rate.”

“How very scientific of you, Diana.”

“Well, there is no use in procreating if it will not end in strong mer.”

She moved to her desk made from barnacle-covered boards and sat for a moment.

“I understand if you need time, Laura. You should consider your options, but I can tell you, Tom isn’t leaving without your participation. You can face your future together with your husband and beautiful daughter, maybe more, or you can go home alone. Take your time and make your choice.”

With that, she dismissed me.

I swam away from her chambers, taking time to look around my old home. The light and sounds remained the same. The sand felt cool and coarse. The water flowed past me carrying a small fish or two in its current. 

I sat alone for a long time.

Diana had given me a chance to have and raise a child. Tom would need to know what happened, of course. Or would he? Would he ever need to accept that the child was not his own? I’d not yet told him about the inter-species conception issue, so he’d naturally assume I was pregnant with his baby. Then, when she was mer, he’d know it was because of me and he wouldn’t ask questions. And when I explained that she should go spend time with my tribe so she could learn about mer life, we’d have a discussion, but I was confident he would understand. We’d send her to the ocean for a week the way other parents sent their children to camp in the country. I’d go with her, maybe even stay to ensure she was fine, but it wouldn’t be odd.

I suddenly realized I was actually considering Diana’s proposal.

Part of me knew I should do whatever Diana wanted. She wouldn’t let me take Tom back to land otherwise. And since I wasn’t leaving without my husband, I supposed I was leaving with a baby. Yet another decision was quickly made without as much thought as people give to the options of chocolate or vanilla ice cream.

Now I had to tell Diana.








  
 





Fourteen

 

I swam back to her den hoping she would still be alone. She was, and yet again she looked every minute of her almost 200 years.

“A decision so fast?” she asked as I approached her.

Resolved to do what was necessary, I waited what would have been one deep breath had I been on land, and answered, “Yes, I’ve decided. I’ll do what you want me to, Diana. I’ll do it for Tom. But don’t for a second think I’m doing it for you.”

“We both know you’re doing it for yourself. You can’t have children any other way, and I’m offering you a perfect opportunity in this. But if you want to claim it is for your husband, fine by me.”

“So, what happens now?”

“You know exactly what happens now,” she said lewdly.

We didn’t speak as she swam with me a beach. There was nothing more to talk about. She was finally getting me to sell myself for her benefit. I only hope it upset her that while I would not do it for her love years ago, I was willing to do it for Tom’s love. However, knowing her narcissism had no bounds, I doubted she saw the correlation between the two situations.

As she climbed ashore, I followed. We moved beyond the rocky shoal to the beach where our tails disappeared. The sand clung to my legs. The collection of shells decorating the beach drew my eyes from point to point, and small crabs scattered as we made our way across the sand.

Further down the beach, a mer I suspected to be Korian sat next to a large piece of driftwood. He stood when he spotted us. His large frame loomed over me and he reached out his hand to take mine. His dark hair hung in his eyes and we whisked it out of the way. I could see his long-lashed amber eyes better then. He was gorgeous, but he wasn’t my Tom.

“Laura? It’s nice to meet you,” he said in a deep but quiet voice.

“Korian.” I smiled up at him awkwardly, not knowing how to act with a mer I just met and with was about to sleep with.

“Great, you know each other now,” Diana said. “Feel free to get started.”

“Here? With you here?” I wasn’t a prude, but it seemed unnecessary that we be watched like some medieval king and queen.

“I need to be sure you do what I’ve asked of you, Laura. And I’d hate to think that you might try to lie to me.”

And that is how I ended up rolling around in the sand with a lovely, coffee-brown mer from the Vernuvian tribe. While I thoroughly enjoyed the physical experience, guilt crushed me immediately after wards. I could only hope the joy Tom felt at having a daughter would be enough to quell the deepening feeling.

However, first I needed to ensure that I actually conceived. Luckily, with mer it was obvious within hours of conception as our scales changed hue, lightening from their original shade. So Korian and I sat on the beach, flush from our love making which was far nicer than I’d anticipated. Diana had the decency to send for food, and we passed time talking and eating.

“I know the Lunarians fought a horrible illness a few years back, what makes you an eligible breeder after that,” Korian asked pulling no punches. He was blunt, but kind, and any child of his would be strong and beautiful.

“I’ve been away,” I said. I felt I should offer more of an explanation, but it seemed foolish to drag him into my past.

“Away? Very mysterious. But you didn’t get sick?”

“No, I’m perfectly healthy. I’ve been gone a long time. I didn’t even know about the illness until today. But I’m doing my part. And you? What’s your story?” I asked, prodding more than I intended.

“My story. Well, my story is that I’m a strong mer who isn’t interested in raising a child, but who is willing to help someone else conceive one. That’s all.” He smiled slowly and took a bite of his lunch. I could see his lazy but brilliant grin on my daughter already.

Then Diana jumped to her feet, clapping and shouting. “It worked. Look, Laura, look at your scales. It worked.” She ran to Korian and hugged him tightly, kissing him on the cheek quickly. She ran to the water’s edge where I sat half submerged next. She climbed into the tidal pool and looked closely at my scales. They were a luminous turquoise rather than their usual vivid, deep blue. 

She was right. I was pregnant.

Korian finished his lunch, shook my hand again, and said good bye. Diving back into the sea, he swam away as if he had just met me while in line at the bank rather than having impregnated me on a small beach in the midst of the Atlantic.

Diana’s excitement echoed over the waves. If her tears hadn’t reflected her actual concern, her elation did. Joy spread across her entire body and years melted from her face.

It was at that point I realized I was smiling, too. The guilt had already begun to wash away, and I felt overcome with the idea of having a daughter. What had been anger and annoyance turned to confusion, and the confusion to guilt. But it all cleared and I considered my daughter’s name and eyes, the color of her hair and her height. I wondered about the color of her tail and the classes that would interest her in school. I contemplated whether she would choose to live on land or in the sea, and how she would react when she learned not all women had tails.

Oddly enough, there were things I didn’t think about. I didn’t bother to worry about what Tom would say. He wanted children and I found a way to give him at least one. If he questioned the how of the situation, he wouldn’t question the why.

As I sat in the tide, admiring my scales, I realized Diana may have finally gotten me to do as she wanted, but I did as I wanted, too. And while she planned for the Coast Guard to find Tom and sweep him to safety, I would be swimming home. I’d be in the bar tomorrow, and I’d have news to share with Tom when he returned. And finally, we’d be celebrating a baptism of our own in The Mermaid’s Den in mere months.










  
 

Epilogue
Three years later

 

Tom watched the grill as our daughters Megan and Allison played in the yard of our new home across the street from The Mermaid’s Den. We moved into the house as soon as Megan was born, and the five bedrooms were in danger of filling up quickly considering I was three month pregnant with our third daughter. Tom had asked no questions when I suddenly showed up pregnant after so many years, but reveled in the births of our girls. It was still years from when they would need to visit the Lunarians during their summers, so that wasn’t something I’d brought up to my husband yet.

Instead, I watched him enjoy our daughters as our family and friends celebrated our growing brood. Life was good, and I expected it would continue that way. How could it not when I finally had a fond memories of the sea and land to mix in my mind?
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How to be a Mermaid by Erin Hayes

[image: ]

 

All Tara ever wanted was to be a mermaid.

So she takes a year off between high school and college to don a fake tail and tour aquariums across the country in a professional mermaid troupe.

Everything’s great until she meets a gorgeous real-life merman named Finn. Suddenly, what she thought was a dream turns out to be a nightmare — she’s turning into a mermaid herself. For real.

Yet when she returns to the sea to seek out Finn and reverse her transformation, she finds herself in the middle of an impending war between the land and sea. Tara may have always wanted to be a mermaid, but now it’s sink or swim. In order to survive, she has to learn how to be one, too.










  
 

Chapter 1
Anyone who ever bragged about being a good public speaker never had to do it in front of more than thirty kids and their parents while wearing a bikini top and a mermaid tail.

I’d spent the night before in our hotel room preparing my answers, and I still wasn’t ready. I was sitting on a chair in the rotunda of the Houston Aquarium, looking out into a sea of faces and I’d never felt more self-conscious in my life. My friend and fellow mermaid, Christine, stood to my right, a little bit behind me with a few volunteers and ushers from the aquarium to help out.

Every single eye was on me, and a barrage of questions came at me from all directions. I’ve performed our water ballet many times before, although this was the first time I was face-to-face with a crowd. I was a dancer, not a spokesperson.

As a result, my first meet and greet as a professional mermaid was receiving a lot of scrutiny from a bunch of kids under the age of eight. 

“How are you on land?”

“Do you swim with whales?”

“Why isn’t your hair red like Ariel’s?”

“How old are you?”

“How did you become a mermaid?”

My answers didn’t make much sense because my nerves were getting the best of me. Throw me in the water, and I can make you believe that mermaids are real. Expect me to entertain a bunch of kids like this, and I drown.

“I was carried here by my helpers, that’s how I’m on land. Sometimes I swim with Beluga whales… I have dark hair, while Ariel dyes hers. I just turned eighteen, and I’ve wanted to be a mermaid since I was a little girl…”

My voice trailed off as I realized that my last answer gave too much away, by nearly admitting that we weren’t real mermaids. Christine shot me a concerned look, like I’d raised the curtain too much and these kids would be able to see behind it.

“What Mermaid Tara means is, she’s so glad to be a mermaid,” Christine said with a warm smile. She was a bit older than me, in her early thirties, and she was a good mentor for my first two months on the job.

The kids seemed to take her at her word, and my secret that I’d had a normal human childhood was safe.

Yet, despite Christine’s save, what I’d said was true.

If you had asked me when I was little what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would have said “mermaid”. If you had asked me now what I wanted to be when I was eighteen, I would have said “mermaid” as well. Unlike most girls, I was completely serious. Ever since I was three years old and my dad sat me on his lap to watch Disney’s The Little Mermaid, I was enamored with the idea of being a creature of the sea and being able to swim in the water with absolute freedom. I wanted to see the beauty of the underwater world.

I was determined that somehow or another, I would be a mermaid.

My mother had tried to convince me to go into something more sensible. “Tara, you’re smart sweetie, why don’t you become a doctor?” she’d say. Or, “Why not look into being a lawyer?” And lately, it was, “You’re the salutatorian of your class, honey, do you really want to take off a year from college?”

For a chance to be a mermaid, the answer to that last question was a resounding ‘yes’. It’s not a traditional track for the girl who finished second in her class and had scholarship offers from three different universities, yet I had deferred my freshman year to live my dream. After this one year, I could focus on those more sensible things.

If I wanted to.

“How do you breathe underwater?” a young girl asked, tearing me back to reality. She shyly smiled at me and hid behind her mother’s skirt. The poor little thing was anxious too, just like me.

“We have to use air tubes,” I said with a gracious smile. “So we’re able to breathe whenever we want.”

“Ariel from The Little Mermaid doesn’t need air tubes,” another girl protested. “She’s able to breathe whenever she wants.”

I gave a nervous chuckle. I knew it was inevitable that this comparison would come up and I still didn’t quite know how to answer it. How do you convince kids that you’re a real mermaid when you’re not?

“Ariel is a very special mermaid,” I said. “She can hold her breath for quite a long time. But we all have to breathe somehow.” I winked at her, taking a deep breath to demonstrate my working lungs. The girl giggled, and her parents chuckled as well.

“What’s that around your neck?” another girl asked.

As if by instinct, my right hand protectively flew to the pendant that hung around my neck. It was a miniature stone mermaid, carved with startling accuracy and detail. The mermaid had her tail curled around her, her hair flowing like kelp in the sea. It was only about the size of my thumb, yet I cherished it with all my being. After I’d become obsessed with mermaids, my dad gave it to me a few months before he had died of cancer.

I never took it off, even for performances.

“This is a special necklace,” I explained and held it out for the kids to see. “It’s a mermaid. It was given to me by my father when I was about your age.” Strange how even a small mention of it could bring me to the brink of tears. I sniffled, trying to contain it.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. Gratefully, I looked up and saw Christine addressing the crowd. She obviously got the hint that I was getting choked up.

“So many good questions!” she exclaimed. She flashed what I like to call her PR smile. The kids instantly warmed up to her. Even though she was in a turquoise polo shirt and a pair of khaki shorts, she could still command an audience with her ethereal grace like she was wearing her costume. “But Mermaid Tara has to go get ready for her performance at two o’clock.”

There were quite a few disappointed groans in the crowd, and that made me smile despite the fact that I was about to tear up.

“Aww, we’re sad to see you go too,” Christine said, feeding off the crowd. “But we are excited that Mermaid Tara and her friends will be performing a special show just for you right before the dolphin tale show at two o’clock. It’s in the Dolphin Stage Arena.”

The grumbling got louder as kids and their parents made to leave.

“Okay,” Christine said in a low voice so that only I could hear her, putting her hands on her hips. “How did that go for you?”

 “All right, I guess,” I said. “They got so…curious…towards the end.”

Christine smiled. “All it takes is one random question, and then they’re all asking random questions.” She would know. She’s been doing this for about ten years, and has had countless meet and greets in that time. “I thought you did great, and you made a good impression. Neptune should be happy.”

I smiled hopefully.

Neptune was our boss, the owner of Neptune’s World Aquarium in Jacksonville, Florida. An old man covered in tattoos on his arm and a white beard on his face, he reminded me of a sailor with his mannerisms and Popeye-like speech. Yet he was a warm and caring man who loved the ocean more than anyone I’d ever met.

We were touring as a troupe of mermaids in aquariums across the country in the winter off-season to generate publicity for Neptune’s World. After one stop, it was working: the crowds loved our performances and we were featured online and in the newspapers. Everyone wanted to see the real-life mermaids of Neptune’s World. We were now at our second stop at the Houston Aquarium in Texas’s largest city.

“You really think he’ll be happy?” I asked. It was only my second month working for the aquarium, so I celebrated every little victory I had at making a good impression.

“Yep. All you have left is this show and you’ll have had a great day.”

I knew I could handle the performance at two. When I was in the water, dancing like a mermaid, I was great. To me, there were no crowds. There were no questions. There was me, the water, and the fullness of heart that only comes with fulfilling a dream.

“All right, let’s get me out of here,” I said, holding my arms up like a baby wanting to be picked up. “We have a show in an hour.”

Christine motioned for the ushers to come help me. While I was in my mermaid tail, there was no way I’d be able to get to the changing room without flopping like a dying fish or some kid seeing me take off my tail.

It was awkward being nearly naked in a strange man’s arms as he carried me to the dressing room. At eighteen years old and being what everyone considered the weird kid in high school, I’d never had a real boyfriend. Or any sort of romantic interest really. Not that I’m hideous or anything - at five four, I’m slim with a head full of dark brown hair that falls past my shoulders, green eyes with turquoise flecks that I’d inherited from Dad, and tanned skin from spending way too much time in the sun, so I’d say I had average looks. I wasn’t interested in a relationship either. And with me starting my year of professional mermaiding, I seriously doubted I would find a boyfriend now.

By the time we arrived at the changing rooms, I was bright red in the face because the method of transportation was so incredibly awkward. Christine was talking my ear off. She does that sometimes.

“How do you like Houston?” she asked me, her question cutting through my embarrassment.

I blinked at her, refocusing my thoughts on her. “Oh, it’s been great.”

Granted, we’d only been here for three days and already performed two of those three days, so I hadn’t been able to get out and see the city. However, everyone I met had been nice, and both of our performances had been extremely well received. I enjoyed getting out and seeing more of the United States, as I’d been confined to Jacksonville for most of my life.

The usher set me down, and I half-hopped, half-fell over to a chair so I could take off my tail and touch up my make-up before we headed to the Dolphin Stage Arena, where we would perform before they brought out the dolphins for their own show. While we swam with whales and turtles and fish in our usual tank at Neptune’s World, we weren’t familiar with the animals at the Houston Aquarium, so we were separated into two different performances.

“Hey, Tara, how did your meet and greet go?” a mermaid named Alaina asked. She was in her late twenties, and while she wasn’t showing yet, she had announced two weeks ago that she was pregnant and this would be her last season. I liked her a lot, so the thought made me sad.

“Not too great,” I admitted.

“Oh, you did fine for your first time,” Christine interjected. She went to her mirror and unzipped her own mermaid tail from her garment bag, getting ready herself. “Those kids ask all the darndest questions. I think it’s because they all have iPads.”

“It’s my turn tomorrow,” another mermaid, Jordyn said. I glanced at her and I could see her visibly pale at the thought of her first meet and greet. She was only a few years older than me, going to nursing school part-time while she supported herself and her mother with her job as a mermaid.

“We need to think of better answers as to why we don’t look and act like Ariel,” I explained. “I even got asked why I didn’t have red hair.”

Jordyn laughed. “At least I have red hair.”

No kidding. Maybe her Q&A would go better than mine.

I smirked at my reflection in the mirror. With my over-the-top makeup and the glitter in my hair, I looked the part of an ethereal mermaid. I glanced around at the three other mermaids that were getting ready. We looked like a school of sea nymphs straight from the storybooks. 

This was my dream. I was living the life. Sure, there were some moments like my meet and greet where I felt like it was going terribly. Yet to me, this was paradise.

I was checking my phone for messages from my mother when a timid knock at the door caused me to look up. An aquarium volunteer was at the door, smiling shyly.

“You’re on in fifteen minutes,” she announced.

We had to hurry to the backstage area. It would take us ten minutes simply to get our tails on near the tank where we’d be performing. How we put our tails on was a highly personal ritual. One, because our tails were unique to each of our bodies, and two, because we all had our ways of fitting into the tight silicon, like putting baby powder or lotion on or having help with pulling it up. For me, I had to get into the pool first and then put it on in the water, otherwise it would stick to my dry skin.

“Okay, we’ll head out now,” Christine said to the volunteer. She looked back and grinned at all of us. “Mermaids, let’s do this thing.”










  
 

Chapter 2
I touched my mermaid necklace and said a silent prayer for good luck before I grabbed my tail and headed for the door, following Alaina through the backstage area of the aquarium towards the dolphin tank.

The Houston Aquarium was huge. With six tanks totaling over ten million gallons of water, it put our three tanks at Neptune’s World to shame. On my first day here, someone told me that on its busiest days, the aquarium could accommodate over twenty thousand people, which was mind-blowing. It was November, so it wasn’t going to be anywhere near that many. Yet based on the audience yesterday, we were still going to have more people watching us here than we ever did back home.

The aquarium held every kind of aquatic animal, from Belugas, turtles, and sea otters, to even three whale sharks in the largest tank. The tanks replicated their respective environments in all their underwater splendor, and I was genuinely impressed.

As expected, my nerves flared up. Even though I was prepared for it, still, it made me feel a little nauseated. Though it’s not exactly stage fright, I always get this feeling that I’m going to screw up my routine. It usually passed as soon as I started, a weird, butterfly feeling in my stomach that I had to stomp on in order to be in top mental shape for my performance.

The Dolphin Arena consisted of three open-aired tanks at the back of the aquarium. There were two tanks that housed the dolphins when they weren’t performing, and the performing pool was larger and shallower compared to the other two. A curtain dropped down from the ceiling, bisecting the pool, so that the audience sat in stadium-like seating on one side while the behind-the-scenes work happened on the other side, along with the holding tanks for the dolphins while they weren’t performing.

The backstage area was buzzing with activity, where volunteers and stagehands were busy prepping the stage. Six dolphin trainers were busy petting the cetaceans and feeding them fish, talking to them in low, encouraging tones to get them ready for their own show. The dolphins responded in happy clicks, their eyes trained on their respective handlers. Every so often, one would disappear under the waves and swim a lap to release energy.

It was like babysitting a bunch of three year olds.

Nature’s acrobats, I thought, smiling to myself. This is why I became a professional mermaid. When I did go to college, I was going to study marine biology so I could always be close to the water. I couldn’t imagine life without it.

The coolest thing about the dolphin tanks at the Houston Aquarium was that they backed up to the ocean. The pools led to a landing that extended about eight yards into the Gulf of Mexico. From here, I could see the water and some boats on it, and beyond that, the horizon leading to the edge of the world.

Our boss walked up, his weather-beaten face grinning, and he clapped me on the back.

“Good luck, guys,” he said. He always smelled of the ocean, even though I’ve never actually seen him in the water. I think he could never wash out some of the sea salt that got under his skin.

Neptune—which I don’t think was his real name—was a man of contradictions. He’d built up his fortune as a captain of a fishing boat in the seventies, which must have been pretty lucrative because he made enough money to start his own aquarium. He told me once that he set up Neptune’s World as an apology for all the terrible things he did to the ocean and its animals when he was younger. He wouldn’t go into details, which meant that it must have been bad. Now though, I couldn’t imagine him being a bad person.

“Are you joining us today?” Jordyn quipped.

“Hell, no,” Neptune growled gruffly, although it was good-naturedly. “No one wants to see an old man with a mer tail.”

“Are you so sure?” Christine asked.

“I’d pay good money to see that,” Alaina added.

“Trust me, you don’t,” Neptune warned.

We all laughed. As the butt of the joke, Neptune grinned and joined in. It was like that with him. He was a grandfatherly figure to us and we were like a surrogate family for him.

A lone, high-pitched squeak brought my attention to the smallest of the tanks. Whereas the other two pools were connected by a hatch, this one was completely isolated from the others. A crane with a sling hovered a few yards above the pool, where it could transport animals from that smaller pool to the other ones. The sound was mournful in its cadence, and based on the other dolphins’ reactions, I could tell that they weren’t pleased by it. At the sound of the cry, they all dipped under the water, away from the trainers, who were obviously perplexed by their behavior.

“What was that?” I asked.

Neptune frowned, following my gaze. “I asked about it earlier. Apparently, that’s the newest member of the dolphin family here at the Houston Aquarium. They just brought him in today.”

I could tell from his voice that he wasn’t happy about it. I looked up at him, trying to read his expression, but he refused to look my way.

I meandered over to the holding pool and looked down. A bottle-nose dolphin much smaller than the others in the pool was listing to the side near the surface, its blow hole spraying every so often, like it was in sorrow. Based on its size and darker coloring, it was a young calf, probably only a few months old, squeaking piteously. Other than maintaining its position, it wasn’t moving much.

A lone aquarist was crouching on the edge, trying to tempt the dolphin with some fish. Every time he got close to it, the young calf veered away from him.

“Come on, Kai, you have to eat,” the aquarist said in a thick Texan accent. He tossed another bit of food into the water and the dolphin swayed away from it. The aquarist groaned in frustration.

“Kai?” I asked, startling the aquarist, who jumped up to his feet and looked back at me.

“Yep,” he said, nodding towards the dolphin. “That’s his name. It means ‘Ocean’ in Hawaiian. He’s the newest addition to the aquarium.”

“He sounds so sad,” I said, more to myself than the aquarist.

The aquarist flashed me a smile. “Don’t worry your pretty little head.”

I knew he didn’t mean anything by it, but that comment with his accent rubbed me the wrong way.

Not noticing my anger, the aquarist continued. “He’ll be fine. He just needs to get used to being here, and we’ll get him acquainted with the other dolphins after his quarantine in the isolation pool.”

“How long will that take?”

The aquarist shrugged. “A week or so, until we know that he doesn’t have any diseases that can be passed onto the others in the group.”

I looked back at Kai and frowned. Even though I’d only been at Neptune’s World for a couple of months, I knew from talking with the aquarists at that park that dolphins were highly social creatures and that isolation was really hard on them. While quarantine was a must for new animals, surely they acted a bit more lively than this one.

“Where did he come from?” I asked.

“Not too far from here, actually,” the aquarist said. “He was caught in a fishing net and separated from his pod. The little guy is lucky to be alive. Mr. Stevens wants him to start training for shows within the next few weeks.”

I’ve met Mr. Stevens twice before. As the president of the Houston Aquarium, he was Neptune’s counterpart, though it sure didn’t seem that way. I could tell from the way the two men interacted that they weren’t on good terms with each other. Based on those two meetings with him, I didn’t like Mr. Stevens because he treated everything like a business venture. He wasn’t in this because he loved animals; he wanted to make money off them.

My heart broke for the poor dolphin. I wanted to reach out and touch him, to tell him that he was going to be with new friends soon.

“Hey buddy,” I whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I miss my mama… I miss my friends…”

I froze at the words. They were in a childlike voice I didn’t recognize. In fact, they hadn’t even been audible. I had heard them inside my head. The aquarist was still flitting about the edge of the pool, acting like he hadn’t heard anything.

“Did you hear that?”

He blinked up at me. “Hear what?”

I hesitated. It was so weird, like a young boy was speaking to me right in my ear.

“…Mama…Daddy…”

A surging sense of heartbreak imploded my chest, making my ribs feel like they’d crack under the force. The air was sucked out of my lungs, and for a few terrible moments, I couldn’t breathe, and an overwhelming sense of desolation overtook me. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes.

These aren’t my own emotions.

As suddenly as it happened, it was gone. Bewildered, I looked down at the dolphin. Kai was watching me with one eye, keen intelligence bearing down on me in that gaze.

Did that dolphin just speak?

He moved slightly and when my gaze followed him, he stopped.

“Can you hear me?”

As crazy as it was, I opened my mouth to answer, then I heard my name from across the landing and I completely forgot what I was going to say.

“Tara!” Christine yelled. “Are you coming or what?”

Torn, I made my decision and called out, “I’m coming!”

I gave the dolphin one last mystified glance before turning away. 

I’m going crazy.

I sucked in a deep breath, glad my chest seemed to be in working order again. I shook off the last remnants of that dreadful feeling and jogged over to the other pool, feeling mostly normal by the time I arrived.

The other mermaids were already in the water and checking their breathing hoses before going on stage. Our breathing hoses were nothing special. They were long tubes that we carried with us that allowed us to stay underwater for the entire performance. The tubes fed us air from tanks on the side of the pool, and a trigger at the end released air when we needed a breath. It took a bit of getting used to, but after two months of using one with my performances, it came natural to me.

“I’m here,” I announced, slowing my jog as I got close to the edge of the tank.

I gave myself a shake, wanting to immerse myself in the world of mermaiding and brush off the crazy thought that the baby dolphin had talked to me.

Luckily, I can get into my tail pretty quickly. I grabbed it from where I’d left it by the side of the pool and pencil-dove into the water. I pulled it on, glad that I hadn’t gone a size down when I ordered it, otherwise this would have been really hard. Alaina was already having trouble fitting into her tail with the little that her pregnant belly showed.

“Where were you?” Christine asked me. She was treading water, testing her air hose. It made hissing noises as she squeezed the trigger to see if air was flowing normally.

“I wanted to see the new dolphin.”

I held onto the wall, tugging up the last bits of the tail with my free hand. Inside, my legs were strapped tightly together to create the body while a large flipper at the end camouflaged my feet. I loved this tail. With its silicon green iridescent scales and dorsal fin, it made me feel like a real mermaid.

“Here you are.”

I looked up to see Neptune handing me my air hose. His expression was distracted and grim, not the usual look that he had before any of our shows. When he stood up, he cast his eyes over to the quarantine pool, his frown deepening further.

Yeah, I feel that way too. I felt awful for the little guy, and with the strange voice in my head, I couldn’t quite get all my thoughts together.

I forced them from my mind. I’d have to think about it later and see if I could help Kai. For now, the show must go on.

I sucked in some air from my hose, testing it as the sweet oxygen filled my mouth and lungs.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

Christine nodded and signaled to a volunteer, who relayed that information. The audio system on the other side of the arena wall boomed as the announcer went through introductions about the wondrous mermaids of Neptune’s World.

My heart pounded in time with the music.

When our cue sounded, Christine was the first to move, dragging her air hose with her. 

As I submerged my head, ready to swim for the staging area, I heard one last mournful cry.

Focus, Tara, I reminded myself.

I dolphin-kicked my way underneath the curtain to the performance-side of the pool, where spotlights blinded me and the cheer of the crowd deafened me. I took my spot on the front glass to the right of Christine. I surfaced and graciously waved to the crowd.

“Here are your Neptune’s World mermaids!” the announcer roared.

Caribbean-style music echoed throughout the arena, and after a four-count rest, I dove underwater and began my performance. They blasted the music underwater, too, so we could clearly hear our cues.

When I was five, my mother had enrolled me in ballet class right after my dad died to take my mind off his death. At the time, I didn’t know how much it would help in my professional mermaid career, I just really liked the tutus. While my mermaid performance was underwater, a lot of the principles were the same; it was an underwater dance. Instead of pointe shoes and leotards, I had my mermaid tail, the water, and my breathing hose.

Because the viewing glass was relatively shallow, our performance was a lot less complex than they usually were. At Neptune’s World, we’d twist and turn and do underwater somersaults, although here, we were highly limited. We were basically doing an elaborate port de bras, or arm movements, smiling and waving graciously at the audience.

I tried to avoid using the breathing hose much at all. When I had started, Neptune made me promise to breathe as much as I needed to. Apparently, one mermaid tried going as long as possible and ended up nearly drowning. As a result, he’d been paranoid ever since. Christine and the others used their breathing hoses almost as much as we do when we breathe outside the water. Yet, I clung onto this notion that using it less made me more like a real mermaid. I held my breath and used it only when necessary.

We mermaids worked well as a unit. We kept an eye on each other, both for keeping ourselves synchronized and to be there in case one of us got into trouble, keeping us in tune with one another. We all enjoyed our jobs. Here in the water, we were right at home, living out our dreams.

Some girls wanted to be mermaids. We were mermaids, and that made all the difference. I couldn’t believe that I was here. Regardless of what happened in the future, I’d always remember this as the happiest time in my life.

The music swelled for the climax all too soon, meaning that we were coming to the end of our routine and our performance for the crowd. Underwater, Christine signaled for us to head towards the front glass to wave our goodbyes.

I swam up, breaking through the water. I grabbed onto the edge and hauled myself up as far as my arms would take me. I grinned and waved.

The crowd erupted into cheers and applause.

My wave became less enthusiastic when I locked eyes with Neptune on the sidelines. He always made sure to catch our performances for extra support. Usually, he was the one who started the applause, though not this time. He still had that grim expression on his face. He blinked and shifted his gaze somewhere behind me, and I knew that he was thinking about the poor dolphin calf.

My heart sank, taking the jubilation out of a good performance. My arm fell slowly back to my side, and as the mermaids turned to leave, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something I could do to help little guy.

I’ve never felt so helpless before. Mermaid or not.

***
“Good job today, mermaids!”

Oh no. I recognized that voice, and after today’s events, he was the last person I wanted to see, especially in the women’s changing room.

Mr. Stevens stood in the doorway, wearing a pristine white button-up shirt and tie. An absolutely ridiculous outfit for the backstage area of the aquarium. Then again, he was the type who always wanted to make the best impressions.

While Neptune was laid-back and easygoing despite his rough exterior, Mr. Stevens was calculated in his manner to come across as a successful executive. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, with salt-and-pepper hair.

His praise would have been more meaningful coming from anyone else.

I looked up, meeting Christine’s eyes in the mirror. She gave me an encouraging grin, which meant that I must have looked as forlorn as I felt. She was wearing a loose-fitting sweater, her blonde hair messily blow-dried after her shower and her makeup a lot less dramatic than it had been for the performance. We all used heavy-duty waterproof makeup for our performances, so seeing us without those masks on made us look like entirely different people.

To my utter relief, she took care of the president for us. I could see Alaina and Jordyn sighing with relief as well.

“Thanks, Mr. Stevens, you too.” Christine got up from her seat and headed to the door. She left the room, leaving us to ourselves.

“Ugh, I hate that guy,” Alaina muttered.

Jordyn smirked. “My sentiments exactly.”

I was glad that I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. As I pulled a sweater on over my tank top and pulled up my jeans, Christine came back into the room.

“Well,” she said with an exuberant smile. “Glad to know that we’re appreciated here.”

“He gives me the creeps,” Jordyn said with a shudder.

Christine chuckled. “He’s not that bad. “ She swung her car keys around her finger. “He’s treating us to dinner.”

“With him?” Jordyn interjected, her distaste apparent on her face.

“No,” Christine said, her smile broadening, “only us mermaids.” We never referred to ourselves as “girls” like most people would. We were always “mermaids” to each other, and I thought that was why I fit in better with them than any other group I’d encountered in my life.

That elicited grins from both Jordyn and Alaina. I still felt a bit out of it, and Christine picked that up. She sat in the chair next to me.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You seem down.” She placed a hand on top of mine on the chair’s armrest. “You did fine with your meet and greet today. And your performance was fantastic. The crowd loved you.”

I fought the urge to clench my fists in my lap. Yes, it was a good day in those respects, but my thoughts kept drifting back to the baby dolphin in the tank and the child’s voice that I had heard.

Did I really hear it? It sounded so mournful, like there would never be any hope again. Whoever said it sounded far too young to feel that way. And if it was the dolphin, then I was either losing it or something was terribly wrong. I didn’t know which was worse.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. “Just tired. Traveling’s getting to me.”

“I know what will cheer you right uuuup,” she said, drawing out “up” to make it sound like a song. “Dinner, you, me, Jordyn, Alaina?”

A few hours ago, I would have jumped at the chance to connect with them. Now, something was holding me back. I needed time to myself.

“I don’t think I’m up for it tonight,” I said. I offered her a half-smile so she wouldn’t get all motherly on me. “I’m really tired. I’ll meet you guys back at the hotel later.”

Christine immediately frowned and twirled the rental car keys, trying to tantalize me with the thought of a fun dinner. My heart wasn’t into it.

“You’re not coming, Tara?” Jordyn asked, alarmed.

“I’m exhausted.”

“C’mon, Tara,” Christine pushed. When I didn’t acquiesce, she sighed. “All right, I understand. Are you going to be fine by yourself, hun?”

I chuckled dryly, putting on false airs. “Of course.”

She quirked an eyebrow. “All right. Well, we shouldn’t be any later than ten o’clock. Don’t wait up for us.”

Right now, it was seven o’clock. I had three hours to get my head screwed on straight. 

“I won’t. Have fun, mermaids.”

The other mermaids waved, giving me hugs. We really were like one big happy family. I was going to be sad whenever I did decide to go back to college and get that “sensible job” that my mother always wanted for me.

Dad would have approved of me being a professional mermaid. I missed him so much; my family was never the same after he died.

Family…

My thoughts once again drifted back to Kai and his piteous cries. I knew what I had to do to get him out of my head. I had to see him again, if only to see if I could comfort him one last time before I went to bed. I wasn’t sure if seeing a dolphin was against the rules or not, yet I could always feign ignorance if I got caught. After all, I was already behind the scenes in the dressing room. It wasn’t like I was going to be sneaking around in places I hadn’t been before.

Mind made up, I got up from my chair, checked to make sure that my mermaid tail was safely zipped up in its garment bag, and rushed out the door. To my delight, no one was there to stop me.

I snuck backstage, trying to act like I knew what I was doing to not raise suspicions, and was grateful that most of the staff and volunteers had left shortly after the aquarium closed.

Happy dolphin clicks greeted me as I neared the pools, and I hoped that one of them was from Kai. However, when I looked across at the quarantine pool, I knew that he hadn’t joined in with his fellow dolphins.

“Hey guys,” I said to the dolphins. One inspected me with a side eye and then crested and submerged again. They were swimming in circles as if they were trying to figure out who I was and what I was doing there. “I’m just here to check in on Kai. See how he’s doing.”

One stuck its head out of the water and squeaked at me. I almost could have sworn it was trying to say, “Help him out.” I was transfixed by it, unsure of what to say.

Another piteous cry from the quarantine pool drew my attention back to Kai. I stepped by the pool, seeing the little dolphin floating on his side, towards the top of the water. Like earlier, he wasn’t moving much, only doing the bare minimum to keep him towards the top of the pool.

The wave of dark, depressed emotions hit me like a brick wall again. Even though I was more prepared for it this time, it still nearly bowled me over.

“It was you,” I managed. “I heard you before. Felt your sadness before.”

There was no response and the deep emotions flowed away like water.

Curious clicks from the other dolphins followed me as I circumnavigated the pool, trying to get the best angle on Kai. He didn’t even look up at me, as if he was ashamed.

“It’s going to be okay, Kai,” I told him. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

I was at the far edge of his pool now, where I was the most exposed to the elements. The evening wind had picked up, and I shivered, looking out over the Atlantic Ocean. The pool had a platform that jutted out about eight yards from the water with a waist-high fence, probably to discourage the dolphins from attempting to jump the distance. From this vantage point, about twenty feet up from the rocky shore, I felt as if I could see everything. The winter moon hung lazily over the horizon, reflected like a mirror on the ocean’s surface.

It was beautiful, and at that moment, I thought how horrible it was for the dolphins to be so close to the freedom and the beauty of the ocean while being held captive. Neptune’s World was a rehabilitation center for injured animals, and once those animals were rehabilitated, they were returned to the ocean unless they could no longer fend for themselves. At the Houston Aquarium, I could tell that these were healthy, strong dolphins, having no other reason to be here than the fact the aquarium needed dolphins. These dolphins weren’t going to be released back into the wild. They were caged.

“Help me. Help me please. I miss Mama.”

I remembered how I felt after my dad died and my mother emotionally distanced herself from me, afraid of getting hurt again. I was so young. I would lie in bed crying, wanting someone to comfort me, to hold me and tell me that they loved me, something that never came from my mother.

Our circumstances might have been different—I was human, Kai was a dolphin—and I couldn’t pretend to know how awful it must be for Kai to be captured. Instead, I could at least offer him some comfort.

I knelt and reached out across the pool to stroke the melon of his head. His slippery skin felt cool against my hand and at my touch, it seemed like he sighed into it. I petted him, feeling protective of the fragile baby.

“You’re going to be okay, Kai,” I whispered.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man pulling himself up and over the fence by me. At least, I thought it was a man—he was hidden by the shadows and I couldn’t be sure. Curiosity overtook fear and I straightened from my kneeling position to get a closer look. Maybe it was a cleaner. Or a trespasser, in which case, I should be running.

I walked towards the figure as it began crawling across the ground, recovered from its climb.

It was dark, so I could barely see the outline of a man’s body stop and look at me. Then I saw the impossible, long, single fin on his lower half instead of two feet, and the scales cascading down from the man’s waist.

A mer tail. Not like the silicon kind I used for my performances. Even in the dark, I could see that it writhed and moved with a mind of its own, fully an extension of his body.

Reflexes and survival instinct took over before my mind could react. I backpedaled, trying to get away from the mysterious figure, only I misjudged how far I was from the edge of the water. And how wet the ground was.

My foot slipped and I fell head-over-heels backwards, plunging over the side of the fence and onto the rocky crags below. I screamed for help, but when my head struck solid rock and the rest of my body impacted with the ground, I fell into an unyielding darkness, one that was haunted by merman-shaped shadows emerging from the ocean.

I should have gone to dinner with Christine and the others.










  
 

Chapter 3
My ears were awake before the rest of me. Even before I opened my eyes, some man’s voice was yelling at me.

“What is this?” a rough, intense voice demanded.

I swam out of unconsciousness, an uncomfortable experience that revealed my entire body aching, my head most of all. It was so dark, and a strange feeling had overtaken my body. Like I was floating. I tried touching a hand to my head, only to find that I couldn’t. 

What the-?

My hands were tied behind my back with what felt like…kelp?

The realization hit me and I thrashed about trying to free myself, and I finally opened my eyes. 

I paused for a moment, unable to grasp exactly where I was.

I was…underwater?

Air bubbles popped out of my mouth in a flurry when a scream escaped my throat. A thousand thoughts filled my head, none of them making sense except for the overwhelming dread that I was somehow underwater with my hands tied behind my back. From what I could tell, there was no way I could get air to breathe. I’d lost a lot of air when I screamed.

Oh my god, I was going to drown.

My mermaid necklace was thrust in front of my vision, momentarily disorienting me.

“What is this? I demand you to tell me now!”

“What?” I asked out loud. A sharp pain zigzagged across my head from where I’d hit it on the rock. I was trapped underwater and this man wanted to know…what exactly? What my necklace was?

The necklace came even closer to my face, so much that I’d have to go cross-eyed in order to focus on it.

“Where did you get this? What is it?” the man demanded.

“It’s my…” I was unsure and still terrified of my situation. “It’s my necklace.” I gasped for breath, and somehow I was getting air into my lungs. “How…how am I underwater?”

That was the best question that could come to mind to sum up my predicament. I should have asked, “Who are you?” or “Why do you have me tied up?” but my first instinct was survival. I was doing the impossible by being underwater this long.

The intense movements of shoving the necklace into my line of vision paused, as if considering my words. I took this moment to look up at the face belonging to the hands and voice.

It was a boy, one who appeared to be only a few years older than me. He had dark hair that was slightly longer than what was in style, flowing in wisps around his face. His eyes were sea green, framed by a tanned face with a strong jaw. He was muscular, not from pumping weights at the gym, but from necessity. Like he had the body of someone who swam twenty-four hours a day.

He was gorgeous. Supermodel gorgeous.

When he came closer to me, I saw a pattern of angry scars crisscrossing his shoulders and his arms, spider-webbing all the way to his back. I couldn’t tell if they continued from there. It took me a second to realize where I’d seen marks like that before. I’d seen them on some porpoises we’d rehabilitated.

They looked like damage from fishing nets, although why someone like him would have them, I had no idea. It gave him a rugged look, one that didn’t detract from his good looks. If my experience with movie stars told me anything, it was that scars on a good-looking guy made them even more attractive.

I was transfixed for a split second. It actually gave me a bit of respite from freaking out about my predicament.

My aching skull tried to piece together everything. He’d been the one who was yelling at me about my necklace. He wasn’t tied up either, which must have meant that he’d been the one who tied me up. And he was underwater and talking to me.

What the hell?

Then my eyes dipped down, and I saw the tail. Where his legs should have been was a long, salmon-colored fishtail. It looked as complex as the silicon tails that we wore for our performances. Only… I squinted my eyes, inspecting it, and I screamed.

It was real. He had a real fishtail.

He was a merman, and he was holding me captive underwater.

I looked at him, locking eyes with him and the terror overtook me again as my vision tunneled. My ears rang and my vision blackened. I was about to pass out again.

“Finn!” someone yelled as darkness edged my vision. “Give her some space, she just woke up!”

There were more of them? It was too much for my injured head to handle. Instead of screaming for help, the ocean faded to black.

***
When I woke up again I felt like I was coming out of a bad dream. Tied up, underwater, a good-looking merman yelling at me about my necklace, a dolphin talking to me and asking for my help…

Someone’s hand gently pressed a compress to my forehead, like my mother soothing me when I was sick. That touch grounded me, made me feel like I was in control again, even though I felt weird, sticky, and waterlogged. I kept my eyes closed, because I wanted to relish this feeling of being safe.

It had been a bad dream. That’s all it was.

“Mom…” My voice sounded far away and muffled. “Mom, I had the strangest…dream. It was a nightmare.”

The hand caressing my face paused, followed by a resigned sigh. Then I heard a voice. It was a woman, maybe elderly, although my ears were still ringing.

“It was no dream,” it said, words coming out muffled.

Like it was underwater.

Like the merman from before.

I snapped my eyes open, meeting violet eyes in a wrinkled face framed by floating white hair. Floating because she was underwater. And she wasn’t my mother. 

I screamed, and this time, my hands weren’t bound by kelp. I pushed myself up and tried backing up as far away from her as possible, although whatever bed I’d been laying on was right up against the bare rock of a cave. When I moved, it was like my buoyancy had kicked in and my entire body started floating. I scrabbled against the rock of the cave, terrified.

The woman—mermaid, as I noticed that she had a distinctly purple tail that she used to steady herself in the water—studied me with apprehension. “It’s been so long since we had a…human…visitor,” she said in her gravelly voice.

“Are you real?”

To my surprise, she chuckled, bursts of bubbles erupting from her mouth and around her. “I could be asking the same of you.”

With my hands free, I brought them up to my face. “How am I able to breathe?” I rasped.

She shrugged. “A small trick, don’t worry.”

Don’t worry? How long was I going to be here? How long have I been here? I hyperventilated and gasped and sputtered.

We were in an underwater cave, like the stereotypical version of Ursula’s home in The Little Mermaid. It was dark, and some strange aquatic plants glowed with bioluminescent light, shrouding the entire place in an eerie twilight. The place seemed cluttered, with shelves laden with trinkets and shells and things that I had no idea what they were. There was only a single entrance to the cave from what I could tell, a semicircle that opened to the outside.

The mermaid reached out and steadied me. “Calm down,” she said.

Calm down? I couldn’t calm down. I was stuck underwater with a mermaid and no way to get back to the surface. I really should have taken Christine up on her offer to go to dinner. I should have listened to Mom and gone to college. I should have stayed far away from the ocean. Then I could have avoided this.

“Is she awake?”

I froze, recognizing the voice as the merman from last night. He appeared in the entrance of the cave. My heart sped up, and I tried shrinking even further into the corner, kicking my feet out to propel me into the side. I didn’t want him to capture me again. Not that I was any better off stuck underwater, but I considered the ability to move a step up from where I’d been.

“Stay away from me!” I cried.

He hesitated, those sea green eyes meeting mine.

“He kidnapped me!” I pointed an accusing finger his way.

He gave me an unimpressed look.

“What else did you expect, Finn?” the mermaid asked, her voice amused. “You frightened the poor creature.”

Finn groaned, rolling his head like he was cracking some stress out of it. “She surprised me. First, I saw her near Kai’s tank, and then she had this…” He held up my mermaid necklace. “I didn’t know what to think.”

“You kidnapped me,” I accused again, really because there was nothing else that came to mind. “You tied me up! And give me back my necklace!”

He frowned. “I saved you,” he corrected. He tapped his temple, in the same area where mine throbbed painfully. “When you fell, you hit your head pretty hard. You would have drowned if I didn’t come after you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why did you tie me up?”

He crossed his arms and gave me a square look. “Because I thought you were one of the humans who kidnapped Kai. You were near his prison when I came to rescue him.”

My mind was slowly piecing together everything. “Wait…you think I kidnapped Kai? The little dolphin?”

“Surely you don’t think she really did that, Finn,” the mermaid chided, clicking her tongue. “Look at her puny arms. She wouldn’t have been able to lift a dolphin, even a small one like Kai.”

“She could have had a potion,” Finn retorted.

The mermaid rolled her eyes. “What’s your name, child?” she asked, deftly changing the subject.

“T-Tara,” I managed.

“Well, Tuhtara,” the mermaid said, “I’m Nereia and this is my nephew Finn.”

“Tara.”

Finn crossed his arms. “What?”

I shivered, clutching my legs to my chest in a semi-fetal position. “It’s just Tara. Not…Tuhtara.”

Nereia chuckled. “Apologies. As I said, it’s been a while since we’ve had a human visitor.”

I was still trying to process everything. Finally, it felt like something was trying to make sense and I clutched at it like my life depended on it. “Kai was taken?” Suddenly, I knew why the dolphin was so sad. “Is that why he asked me to help him?” I ventured. It was crazy, thinking that a dolphin was speaking directly to me; then again, here I was deep in the ocean, talking to a pair of mermaids.

Crazy was par for the course. 

I didn’t get the reaction I thought I would. Finn looked at me in shock while the mermaid raised a quizzical eyebrow, impressed.

“You heard him speak to you?” she asked. “As a human, you could understand him?”

“Yeah?” I said.

“Impossible,” Finn interjected. “Dolphins aren’t supposed to be able to speak to humans.”

This merman had no right to tell me what I did and didn’t hear. I know what I heard—unless I was crazy.

Nereia thoughtfully touched a finger to her chin. “Unless…” she started, her voice trailing off.

“I heard him,” I promised. “Why was he crying for help?”

“He was stolen.” Finn spat the words as if they tasted bad. “By humans.”

“I had nothing to do with that,” I said. “Nothing.”

“She’s telling the truth,” the mermaid said.

“Then why were you by his cage when I was trying to rescue him?”

“I wanted to see if he was all right,” I said. “He felt… I could feel his sadness, and I wanted to see if I could help him. I was performing a mermaid show and—”

“How could you perform a ‘mermaid’ show when you’re human?” Nereia asked, speaking each word slowly.

“I have a tail that I put on, and then I go in the water and go out and do a dance for everyone.” 

Their expressions turned into disgust. Finn’s frown was so deep, he looked like a big mouth bass, while Nereia’s face wrinkled into a mask of distaste. It hit me then that me being a mermaid was quite possibly the equivalent of me mocking their culture with inappropriate clothing and customs. Now that I knew that mermaids were real, it struck me how wrong the entire idea of it was.

Who in heck knew mermaids were real?

“Sorry,” I muttered, unsure if even that was appropriate. If I ever got out of here alive, I’d make sure to tell Christine how mermaids really acted. Like concerned old women or haughty, handsome, annoying men. And they didn’t wear sparkly makeup.

“I need to go,” Finn said. He rubbed his hands in front of him, the awkwardness growing between all three of us. “I’ve got to figure out how to tell Nadia and Levi that I haven’t been able to free Kai yet.”

Nereia nodded. “Good luck. You’ll have to figure out how to tell them you dropped Kai’s potion.”

Finn’s face twisted into a frown and he shook his head. “It wasn’t my fault. I was…distracted.” He pointedly glanced at me. “I’ll need a new potion.”

“You know how long those take me to make, Finn,” Nereia warned. “And it gets more and more dangerous every time you go on land.” Her eyes widened slightly. “What if a human saw you?”

Finn gave me a wry glance. “One did see me and it’ll be okay. I’ll be more careful next time.”

Nereia’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m only worried about you and the deadline we have looming. I just want to help.”

Finn smiled. “The last time you helped me find a way, we froze a fleet of human ships in the Arctic.”

I saw a mad sparkle in Nereia’s eyes as she sighed. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“Yeah. It did.” Finn sobered. “Can you keep an eye on Tara?”

“Go do your business.” The old mermaid waved him off. Finn opened his mouth, as if to say something else, then turned and swam out of the cave.

I caught sight of the scars on his body again, and they did indeed cover his back with angry welts. Definitely a fishing net. I found myself wondering how he got caught in one… The faded marks looked like they must have hurt when they were fresh.

His body moved, the long, salmon-colored tail pivoting from his hips, swimming with the grace of a fish that had been in the water all his life. Were the movies true? If merfolk dry off on land, would they have legs to walk around? Would they infiltrate the human race? My mind wandered to all sorts of places, and I realized that despite the fact that I acted like a mermaid for a job, I really had no idea what they were truly like.

The older mermaid eyed me, not unkindly. In fact, she had a small smile on her face. “Don’t blame him for his behavior,” she said. “You’re the first human he’s ever met.”

“He’s being rude.”

“He saved your life.”

“Remind me to thank him when he’s not being a jerk.”

Instead of rolling her eyes at my childish comment, she chuckled good-naturedly.

“Are you a real mermaid?” I asked dumbly. I couldn’t help myself.

“I’m what you would call a sea witch.”

“Like Ursula?” The question popped out before I could stop it.

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t know what an Urr-soo-lah is,” she said, sounding out the foreign name. “But I was the one who treated you when Finn brought you to my chambers. Your head was bleeding terribly.”

“So you were really the one who saved my life.”

She didn’t get my joke. “I wouldn’t have known that you were drowning unless he brought you to me.”

“Of course.”

Despite the fact that I didn’t like him, I had to concede that if it wasn’t for him, I’d be fish food right about now. And even though I called him a jerk, I got the feeling that he really wasn’t. He acted like he had the fate of the entire ocean on his shoulders, and I didn’t quite know why. Other than failing to save Kai, which was a pretty big deal.

“How am I still alive?” I asked. “How is the pressure not killing me? How deep are we?”

Instead of answering all my questions at once, Nereia simply smiled. “I’ve taken care of that, pearl. You’ll be fine, so no worries.” She sighed. “I see that you have a lot of questions. I guess you would, this being your first time under the sea. Every human I’ve met has had a lot of questions. Your world works a lot differently than ours.”

“Namely the part where we can’t breathe underwater.”

“Oh that.” She tinkled with laughter. “Humans are missing gills.” Nereia leaned her head back, showing where, a few centimeters underneath her jawbone, she had two slits on either side. It took me a long moment to realize what they were, yet when they flared, sucking in water, I understood. Mermaids have gills. Who knew? “We have lungs as well, so we can go on dry land for periods of time. Yet it’s our gills that keep us breathing underwater, unlike you humans. And while you can swim, you can’t do it very well, seeing as you’re missing your fins.”

I curled my toes, feeling self-conscious. I knew that I swam better with my mermaid tail than without. Still though, I’d always considered myself a pretty good swimmer. “How do you guys know English?”

“What’s English?”

I looked at her, carefully phrasing my question. “How do we…understand each other? Our language? We call the language we’re speaking English.”

She raised her eyebrows as if the question surprised her. “It was a part of my spell to heal you and make you breathe underwater.” She waggled at finger at me, giving me a sly smile. “You, my dear, aren’t speaking what you call ‘English’ right now.”

“I’m not?” I sat bolt upright, noticing for the first time how my mouth moved differently when I spoke. I’d been speaking a different language, one that I didn’t know existed, yet one I was apparently fluent in. I’d been so distracted by everything else, I hadn’t noticed.

She chuckled, as if thrilled by my revelation. “You’re speaking Mermish without realizing it.”

“So that’s why you’re called a sea witch.”

She nodded. “Indeed, although there are a great many other reasons why I’m called that. Some of them aren’t nice at all.” Her tone grew darker as she spoke. I wondered why, and then the thought came into my head that she might be more like Ursula than I realized.

“How did I understand Kai then, without the potion?” 

She gave me a secretive smile. “I have my thoughts. You just confirmed them.”

“Wait, what?”

Either because she didn’t hear me or she was ignoring me, she flicked her tail and swam up to an area above my head, where a ledge obscured her from view. I had half a mind to follow her up there, on the other hand, the strange world I found myself in, and the seemingly endless questions I could ask were all giving me a headache. I may have been good at hiding it, but all I wanted was to lie down and sleep, although the pain would probably keep me up.

As if sensing my distress, Nereia called down, “Does your head still hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to sleep?”

“I don’t think I’d be able to.” I gingerly touched my head. It throbbed even at the slightest touch. Didn’t I read somewhere that you weren’t supposed to sleep when you’re concussed? Then again, I was under the ministrations of a sea witch.

She appeared, holding a globule of some amber liquid. A straw stuck out of the end of it, waiting for me to suck it down. “Drink this and you’ll be able to sleep.”

The age-old warning of never taking candy from strangers entered my mind, especially when they were sea witches, yet Nereia had done nothing to make me suspect that she would try harming me. In fact, she’d saved my life, so there was no reason for me to resist, especially with my head pounding.

I took it from her, hesitated for a moment more, and drank.

“Now that you’re a merwalker, you should come back and visit. I love hearing what’s happening in the human world. And I’m sure that Finn would love to see you again too.” Her voice sounded far away as the underwater world around me began to fade.

“What?” I muttered. “What’s a merwalker?”

It was too late. I was swallowed up by the darkness once again.










  
 

Chapter 4
“Hey, what are you doing here?”

My first thought was that the question was in English—I was sure of it—and my second thought was why someone was asking me that. I was in Nereia’s care in the cave, wasn’t I?

I opened my eyes, curious as to why it was so bright outside when I was deep in the ocean.

Wait a sec, that’s sunlight, and I am on dry land.

Right next to Kai’s isolation tank at the Houston Aquarium, from the looks of it. The aquarist who had been trying to feed him from earlier was standing over me, looking down, his mouth agape.

I sprang up with a gasp, trying to get my bearings. I immediately winced as my head pounded.

“Ow,” I whined, touching my head.

“What are you doing here?” the aquarist demanded. He looked around me, as if the answer was in plain sight. “Did you spend all night here?” He stopped and eyed me warily as a thought struck him. “You aren’t supposed to be here. Were you drinking?”

“No,” I said. “I…” I took stock of my situation. I was still in the clothes that I’d worn when I fell from Kai’s tank, and other than a few wrinkles and dirt, they looked pristine. Like I hadn’t been underwater.

I blinked in the sunlight. “What day is it?” I asked. How much time had passed? Between my faintings, I couldn’t tell how long I’d been in the ocean.

The aquarist looked taken aback. “What are you talking about?”

“What day is it?”

“It’s Wednesday.”

“Oh.” I sat back. So it was the next morning. I let out a long sigh of relief. I might not have been in as much trouble as I’d initially thought. Although, based on the aquarist’s stern expression, my being near the dolphins was probably a bad sign.

“What are you doing here?” he asked again.

“Last night,” I said, gesturing to the pool, “I wanted to check on Kai. He seemed so sad, I wanted to make sure that he was okay.”

As if in answer, the young dolphin let out a mournful cry. Thankfully, I didn’t hear him cry for help. I don’t know if I could have handled hearing him talk at that moment.

The aquarist either didn’t hear the cry or didn’t care, because he was still busy drilling me.

“By sheer dumb luck, you were out of sight of the security cameras, otherwise they would have caught you.” He gestured behind him and I caught a glimpse of the security camera that was trained on the largest of the dolphin pools. I was behind a pillar, beyond the security camera’s reach.

Thank goodness for small miracles.

“I, uh…” I didn’t want to tell him that I’d hit my head or anything and raise alarms that I’d had a concussion. After Nereia’s ministrations, I didn’t want to go to the hospital and have them see any evidence of a sea witch messing around with my cranial structure. I knew that my head was fine, even though I’m not sure what she did or even if she was real. “I laid down to talk to him, and I guess I fell asleep.”

“So you were drunk,” the aquarist said, unimpressed.

“No! I fell asleep here accidentally.” I demonstrated by tilting my head as if to pop my neck and rubbing my shoulder, as if I’d spend the entire night on a concrete surface. “Listen, I know what I did was wrong, but please don’t tell anyone. I could lose my job.”

I really could. One of Neptune’s biggest rules when we went on our tour was to not make a splash of bad publicity for his aquarium. I knew that sneaking into an animal enclosure and falling asleep constituted a “splash”. The realization of that made tears spring to my eyes.

The aquarist considered my plea for a second, before sighing with a long, drawn-out nod. “All right. It’s only because I’d feel bad for you. I know people make mistakes in their lives, especially when they’re young.”

I got to my feet and threw my arms around him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you so much, Mister…”

“It’s Tim,” he said, filling in the blank. “Call me Tim.”

“Thank you so much, Tim!”

“Don’t make me regret it,” he said with a grunt.

I pulled my arms to my side. “Of course,” I said.

Out of the need to make it up to him, I offered to help him feed and prep the dolphins for the day. Instead, Tim waved me away.

“That’s more rule breaking,” he said, “and you’ve done enough of that. Go back to your dressing room, and hurry because others are arriving for work. And don’t swim if you are hungover.” He added that last bit, giving me the impression that he didn’t believe my story about me falling asleep near Kai’s tank.

Before he could change his mind about keeping this quiet, I hurried back to the dressing room. It was early morning, so the hallways weren’t busy either. Even as it was, I rushed as fast as I could. I gratefully slammed the door shut and leaned against it, breathing heavily.

Maybe it was all a dream. Maybe I really had bonked my head on the side of the pool and only imagined everything. Hell, I was lucky that I wasn’t dead. It would have been all too easy to fall in the pool and then have someone find me, bloated and drowned. I’ve read stories like that before where someone had snuck into an aquarium and fell in, only to be discovered in the morning.

I shivered and wrapped my arms about myself. I’m too morbid sometimes.

Cautiously, I walked back to my station and looked at myself in in the mirror. No wonder the aquarist thought I’d been drinking. I looked awful. There were dark purple circles around my eyes, making me look like a zombie. My dark hair was in disarray and it would take a long time to get it looking somewhat presentable. I was also slightly sunburned on the side that had been exposed to the morning sun.

I gingerly lifted the hair from the right side of my head, and I saw a dark, angry spider web of bruising. So that’s where I had hit my head. Thankfully, I didn’t have any blood on me and my hair mostly covered it up. It certainly didn’t look like I had fallen into the Gulf of Mexico and split open my head. It looked like I had hit it pretty badly, sure, but nothing like what Nereia and Finn were talking about.

Maybe it truly was all a dream. Regardless, I probably shouldn’t swim that day.

Yet then I’d be in even more trouble because I didn’t report in last night and I’d be missing out on a performance today. Not to mention that something deep inside me wanted to go back into the water.

A shower would do me a world of good. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 8:15, so I had about forty-five minutes to get showered and get myself looking like a normal human being. I had to get a move on before Christine showed up.

I got to my feet and headed into the shower, my muscles groaning and my head aching. As soon as I turned on the water, I felt rejuvenated, like I was an entirely new person. I closed my eyes and put my hand up against the wall, leaning into the spray. I relished the sensation of the warm droplets hitting me and cascading down my body.

It felt good.

I groaned in pleasure, and it wasn’t the normal, “Oh that feels good”. This groan was something different, like something was aroused deep within me. My cheeks burning, I turned off the water and quickly toweled myself dry, not caring if I was too coarse with my scrubbing. I was glad there was no one there to see me.

I self-consciously put my bikini on, ready for the performance later on today, and then put my robe on over it. Jordyn was going to be handling the meet and greet with the kids, which was a relief. I probably needed all the time up until the two o’clock performance to get myself together.

I headed back out into the changing rooms, pausing when I heard voices out there.

“…think she’s okay?” a voice asked. Alaina.

“I hope so,” another voice said. Christine. She sounded so worried. “The cops won’t take a statement until she’s been missing until twenty-four hours. I’m so worried about her.”

I closed my eyes and if it wasn’t for my sore head, I would have given myself a facepalm. They called the cops? I really was in some deep shit. I also cursed myself that I hadn’t texted them as soon as I got back to the changing rooms. I’d been too absorbed in what had happened that I completely forgot. My mother was probably freaking out as well. I usually texted her a few times a day to let her know that I was all right.

“You don’t reckon that she was kidnapped?” Jordyn spoke up. “Maybe she just ran away?”

Before their conversation could get any more morbid about all the possibilities of what happened to me, I steeled myself and walked into the changing room. All three of them were there, setting their bags on their make-up stations. At my appearance, they all froze, looking at me like deer in headlights. Christine’s jaw dropped and the other two stared at me with wide eyes.

 “Tara?” Alaina asked.

“Hey guys.” I self-consciously placed a strand of wet hair behind my ear. “Sorry about going AWOL on you guys last night. I, uh…” I couldn’t very well tell them that I’d spent all night by Kai’s pool. Just because I vividly remembered being saved by Finn and Nereia doesn’t mean it actually happened.

 “You idiot!” Christine’s voice snapped me back to the present situation. She stood in front of me, her hands on her hips as she stared me down, an angry frown on her face. “You nearly gave me a heart attack, Tara! Where the hell were you?!”

“I, uh…” My mind reeled, and Finn’s handsome face floated across my mind, taking my breath away. I came up with something that was somewhere in between what I believed was the truth and what was more likely to have happened. “I…met someone.”

She stepped back with a bewildered look on her face that was reflected on both Alaina and Jordyn. “You met someone?”

“Like a guy?” Jordyn ventured in a scandalous stage whisper.

I closed my eyes, not believing the next words that came out of my mouth. “Yeah. We went back to his place?” The pitch of my voice raised on the last word, making it sound like a question. I hoped it didn’t sound like I was making it up.

“Did you…?” Christine asked as Jordyn exclaimed, “Oh my god, you didn’t!” She hooted like she was seeing a kiss on an old TV show.

My cheeks burned. I should have said something else.

Christine shook her head. “Where did you meet this guy?” Before I could answer, she shook her head as if she were erasing her thoughts. “Never mind. You’re eighteen years old, you’re an adult. Just please, please, please promise me that you’re being safe. And if you are…going over to a guy’s place, please let one of us know. And that’s all I’m saying about that.”

I let out a breath. So now everyone thought that I was a bit easy. I guess that’s better than thinking I was crazy, at least for now. And I wasn’t going to be kept from the performance this afternoon. Something deep in the pit of my stomach told me that I had to be there.

Christine continued, all business. “Jordyn, you need to get ready for the meet and greet, you only have half an hour to get ready.”

The pressure was off me. I still felt terrible, but at least I wasn’t going to be fired, or worse. 

I exhaled.

Yet, there was still the question that remained. What really did happen last night?

***
Even Neptune noticed that I was a bit off-kilter.

“You look a lil’ different today,” he told me gruffly. We were by the dolphin pool and I had barely gotten into the water to put my mermaid tail on for the two o’clock performance. I held onto the ledge with one hand, submerged up to my shoulders as I maneuvered into my tail with my other hand. Even though getting in the water felt amazing, I was able to keep the groan of pleasure from escaping my throat this time. They didn’t need to know that it felt like the water completed me.

“Did you get some extra beauty sleep or somethin’?” Neptune asked, frowning.

I glanced at Christine, who was putting her tail on by the side of the pool. She downcast her eyes, and I got the message. While she wasn’t going to tell our boss about me going missing last night, she wasn’t going to help me either. I was on my own.

“Extra beauty sleep,” I said vaguely, hoping that he wouldn’t push the issue. By now, I’d decided that it had all been some sort of weird dream and I had passed out by the pool. That was it. No merman. No sea witch. Just a bad circumstance.

I pulled up on my mermaid tail, which thankfully slid up over my hips without any trouble. Usually it was a mission to get the tight silicon to pull up. Today, it seemed that I was getting better at putting it on.

He squinted down at me, his mouth open as if he was about to say something else, then he shook himself and handed the air hose to me.

“Don’t get too much beauty sleep,” he warned. “You might have trouble waking up from it.”

Before I could ask what he meant by that, he turned away and sauntered over to the other side to talk to Alaina, who was having trouble getting her tail on over her burgeoning belly—noticeable only to those of us who knew how tiny she was before she became pregnant. I frowned, thinking how much I was going to miss the other mermaid when she left to have her baby.

I looked back to the dolphin pool to check if I heard anything coming from there. Kai seemed like he was avoiding me and I didn’t feel any deep emotions overtaking me, so maybe I really did dream all of it up.

I squeezed the trigger for the air hose and heard the satisfying hiss of air. I put it in the water, squeezed the trigger again, and air bubbles floated to the top.

“Tara,” Christine said softly, drawing my attention over to her. “Look, I know that I said you’re an adult and that you can make your own choices, but if there’s anything you need to talk about, like birth control…”

“I’m good.” I tried smiling encouragingly at her. “I’m sorry for making you worry.”

She frowned. “Please call me if that happens again. So I know where you are.”

“Of course,” I said.  “I promise I’ll do that.” Not that I plan on that ever happening again, whatever it was.

She smiled at me then, the first I’d gotten from her all day. “All right.”

As if remembering that we were about to go on to perform, she glanced up at the clock. “Let’s get this show on the road.” She signaled to Jordyn and Alaina, who gave their thumbs up that their tails were on and that they were ready. She then signaled to the volunteer. “It’s show time.”

All four of us submerged and headed for the stage area.

Underwater, I could hear my heartbeat, like some sort of bass drum that oddly pounded in time to the music. My eyes were open, and I could swear that I could see better than ever before in the water. Everything looked crystal clear.

I must’ve hit my head harder than I thought.

The strangeness made me hesitate briefly before reaching the front glass and pulling myself up the edge of the glass to introduce us to the audience. Christine glanced over at me in concern. Everyone else had reached the glass before me. Usually I’m the first to reach the glass, being so excited about the chance to perform. I gave her a quick nod to let her know that I was all right. 

Focus, Tara, I told myself.

The music came on and all four of us waved. We were supposed to push off the wall and do a back flip. I obliged, trying to execute the movement, only I slid through the water like a hot knife through butter and misjudged my trajectory, shooting me down twenty feet, almost to the bottom of the pool. I could hear the gasp of air bubbles above me, and I realized that my fellow mermaids saw my mistake. I quickly recovered and swam back up, aligning myself with Christine.

My troubles didn’t end there. For some reason, every time we twisted, I spun an extra three times. When we did a backflip, I did mine in a quarter of the time. It wasn’t that I was trying to show off. Heck, I was the least experienced out of all of us—I usually couldn’t move as fast as the other three mermaids. Nevertheless, I was spinning and moving like I’d always lived in the water.

Like I was a fish.

Jordyn caught my eyes, and she did a double take. Yeah, I was about to feel that way too. Something was wrong. Yet at the same time, something was oh so right.

I enjoyed it. This reminded me of the first time I put on a tail two months ago. In all my dreams, I had no idea how incredible it was to be a mermaid. Again, I was feeling like I did that first day, only this was far more…empowered.

The adrenaline hit me then, filling me with elation. I gasped when it hit me, and the awkwardness fell off me like I’d removed a cloak. 

I suddenly forgot how weird it all was. There was just me and the water. I was going to have fun with this, and take this performance to a whole new level. When we were supposed to spin, I executed the quadruple spin. When we backflipped, I made my circumference bigger, relishing the water supporting me.

The music drew me into a frenzy. I made my movements bigger and bigger, not realizing what I was doing until I dove down to the bottom of the pool, touched the slippery concrete, and then sped back up to the surface, breaching it like a dolphin. I went so high up, I could see the crowd in the arena gasp, the flashes of their cameras hitting me in the air. I bent forward, entering the water hands first, and swan dove into the pool.

The music ended and the crowd erupted into cheers that I could hear underwater as well as I could out of the water.

Only when I surfaced did I realize that I had dropped my air hose somewhere along the way. And then I couldn’t remember when I had used it for the entire performance.

I hadn’t needed it. I did the entire show without taking a single breath.

Christine, Alaina, and Jordyn looked at me like I had literally become a sea monster in front of their eyes. Cthulhu could emerge from the ocean and they would have the same expression that they had now.

Christine mouthed something to me, her expression a cross between shock and worry as the crowd went wild, the uproar deafening.

I closed my eyes. I didn’t know how any of it had happened. Suddenly, the air that was filling my lungs now threatened to throw me into hyperventilation. I took a deep breath and retreated, heading back to the other side. I took off my mermaid tail as I did so, and doing that didn’t even slow me down. I reached the ledge, surprising a volunteer and an aquarium worker. Neptune was jogging on the other side, saying something to me.

I didn’t care.

I sprang to my feet, bringing my mermaid tail with me.

“Tara!” It was Christine. She spluttered, farther away, unable to catch up to me. “Tara, wait!”

I ran back to the dressing room, thankfully not running into anyone who could have stopped and asked me what I was doing. I needed to be alone.

What had happened?

I stopped in front of the mirror. Through my tears, I could see that I looked the same. Same dark hair, same green eyes with turquoise flecks, even if they were the color of the sea that day. Then I noticed that the spider web of bruising was gone from my temple. Come to think of it, my headache had been gone for a few hours now. I touched around my face, feeling to see if there was any part of my head that was tender. I lifted up my chin, inspecting to see if there was anything on my neck.

Then I gasped. The first second of it escaped my mouth before I could clamp a hand over it. My eyes were wide with terror, a fresh stream of tears falling from them.

Gills. I had gills. Just like Nereia had shown me, I had two slits on either side of my jaw.

Oh my god, it had been real. My dream with Finn and Nereia really happened. Up until now, I’d been willing to believe that it had all been a dream.

The world tilted and I grasped the edge of the vanity, trying not to pass out.

How in the world could I have gotten gills? I wasn’t a mermaid—I was human! A girl who had plans to go to college next year and become a marine biologist. Sure, I’d always wanted to be a mermaid; I just hadn’t realized that I didn’t really want to be a mermaid. Not a real one, at least.

Maybe it was only temporary, and that was how I was able to breathe last night. Maybe it would go away. Or maybe I’d start sprouting a fin for real and I’d have to live under the sea. I had no idea what I’d do with my life if that happened.

“Now that you’re a merwalker, you should come back and visit.” That’s what Nereia had said before I passed out after drinking whatever she had given me. She had called me a merwalker. What the hell was a merwalker?

I needed to think, somewhere where I wouldn’t be bothered.

Without a second thought, I ran into the shower and locked the door. I turned the water on high and huddled in the corner of the shower, unable to really process what was happening to me.

“Tara?” Christine’s voice came on the other side of the door. “Tara, are you okay?”

“I’m fine!” I cried. “I just…” I faltered. “Leave me alone!”

“Let me in, please?” I was about to, until she asked, “What was that out there?”

That only caused my chest to constrict painfully. I pulled up my legs closer in a fetal position. I was a freak, and everyone saw that. The audience might have gone crazy, but they didn’t know that what they saw was not a part of the usual performance. I couldn’t even try explaining what had happened out there. Only that I’d been saved by a merman and a sea witch had done something to help me heal and breathe underwater. Which was now causing me to transform into a mermaid. Or a merwalker, whatever that was.

I wiped the tears from my eyes and stayed in the shower until the water went cold, although it no longer bothered me. And then I still stayed in it even longer, not wanting to face the reality of what was happening to me.










  
 

Chapter 5
Eventually, I decided that I would have to leave the relative safety of the showers. With my hair still sopping wet, I wrapped a towel around my torso and went into the changing rooms, dreading what I would see.

Other than Christine sitting on the couch and typing on her laptop, I didn’t see anyone else.

She glanced up at me as I came in, raised an eyebrow, and then sat back, crossing her arms. “Do you mind telling me what that was today?” she asked. “Are you on drugs?”

I stared at her open-mouthed. “N-no!” I spluttered, shocked she would even consider something like that.

She was silent for a few moments before she closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, I don’t think that you’re type to do that kind of stuff. Just tell me, how did you…” she waved her hand, trying to describe our performance, “…do that?”

I had no answer for her. I averted my eyes and stood there awkwardly, unable to decide on a single thing to say. How could I?

My silence must have been too long, because Christine sighed and sat back, combing a finger through her hair. “I know it’s not my business unless you do want to talk about it. Still though. You did deviate from the performance today.”

“I’m sorry.”

Despite everything, she gave me a small smile. “You were…amazing though,” she said breathlessly. “I don’t know how you did it. You looked like a real mermaid. I couldn’t believe it. Neither could the audience. Pity you didn’t stick around at the end because everyone wanted to talk to the star of the show. Including Mr. Stevens, who talked to Neptune about having us back next year.”

The tight feeling in my chest loosened a bit and I let out a breath.

“So you aren’t angry?”

“No.”

“And Neptune’s not angry?”

The corners of her lips quirked up. “He’s…curious. Grumpy. But that’s how he always is, you know that.”

That muscle in my chest got a little looser still. “I won’t get fired?”

She chuckled and shut her laptop. “Of course not. Everyone wants to meet the mermaid who can swim like, well, a mermaid.” She tapped the lid of the computer. “I’ve been answering emails from three local newspapers, some blogs, and more. You’re famous, Tara.”

I crossed my arms in a self-conscious gesture, not wanting to be famous for being a freak. “I didn’t know I could swim like that,” I said. Ain’t that the truth.

“Well, that was certainly a surprise. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?” She frowned. “You seemed upset earlier.”

“I was,” I admitted, though I didn’t want to expand upon that. “Where are Jordyn and Alaina?”

“They went back to the hotel.” Christine yawned. “We’re all a bit tired. Especially since we were so worried about you last night.” I cast my eyes down, feeling guilty. “Good thing we only have tomorrow’s performance, and then we fly to Portland.” She smiled warmly up at me, trying to cheer me up.

I inwardly recoiled in horror. I’d entirely forgotten about that. The idea of it seemed so final.

“Oh,” was all I could say. “That came up quick,” I added lamely, realizing that the silence had stretched longer than I’d thought.

Christine scrutinized my expression, looking at me as if she could read my face like the gossip magazines. “Look, I know you’re young, but this thing you have…”

“What?”

“The boy you spent the night with last night.” She looked regretful, like she was sorry for what she was about to say. “Surely you knew that it wouldn’t work…”

“No,” I said. “It’s not that. There’s….” 

She took my tongue-tiedness as admission of my hot night and stood up, taking her laptop with her. She had immediately clammed up at my lack of a reaction. “I know, I shouldn’t prod.” She grabbed her purse and headed towards the door. “I’m going to let Neptune know that you’re okay. Come find me if you need me.”

She left me alone, and I really didn’t want to be alone. I wanted someone I could talk to, someone I could ask what was happening, and most of all why it was happening to me. My hand timidly moved to the space under my jaw. Sure enough the slits were still there, painful reminders that something was indeed very wrong.

I only had one more night to figure out what the hell that was from Nereia and Finn before I flew across the country. Then, I’d have no way of getting back into contact with them. I’d be lost forever, with a set of gills. Or maybe even worse.

“Oh, Christine isn’t going to like this,” I muttered aloud to myself, realizing what I was going to have to do. What choice did I have though?

I let out a steadying breath. I was going to have to find Finn or Nereia and have them reverse whatever was happening to me.

Then again, the ocean was immense, and I had no idea where they’d be. They must be close by if everything happened last night, however I had no idea which direction to go. I could literally spend hundreds of years exploring the sea and never find them, and I only had tonight to do it.

Unless… I clenched my fists at the thought.

Finn knew Kai and had been trying to rescue him last night, right? Maybe the merman would try again tonight.

Yet I could also ask Kai where they’d be and see if I could help the poor dolphin out in the process. It was worth a shot.

Mind made up, I grabbed my mermaid tail out of its garment bag. If I was going to have to dive in the water again, I wanted everything I had that could help me.

I rushed out of the room, heading down the now-familiar hallway to the dolphin tank. After last night, I was mindful about the security cameras that were recording my every move. Just act casual, I thought to myself, although I had no idea how casual aquarium volunteers acted, especially carrying a mermaid tail that was as big as they were.

Thankfully, the few people I passed didn’t take any interest in me. Tim, the aquarist, had kept his word. I felt bad that I was going to have to betray that trust by doing the exact same thing again. Hopefully I’d be back before anything happened tomorrow.

For now, I needed to have a chat with Kai.

I stepped out to the dolphin pools. The other dolphins were clicking, busily talking to each other and calling out to Kai, who still looked depressed in his isolation tank. It struck me that I understood all of them, not just Kai this time. While I couldn’t recognize which dolphin the voices came from because they all talked in quick succession, they all had their distinct personalities.

“Hey, Prince, you need to eat somethin’!”

“You need to keep your strength up.”

“The trainers feed you fish. Fish.”

“It’s not working.”

“Well, of course he’s depressed.”

“I miss my mama.”

That last one had been Kai, sounding like he was pleading for the other dolphins’ help. My heart broke for the little guy.

I glanced at the camera which was still trained on the other dolphins. I took a gamble that whoever was on duty in security that night wouldn’t notice them acting a bit weird and walked over to Kai’s tank. His big, blue eye stared at me warily as I tiptoed to the edge of the pool.

Of course, the other dolphins noticed my return.

“Hey, the girl’s back!”

“The one from last night!”

“I think she likes Kai.”

“I’m worried about him,” I told the other dolphins, knowing that I could communicate with them in whatever language I’d been speaking in the night before. The mouth movements were different, and I could feel it in my throat, although I heard it as clear I would in English.

They all stopped, stunned that I had responded.

“Dude, she talked to us.”

“In Mermish.”

“Think we could get her to give us some fish? Or play with us?”

Mermish. That was the language I was speaking. I tucked that away in the back of my mind for later. “How come I can understand you guys now when I couldn’t earlier today?”

This seemed to perplex the dolphins.

“I dunno?”

“Maybe you weren’t listening?”

I had been trying to listen. Then again, maybe whatever transformation was taking place came in waves, and I had simply been unable to at that point in time. So many questions and not enough answers.

I knelt next to Kai’s pool. “H-hey?” I hesitated, willing myself to have more strength in my voice. “Hey, Kai, it’s me, Tara. Remember me?”

The young dolphin studied me, not moving a muscle. The light breeze on the water made him bob up and down slightly, the only movement in the pool. I got the feeling that he was taking everything in, making sure that I wasn’t a threat to him.

“I was here last night. When Finn came to save you.”

“Yes, Finn!” a dolphin hooted behind me. “Finn was here to save you. He saved the girl too!” 

I almost thought that Kai had ignored me once again, yet I saw his eye widen perceptibly. He had recognized Finn’s name too. I latched onto that.

“I think Finn had to stop your rescue mission in order to save me.”

I stopped my nervous stream of consciousness as Kai’s voice filled my head, and instead of the scared, whimpering tone I’d heard earlier, it was now relieved. “I’m glad you’re better.”

The other dolphins had stopped clicking, sticking their heads out of the water and seeing Kai and I talk to each other with intent expressions on their bottle-nosed faces.

“I am,” I said genuinely.

“I told him to take care of you first,” Kai said. “You were hurt real bad.” His eye rolled once and he shifted his bulk to avoid hitting the side of the pool. “I didn’t want you to drown.”

This little dolphin being concerned about my wellbeing touched me. “Why did you ask him to save me?” I asked. I didn’t add the other part of my question, which was, Why did you have him save me when he was so close to saving you?

“Because you were hurt.” He said it so matter-of-factly too. “I didn’t want you to die.”

Had I been that close to dying that a baby dolphin recognized it? A chill went down my spine and I shuddered inwardly. “Thank you,” I said. “I owe you big time.”

I could have sworn that the corners of the dolphin’s mouth turned upwards in a smile. It was the first time I saw any other emotion coming from him other than sadness. I didn’t even know that dolphins could smile.

I felt bad for asking for his help when he was so distraught. “If it’s all right, I wanted to ask for your help again tonight.”

“Yes?”

I took a deep breath. “When Finn saved me, he took me to a sea witch. Nereia. She helped put my head back together, but I think she also did something else to me.”

The dolphin didn’t answer. I realized that he was waiting for me to explain further, so I tilted my head back and I pointed to the gills. “I think she’s turning me into a mermaid.”

I thought that would excite the other dolphins, though it surprisingly didn’t. I glanced back at them, and they were still watching me, hanging on my every word.

I turned back to Kai. His eye regarded me for a moment before giving me a single nod. “Good.”

“No, that’s not good, Kai,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m a human. I need to be able to live on the land. I don’t need to worry about breathing underwater.”

“But the ocean is so nice! You can do whatever you want in the ocean. Why would you want to stay on land? You’ve been given a gift.”

Yes, I could consider it a gift. I’d wanted to be a mermaid all my life. Now that it was happening, I didn’t want it to be. I was human. That underwater world was unknown, scary. I didn’t really want to be a…a…what was it that Nereia had said? Merwalker.

“The sea witch called me a merwalker,” I said. “Do you know what that is?”

The other dolphins went crazy, clicking their answers, incoherent in their elation. Kai just stared at me wide-eyed.

“You do know what that is,” I said, frowning.

“It’s a fairytale,” Kai said in awe. “I thought they weren’t real.”

Like mermaids. I nearly laughed out loud in the irony.

“I want to find Nereia again, to undo this. Please.” I reached out and touched his nose. He leaned into it, closing his big eyes. “And I swear, I’ll help you get out of here.” 

It was the right thing to do. I was going to find a way if I had to jump into the pool and carry him out myself. I owed him that much. He deserved better.

Kai regarded me for a second more before turning away. I thought he had dismissed me and my hopes fell until he said, “Just go into the ocean and say, ‘Finn, I’m here’.”

“Really?”

“Don’t worry, he’ll find you.”

I heard commotion across the way to the entrance to the dolphin pools. Someone had either found me or they were going to stumble upon me. I grabbed my mermaid tail and clutched it to my chest. I crouched and ran over to the edge of the landing, heading towards the ocean.

“I will be back,” I whispered to Kai. “I will set you free, okay, buddy?”

“Tell Finn hi for me.” It seemed like he, too, was skeptical about my odds of setting him free.

Perhaps he thought that I would somehow be persuaded to stay in the ocean. Even though the idea of it was impossible to me, I promised myself that if it ever happened and I did stay in the ocean, I’d still find a way to get the dolphin calf out of here.

I pulled myself over the fence, careful not to slip and fall. I hop-skipped down the rocks, being very careful not to misstep, trying to move quickly to stay out of sight from whoever was coming.

“Hey fellas,” a voice said from over the ledge, addressing the dolphins. “Hungry?”

The dolphins went crazy, excited for one last feeding for the night. Their voices jumbled together into an incoherent cacophony. If it wasn’t directly into my head, I would have covered my ears.

Despite their raucousness, I could hear Kai’s voice over it, calling to me.

“Good luck.”

The water below looked like it was lapping at the sharp rocks a bit too forcefully, reminding me of a meat grinder. No wonder I’d hit my head when I slipped off. 

I hesitated, struggling to determine the best place to dive into the ocean. Finn had somehow found a place to come up onto the shore without being torn to shreds, I just couldn’t find it. It all looked treacherous and scary.

Then I spotted it, a space where I could leap and land into what I thought was calm water. I could be completely wrong, and have a riptide throw me out to sea. I really had no idea how deep it was. I guessed that was where Finn had come in for his rescue mission and that was going to have to be where I landed in the water.

I gripped the tail to my body, determined that I wouldn’t lose it. Once I got in the water, I would put on my tail and swim. After the spectacle I made earlier that day, I could handle these waves and rushing water.

I closed my eyes, willing myself to take the jump. Finally, I leaped out into empty air and plunged to the churning water below. 

***
Instead of the rocks, I miraculously hit the water with a loud splash, and I scissored my legs open, attempting to stop my descent. Panic jammed my senses all at once when I opened my mouth and filled my lungs with water. At the same time, whatever part of me was turning into a fish knew exactly how to breathe and I began to inhale normally. Though my mind didn’t know how to handle the ocean, my body did.

That didn’t help the crashing of the waves or my tumbling head over heels. The mermaid tail was torn from my grasp, floating off into the water. Although everything was all discombobulated, I couldn’t let my lifeline get swept away. I blindly reached out, and despite the odds, my fingers found it. I gripped it with everything I had, like my life depended on it. 

I kicked, willing myself to get out of the current and away from the churning water against the rocks. That underwater instinct that I’d felt during the performance took over, calming my nerves and I was able to dolphin kick away and shoot through the sea like some sort of missile.

By a stroke of luck, I hadn’t died or gotten severely injured. I’d had quite a few near deaths in the last twenty-four hours.

After several long, agonizing moments, the water got calmer as I moved further away from the rocks. I surfaced, surprised to find that I was a good two hundred yards from the shore. The aquarium glistened like a miniature city on the edge of land and beyond it, the suburbs of Houston.

“I’ll be back,” I promised Kai. I wasn’t going to fail. I was going to make this work.

After I shimmied into my tail, I started searching the water for Finn. Given that I was swimming like a fish without it, I probably didn’t need it, however, since the odds were so stacked against me, I would take every bit of help I could get.

Besides, it felt like my last touch with familiarity as I was headed into the unknown. 

I floated on my back in the water and looked at the dark sky, thinking I’d gone crazy. One, for believing that I was turning into a mermaid; two, for thinking that I could talk to dolphins; and then believing that I could find a certain merman in all of the vast ocean.

“Finn?” I called to the night air. “I’m here.”

I waited, drifting on the waves for what seemed like an eternity, but was probably only for a few minutes. Nothing and no indication that anything had changed when I had called for Finn’s help.

Of course.

Okay, so it was going to be a bit harder than a simple request for help. I flipped onto my stomach and submerged, heading out to sea. I had no direction in mind, except away from the shore. I went deeper and deeper, further and further at an impossible depth, distance, and time for an ordinary human.

My mind wasn’t on the impossibility of the situation. I was too busy reveling in how beautiful everything was under the water. The water was a deep blue, stretching out from me in all directions. Schools of fish swam in perfect formation, and based on the murmur in the water, the fish were talking amongst themselves. I could see the kelp sway with the current, and I even spotted a few jellyfish lazing around, speaking in low, unfazed conversations. I heard whales in the distance, singing to each other in heart-wrenching songs that I now understood. I saw a crab swimming by me, musing out loud who I was. Some fish were curious, swimming right up next to me to investigate. 

It was magical. I could see why Kai was so adamant that I wouldn’t want to go back to land. Every time I’d been in the ocean before, it was on the shore or in a boat on top of it. I never witnessed how alive everything was around me.

Perhaps my transformation had something to with it as well. I didn’t think normal humans saw this way, and they certainly couldn’t breathe underwater like I was.

I felt sad that once I went back to my old self, I wasn’t going to have this. I brushed the thought from my mind, scared by how accurate Kai’s predication was.

A snapper wiggled his way next to me, moving his head so he could keep an eye on me at all times. He’d been following me for a while, so I got the sense that he wasn’t just a random fish following a random mermaid.

“Hey?” I asked timidly, strangely remembering my mother’s warning to never speak to strangers. Did that include talking to curious fish?

I stopped swimming so I could face the fish. The snapper’s eyes widened and he stopped as well.

“I-I’m looking for someone… uh…”

“Who are you looking for?” the snapper asked.

I sighed in relief. “Uhm, Finn,” I said. Do mermen have last names? “Finn, the Merman.” 

The snapper swam right up to me and turned to the side so he could get a good look at me. “You’re looking for Finn? I know Finn! What do you want with him?”

“I need to ask him a favor.” I wasn’t sure how far in depth I should go. I remembered Finn’s and Nereia’s reaction when I told them that I was a fake mermaid. I didn’t want to spook the snapper by telling him that I was a human in a mermaid tail. “Do you know where I can find him?”

“You simply ask for him,” the snapper said, confusion coloring his voice.

“I tried that already.” I waited a beat, letting the wave of irritation ebb. “It didn’t work.”

The fish chuckled at me in a fit of glistening scales and bubbly water. I didn’t know that fish could laugh, so I gawped at him, dumbfounded. 

“You must not have done it underwater. He couldn’t hear you, silly.”

“What?” Come to think of it, I guess even though I’d been in the water, I had said it outside of the water. “I guess I could try it.”

“How else would he hear you?”

Okay, so the fish was making fun of me. “Hey buddy, this is all new to me.”

“I couldn’t tell.”

His sarcasm made my eye twitch. Who knew that fish could be sarcastic? 

I closed my eyes and focused on the problem at hand. “Finn?” My voice trembled, even though I was trying to speak loudly and with authority. “Finn, I’m here. I need you,” I added that last part quietly.

“See? That’s better.”

“Yeah, like he could hear me.” Yes, I had spoken loudly, but even screaming wouldn’t carry that far over the ocean.

“He can hear you.”

I put my hands on my hips and waited in the water, the snapper hanging out next to me. A minute passed by, two minutes. Nothing happened. How long should I wait for a response?

“He didn’t hear me,” I grumbled.

“You really need to learn patience,” the fish chided. “You know how vast the ocean is, right?”

“Yes, which is exactly why I should get going,” I told him desperately. “I really need to find him tonight.” 

I flicked my tail to zoom off, and something caught my wrist, holding me back. At first, ridiculously, I thought it was the snapper somehow holding onto my wrist. When I turned back, I saw sea green eyes studying me with the same incredulous look I was probably giving him.

“What are you doing here?” Finn asked me.

“I—I—” I stammered, tongue-tied for the moment. He was still bare-chested, still sporting those rock-hard abs, still gorgeous, and, most importantly, he was here. He had heard me, and he came for me.

Finn’s face twisted into a disapproving frown. “And what are you doing wearing that?”

It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about. I looked down and saw the fake mermaid tail. Despite it all, I burst out laughing, which was more from relief than anything else.

“That?” I rubbed a hand over my tail. “That’s kinda why I’m here…”

Now that someone who could take control of the situation and help me out was here, everything came tumbling down at once, my own emotions coming in like a tide. My fears about what was happening crashed into me, threatening to overwhelm me. Someone else could take care of it, and I wouldn’t be stuck with gills or a real tail.

I could be normal again. And then I could help out Kai, following through on my promise. I’ve been let down in the past by life. I wasn’t going to let him down. With Finn’s help, we could figure out a way. I was sure of it.

I collapsed into his chest, deep sobs wracking me. Awkwardly, he put a hand around my shoulders, not knowing what else to do.

“I’m so glad you’re here.”








  
 

Chapter 6
As I learned a few minutes later, throwing yourself at a boy, especially if he was a half-naked merman, makes for an awkward conversation afterward. It took a few minutes for the tears to stop, and I was so embarrassed by my crying afterward, I couldn’t look him in the eye.

“What are you doing here?” Finn asked me again. He steadied me at arm’s length, probably trying to keep me from grabbing at him again. To my relief, his expression was warm and concerned, so that in of itself was comforting.

I took a steadying breath, and I felt the gills under my jaw flare as a painful reminder of what was happening to my body. The words threatened to deluge all at once, so I closed my eyes, fighting to hold them back.

“Thank you for saving me yesterday.”

He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.

“But whatever Nereia did to me, it’s turning me into a—a mermaid, I think.” The words tumbled out and I ended my sentence on a sob. “She called me a merwalker.”

Finn gave me a hard look. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m turning into something like you. Surely you noticed that I’m freaking breathing underwater?” I said, exasperation eclipsing any other emotion. I cocked my head back and pointed to the gills. “Those weren’t there yesterday!”

Finn reached out as if to touch the gills, his face unreadable at the too-intimate gesture. He shook his head and cursed under his breath. I didn’t know what the words were exactly. Whatever translated sea-speak into English for me only identified them as vulgar words.

“It was meant to be temporary,” he said, his voice a little strangled. “Only until you returned to the surface.”

“Yeah, well I did, and Nereia did something permanent.”

“I can see that.” He combed his fingers through his hair. “Dammit. I’d hoped that she wouldn’t do that.”

“What, you knew she could turn me into a mermaid?” I shrieked.

“Merwalker,” he corrected. “And it was always a possibility.” He groaned. “Nobody really knows what goes on in that head of hers. She must have thought there was a purpose in turning you into a merwalker.”

I remembered her words. You should come back and visit…

“So you’re saying she’s—”

“Crazy,” he said simply. “She was the only one who could save you though. I had no choice.”

“Excuse me, I’m still here.”

We both looked up to see the snapper eyeing us warily, his mouth open in a big ‘o’. “Did I just hear you say that you are turning into a mermaid? But your tail…”

“It’s a fake tail, Ponce,” Finn said, his entire demeanor changing when he addressed the fish. He crossed his arms, increasing the distance between us. “She’s a human.”

That stung, like it was some sort of insult. “For now,” I added coldly.

Ponce, the nosy snapper, gaped at me. “A human? A real human? I mean, you were acting funny trying to call Finn here. I just figured that was for a date.”

“No!” I said quickly, my cheeks turning bright red. While Finn looked as embarrassed as I, it looked endearing on him. “I need help. I need to stop this. Can you take me to Nereia’s cave or whatever it was?”

To my dismay, Finn shook his head. “I can’t. She’s not there. She’s…she’s out collecting fire flowers.”

“What?” I asked, feeling the pit of dread clench my stomach.

“Well, you see, I dropped the potion, so she has to go find ingredients for it. My father ordered her to hurry, so she left immediately. We don’t expect to see her until tomorrow.”

“Why? Where?” Then something struck me as odd about Finn’s statement and I narrowed my eyes. “Wait, who is your father?”

It was Finn’s turn to turn bright red, averting his eyes from mine.

“King Oceanus,” Ponce answered for him in a smug voice.

I bit back a nervous giggle. “King Oceanus? Then that would make you…” I ended up dumbly gaping at Finn, who wouldn’t look at me.

“A prince,” Ponce finished when it was evident that a catfish had got my tongue. “Prince Finn. How did you not know that?”

“Ponce,” Finn warned, and at the same time I stammered, “H-hello, I’m a human!” 

Holy crap, I’d been fawning over an undersea prince this entire time!

At my outburst, both merman and fish stopped to look at me. Even underwater, my chest was heaving as I breathed in and out, frustrated and shocked by the whole thing. 

“You’re a prince?”

Finn flashed me his gorgeous smile, amused by my bewilderment. “Sometimes. I do prefer to just be Finn.”

My eyes were entirely too wide, and Finn’s expression of delight twisted my insides in a pleasant way. I had to slow my roll or else I was going to fall flat on my face.

“When will Nereia be back?” I asked, my voice mangled as I tried valiantly not to fawn over him.

“Tomorrow,” Finn - Prince Finn, holy crap - said. “It’s a long journey to get fire flowers.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t have dropped the potion last night.”

“Could we get it?”

“No. It has to be fresh. It’s been way too long for it to work. Otherwise, we’d have it already made.”

Frustration threatened with angry tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. “I thought you said she’s hurrying?”

“She can’t take that long,” Finn muttered, combing a hand through his swirls of hair. I must have looked crestfallen, because his expression softened and he put a hand on my shoulder, giving it a quick squeeze. “Listen, I’ll take you to my father. He’ll know where Nereia is and then we can find her. See if she can change you back from being a merwalker.”

His words didn’t promise anything. I realized that, yet he seemed so genuine that I managed a small smile. In fact, I might have been teary-eyed, but because we were in the water, I wasn’t sure.

“Now,” he said, frowning, his gaze drifting downward to my silicon mermaid tail. “Can you swim with that thing?”

***
It took Finn a bit of convincing that the flipper at the end of the fake mermaid tail would help me swim faster than my two feet by themselves. After I made a good case for it, he finally obliged, although he made his thoughts about the fake tail abundantly clear.

“Anything’s better than a fake fin,” he grumbled not unkindly.

I begged to differ, especially because it did help me blend in. Even though it was nowhere near an accurate imitation of the beauty of a real mermaid’s tail, I was thankful for the camouflage my tail offered. After all, Ponce had been fooled by it; he even said he thought I was an unfortunate mermaid with a bad tail.

That was better than a human with a fake tail in these parts.

“Ready?” Finn asked.

“I’m ready.” 

I wanted to prove that I could make the journey, that I wasn’t a human making fun of mermaids. “Thanks for your help, Ponce,” I told the snapper. If it wasn’t for him, I’d probably still be searching for Finn. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

“Are you kidding?” the fish exclaimed. “I’m coming with you guys. Oceanus is going to flip when Prince Finn brings a human to his palace. You know how much they both hate humans, right?”

I glanced back at Finn, both curious and a bit mortified. What had happened to make them hate humans? My eyes drifted down the scars and I knew. Maybe it wasn’t that particular event that had caused their hate, but I was sure that was a good indication why.

My stomach sank at the thought.

“I don’t hate all humans,” Finn said slowly. Concern flashed in his eyes as our gazes met. “Only the ones that kidnap my people.”

I nodded, although I still didn’t feel right. How many sea creatures were wrongly taken from this beautiful undersea world like Kai?

“You did not kidnap Kai,” he added with a wry smile.

“So you believe me,” I teased.

“I believed you last night. I just had a lot going on.” He looked remorseful for a moment, then he gave himself a little shake. “We should get going. It’s a bit of a long swim.”

“Are you sure you’re coming, Ponce?” I asked, hoping he would. I was starting to like him.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” The snapper looked about to bubble over with excitement.

Hours later, I knew Finn wasn’t kidding when he said it was a “bit” of a long swim. If it hadn’t been for that burst of extra swimming skills that I’d picked up, I would have been left in his wake. As it was, I only barely managed to keep up with him, and I could tell that he was still slowing down for me. We kept going deeper and deeper, yet the pressure didn’t squeeze me like a bug between a shoe and the ground like I had expected.

Ponce swam in wide zigzags in the space between Finn and me, singing songs that were perfect for an underwater road trip. Road swim. Whatever. He was obviously having more fun than either Finn or me.

I took the opportunity to talk with Ponce, who was all too happy to chat back.

“So you knew Finn before this?” I asked.

“Oh yeah,” Ponce said with the flippancy of a gossiper. “Everyone knows Finn. You see him around all the time.”

“‘Cause he’s a prince?”

Now in front of us, Finn looked back at us and actually rolled his eyes. “I hate being called ‘Prince’.”

“I suppose,” Ponce mused, unfazed by Finn’s comment. “It’s because he’s the protector of the sea, more or less.”

“What do you mean, ‘protector’?”

“As in protector,” Ponce insisted. “As in, he saves us sea creatures from danger. He’s like a superhero!”

“I’m no superhero,” Finn muttered. I looked at him, and his cheeks were so red with embarrassment, I could see them from about fifteen feet behind.

I thought back to that first instance when I met Finn when he’d climbed up the rocks to save Kai.

“How are you a superhero?”

“It’s not what it sounds like,” Finn said quickly. “I just…look after the ocean.”

“Saved all of us a few times,” Ponce cut in. “Explosions, earthquakes, pollution…”

“It’s my job,” Finn shrugged, swimming further ahead at a faster speed, obviously hoping to outswim the conversation. I pushed myself to keep up with him at a speed where I couldn’t catch my breath enough to keep talking. That didn’t stop Ponce, who was happy to keep singing as we went along.

Finn took us deeper and deeper into his world. I know scientists say light doesn’t penetrate the ocean past one thousand meters, and I instinctively felt that we were way beyond that because we kept descending. Rather than get darker, the sea glowed with ethereal beauty. I saw as well as if I was standing on land at high noon on a cloudless day, although that might have been my enhanced eyesight. 

At first, there wasn’t much different in the way of underwater life. We passed by fish and kelp and marine mammals that were spread pretty far out. The deeper we went though, the more exotic and crazy the world around us got. Colors started appearing around us, in the water itself. The fish got more colorful. I saw whales. I saw more creatures than I could recognize. Here, I found that the deep ocean wasn’t different shades of blue going into the darkest black: it was all the colors of the rainbow and more.

“Wow,” I murmured appreciatively, the first I’d spoken in a while.

Finn glanced behind and offered a smug smile. So he was proud of the ocean, his magical world. I would be, too.

I wasn’t prepared for what lay ahead of me when we crossed the edge of a chasm into an ever deeper realm.

“Oh my god,” I breathed when I looked at what lay below.

There was a city.

An actual, functioning city lay below us, sparkling in its impossibility. It wasn’t the kind of city that you’d think of when you think of underwater kingdoms. No ancient ruins or Greek columns or Disney-esque castles dominated the landscape. This was a modern underworld city, complete with tall, twenty-story buildings made from sandstone, kelp, and shells. They were beautiful. 

It was busy too. Things didn’t move in two dimensions here like they did on land. Rather than restrict traffic to the streets, merfolk and animals simply swam in whatever direction they wanted. And I saw tons of merfolk and other fish, living harmoniously in an underwater utopia.

“This is Thalassa,” Finn explained, slowing down long enough to divulge that bit of information. “This is the capital of the Atlantic Ocean.”

“It’s beautiful,” I breathed. “And so…different than I thought it would be.”

 “What did you picture?”

I couldn’t answer, unable find the right words. The simple truth was, I didn’t know what an underwater city should look like.

“Smaller,” was all that came to mind.

Finn chuckled with a shrug. “The palace is that way,” he said, pointing off in the direction. “Ponce, are you sure you want to come along?”

“I want to see what happens,” the snapper said. He sounded as mesmerized as I felt. Maybe he didn’t visit Thalassa much either. “Although your dad frightens the caviar out of me.”

Finn raised an eyebrow. “He scares the caviar out of me too,” he admitted. “All right, this way then.”

***
The palace was a bona fide castle that put the Palace of Versailles to shame. I should know—I went there on a school trip when I was a sophomore in high school.

While the rest of Thalassa wasn’t the same kind of architecture or even the same era, the palace was an enormous structure that shined in its own splendor. My first thought was that it was Roman-inspired, then I wondered if it was the other way around; maybe Roman buildings were inspired by Thalassa. It certainly seemed as old as that. White marble columns held up each level, making a horseshoe-like complex with marble and gold statues dotting the courtyard in the center. A few of them looked to be eerily human, like they collected shipwrecked statues from the surface. There weren’t outer walls to the building itself; the entire space was left open for visitors to come in at any point. I saw rooms, meaning that there were more private chambers deeper into the building.

“That’s your home?” I asked, trying unsuccessfully to keep the amazement from my voice.

“No,” Finn answered. His expression was carefully neutral as he looked at the palace. “I don’t stay here if I can help it.”

I couldn’t imagine doing anything else except relishing in the beauty of the place. Exploring the palace could take months. Appreciating the fine craftsmanship could take years.

“Why not?” I asked.

Finn glanced at me and frowned. He opened his mouth to speak, yet Ponce jumped in before he could say anything.

“Oh, you’ll see,” the snapper said. “Prince Finn is a bit of a rebel without a cause.”

Finn rolled his eyes. “I don’t like it. And I do have a cause.”

I laughed despite the nerves that were swimming in my stomach like a bunch of sharks. I hadn’t realized how anxious I was until I was looking smack dab at the front of the palace.

Could I really meet a king and ask for a sea witch’s help? When I’d just heard that he hates humans?

I shuddered at the thought. A mermaid performance in front of a crowd I could handle for sure. I’d been performing since I was a little girl, however I’d never done something like this.

A hand on my shoulder brought me back to the present. I twisted in surprise at the touch, then I realized that it was Finn, offering me comfort.

“Are you okay?” he asked, giving my shoulder a squeeze.

“Yeah,” I said. Even though we were underwater, my mouth still felt dry. “I’m a little intimidated.”

“It never gets better,” he told me honestly. He grinned. “And he’s my dad.”

He understood my hesitation, empathized with me. I thought about my own dad, who definitely wasn’t scary. My mother was though. Maybe she and Finn’s dad would get along well, not that I could ever imagine my mother as a mermaid. It wouldn’t be sensible enough for her. 

“Are you ready to go in?” Finn asked.

I swallowed. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

We swam downward, entering through one of the open corridors that connected the various buildings of the palace. I was open-mouthed the entire time at the amount of detail that was squeezed into the place. Every square inch was covered with intricate designs and ornamentation. Shells, sand dollars, and coral were the decorations here, and while that stuff would have been present at a cheap resort on land, it was a work of art here.

“We don’t have to go directly to my father,” Finn told me. “You can rest, get used to being here a bit more. I don’t know what mood he’ll be in. He’s a bit unpredictable.”

I thought about it and then shook my head. With Christine waiting for me and the impending trip to Portland, I couldn’t afford to waste any time. “If he can see us now, that would be best.”

“I’ll be right with you,” Finn said.

“And me too,” Ponce added, although his demeanor had changed slightly. He looked as nervous as I felt.

As soon as we turned a corner, I could see why Finn didn’t like being there. A swarm of gorgeous mermaids descended upon us like a pack of wolves. Descended upon Finn, rather; they had no interest in me or Ponce.

“Finn!”

“Finn’s back!” 

“Oh, my goodness. Hello, handsome!”

Apparently, I wasn’t the only girl to notice Finn’s good looks. There were at least twelve mermaids all vying for his undivided attention. He was a celebrity to them. Human girls would have acted the same way around Prince Harry, and for the record, I thought Finn was far better-looking.

At least I wasn’t as brazen as they were, getting up in his face and throwing myself at him like they were. 

They were all gorgeous, each and every one of them perfect in her own way, whether she was slender, athletic, a bit curvy, or didn’t appear to be human at all.

Their long hair swept all about them in swirls that seemed to be choreographed around their lovely faces. Under the sea, it didn’t matter if your hair was frizzy or thin, because in the water, it all looked gorgeous. While the upper half of some of them could have passed for human, some of them certainly couldn’t be mistaken for humans. Some were definitely humanoid like they were real versions of Ariel from The Little Mermaid, while others were more fishy in appearance. Evidently, the definition of “mermaid” was very loose. Some of them were completely covered in fish scales, their skin reflecting off the glow of the plants that lit the hallways. Some had human skin tones and hair colors, while others were all sorts of different colors, from blue and green to lilac and magenta.

Though I hadn’t been prepared for the sheer variety in their appearances, they didn’t frighten me. If anything, I felt jealous with these beauties throwing themselves at Finn. Not that he was my boyfriend or anything… 

Maybe they were just friends, right?

The mermaids were wearing various forms of clothing fashioned from kelp to shells and old, thin sailcloth which covered up their breasts, thankfully. After everything, I wasn’t sure if I would be comfortable with a bunch of naked mermaids surrounding Finn. 

Silly Tara. There’s nothing going on between you and Finn.

I frowned. It certainly did feel like we had shared a moment or two in our time together. My cheeks burned and I crossed my arms in front of me. It could never work out, so I shouldn’t even get my hopes up.

“See why he doesn’t want to come back?” Ponce said to me. “So much attention from the ladies.”

“It’s to be expected,” I remarked, feeling my blush deepening.

“It’s made even worse because he is the Protector of the Seas.”

I glanced back Ponce. “I thought you said he was a superhero. Don’t superheroes get a secret identity?”

The snapper flicked his fins in what I suspected was his equivalent of a shrug. “Not when you’re the son of King Oceanus.”

I silently agreed.

In the middle of the crowd, Finn looked back at me, his face pleading with me to save him. It would have been comical if he didn’t look so darned desperate.

While I wasn’t comfortable enough here to really do anything or make a scene, I decided I was going to give it a shot.

I swam over to him, which was hard since the mermaids surrounded him in three dimensions. I grasped his hand and pulled him along with me.

“Come on, Finn,” I said, hoping I sounded like a servant or something. “You, uh, have business with your father.”

Thank you, he mouthed gratefully to me, and I smiled at him. I guess my mental Mermish translator can read lips, although anyone could read the gratification on his face.

I thought we were scot-free until a fully-scaled beauty with piercing magenta eyes blocked my path.

“What’s wrong with your tail?” she asked me, distaste evident in her voice.

I froze, unable to think of a good reason as to why I had a fake tail. Finn and Nereia had acted like it was the worst thing ever for a human to be dressed up as a mermaid, so I didn’t want to come out and say it. Was I supposed to be completely disguised? Was it a bad thing if I was a human?

Thankfully, Finn saved me.

“It’s a birth defect,” he said simply, almost embarrassed. “She doesn’t like to talk about it.”

She scrunched her face in scrutiny. “Oh?”

We didn’t wait around to explain any further. Now that he was freed from the throng of mermaids, Finn kept moving down the hallways at his top speed, now taking me with him.

“Birth defect?” I echoed, amused.

“You were born with legs,” he said.

From his perspective, I guessed that was a defect, although he had a grin as he said it.

I playfully glared at him as he tugged me around the corner with him, away from the group of mermaids, into an empty hallway. Finn paused to catch his breath, obviously shaken.

“That’s one of the reasons why I don’t come here,” he said.

“You don’t like girls throwing themselves at you?” I asked sarcastically. “They were all beautiful.”

He frowned. “They all just want one thing.”

“To be Mrs. Prince Finn?” I teased.

He groaned. “Tara…”

Our eyes met. Everything stopped for me as he searched my face. His sea green eyes, his strong jaw, the way his hair was a bit too long and curled around his face in the water, and the way his scars accented his muscles and his skin. My heart beat loudly in my ears and there was a fluttering in my stomach as we shared a private moment.

Oh, no. No, please don’t let this happen.

I was falling for him. I might have never been in a relationship before, but I knew when a crush developed, and we were way past that now.

Kai’s words about me not wanting to return to land went through my head. What would happen if I stayed here where I always wanted to be? Would that be such a bad thing?

“Tara,” Finn said, his voice raw.

“Yes?” I asked, surprised at how steady my voice was.

Here it was. The movie moment where he’d lean in and give me a kiss, making everything perfect.

“We…” His eyes dropped down to my collarbone. His face contorted as if a decision had been made in his mind, changing the direction of what he was going to say. He turned away from me, still holding my hand. “We need to get going.”

Disappointment blossomed in my chest. I seriously thought that he was about to kiss me. I stifled my groan of disappointment as he pulled me along the hallway.

Ponce appeared next to us, swimming in lazy figure eights. “Finn, I know you’re not into your little fan club,” he said. “But they’re all lookers.”

Finn’s jawline set. “Yes,” he said without looking at Ponce or me. “Just that though. Lookers. Nothing else.”

I looked at our clasped hands, and I thought about how perfectly they fit together. This was a scary position to be in, this new world, and Finn was my navigator through it all. He made me feel like I belonged, even more so than I did on land. There, I was always the weird girl with a strange fascination with mermaids. Here, while I wasn’t quite a mermaid, I was with someone who treated me like I was normal.

No. He was a merman, and I was a human. This wouldn’t ever work.

I gulped my heart back down to my chest where it beat with the rhythm of a sad song.

We approached a set of great of double doors at the end of the hall. These doors were made out of half a giant clam shell apiece, sparkling with their abalone texture. Intricate designs were etched onto the shells, flourishes of abstract shapes and lines that were tightly woven together. It was stunning.

To my utter surprise and slight terror, I saw that four tiger sharks were at the entrance to the room in an attack formation. Their black eyes watched us as we came up. The palace might have had open walls, yet this was heavily fortified. Whatever was behind this door must have been important.

Like a king.

Finn cursed under his breath. He looked like an animal that was trying to find an escape.

“Is this some kind of throne room?” I asked.

“Some kind of throne room,” he agreed cryptically. “I was hoping we’d catch him alone at this time.”

I didn’t see any clocks and the sun wasn’t reliable this deep, so I had no idea how he knew what time it was.

He looked as if he was about to pull me to another place in the palace, when one the sharks addressed him.

“Prince Finn.” He bowed his head down in a gesture of supplication. “King Oceanus has been expecting you.”

Finn let out a sigh, the color leaching from his face. “I should have known,” he muttered. “Is he alone?” I heard the note of hope in his voice.

The shark grinned, which wasn’t pretty on a predator like him. If anything, it made it look like he was baring his teeth at Finn. “He’ll make time for you.”

Finn’s jaw worked while he considered this. “Is it all right if I bring my two guests with me?”

The grin became even wider. “He’s counting on it. He’s interested in who the girl is.”

I shivered. Guards or not, I didn’t like these guys. Ponce had kept his mouth shut and stuck close to me, like I could stop a shark feeding frenzy if the guards decided that he was bait.

Finn took another glance at the shark guards before moving forward. His hand left mine and I wanted to grab hold of it again because I felt naked without it. He went to the clam doors and pulled one of them open. Light poured out from the hole, casting rays on both Finn and the floor of the hallways. Sounds came out, of people chattering.

Finn gestured for me to come over. I wrapped an arm around Ponce’s body and brought him along with me as I swam to the door.

The sharks’ eyes never left us, never blinking once.

As I passed Finn, he nodded sympathetically to me.

I wished I could get my heart rate under control. Nerves were getting the best of me, and I couldn’t quite explain why. Maybe it was because Ponce had said that Oceanus would flip his lid if he knew that a human was in the palace. I gulped self-consciously and passed through the doors and into Oceanus’s throne room.








  
 

Chapter 7
The collective gasp from all of the room’s occupants when I entered the room made me flinch. I squinted, trying to discern the shapes around me as the bright light momentarily disoriented me.

Why was it so bright?

“What’s wrong with her?” a female voice asked in much the same kind of voice that you would hear someone shriek over a mouse in the kitchen. “Why is her tail like that?”

What the heck was wrong with my mermaid tail that merfolk could pick up something off about it right away? The other creatures of the sea hadn’t noticed as much. Maybe it was like humans noticing that someone had bad plastic surgery, while an animal wouldn’t care.

Whatever it was, I was starting to feel like maybe my tail hadn’t been the good camouflage that I thought it was.

I glanced over to where I’d heard the voice and saw an elderly mermaid with dark blue skin gaping at me. There were a lot of merfolk in this room. It was like a royal court, and there were dolphins and whales and fish and octopods and crabs all looking at me, making me the center of attention. On a dais in the middle of it all, a merman sat on what looked like a throne made up of seashells, coral, and sand covered in algae. He had a deep blue tail which contrasted with his long ginger hair and beard. He appeared to be in his mid-fifties, although I got the impression that he was much older than that. For a man in his fifties though, he was well built and muscular. Arnold Schwarzenegger would have been jealous. A crown of tan coral sat atop his head.

Despite the difference in hair color, I could tell from the shape of his face and certain idiosyncrasies like how he combed his fingers through his hair, that he was Finn’s father, King Oceanus.

Like Nereia’s cave, the room was lit by glowing plants, only far more of them, and these cast the throne room with a white light.

Oceanus scrutinized me in the way a scientist dissects a bug, his face contorted in a grimace that said he wasn’t amused. “Finn?” he questioned, his deep baritone voice reverberating throughout the chambers. “I was told by my sources that you were traveling with a disfigured mermaid. Who is this?”

Murmurs broke out among the court, guessing at who—and what—I was. Oceanus sternly glanced around, silencing the gossip.

I had to stifle a shiver. Beside me, Ponce actually shuddered. I guess King Oceanus really did scare the caviar out of him.

Finn moved in front of me, almost in a protective gesture. “We need to talk. Alone.”

Oceanus’s eyes narrowed, and for a second, I thought he was going to push the issue. “Leave us. Everyone. Except you,” he pointed to Finn, “and you,” he said, pointing to me, although the contempt in his eyes was enough to make me squirm.

The throne room began to clear out, the court stealing furtive glances back at us. I thought back to my meet and greet from only the day before when I was the center of attention for a drastically different reason. Now, I would have given anything to be back there. Except I needed to reverse whatever was happening to me, and I needed to keep my promise to Kai.

My heart squeezed and I hoped he was okay.

“You stay too, Ponce,” Oceanus boomed. I hadn’t noticed that the snapper was trying to slip away with the crowd. Ponce snapped right back to my side.

“Here, I thought you were coming for a visit, my son,” Oceanus said, “but it turns out that this is a business trip. You need to explain to me what you’re doing with a merwalker. She is a merwalker. I can spot it a fathom away.”

“What does that even mean?” I asked. “Everyone keeps calling me that, and I have no idea what that is.”

Oceanus raised an eyebrow. “Who is ‘everyone’?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

I thought he was asking me, but Finn answered, “Nereia, Ponce, and myself.” While his voice was even and quiet, there was an intensity to it as he addressed his father. I got the feeling that this wasn’t the first time he and Oceanus had had a confrontation like this.

“Let me guess,” the king said, rubbing his temples, “my dear sister was the one behind this abomination.”

Finn nodded. 

Oceanus groaned. “And here she is, out trying to get the ingredients for some damned potion!” He pounded his fist on the arm of the throne and it echoed throughout the now-empty room. “Is there even a reason for that potion or is she hiding something from me?”

“You know as well as I do that she needs it sooner rather than later,” Finn answered, bristling.

Oceanus glared at him. “Do I?” he asked. “Do you? She could have motives get this-” he indicated me again “-permanent. It’s happened in the past.”

“I don’t want to be a permanent mermaid either!” I blurted. “Until twenty-four hours ago I had no idea mermaids were even real. But what is this? What is a merwalker?”

Finn shot me a look, his expression telling me to take it down a notch.

Oceanus pushed himself off his throne and floated down to me, his hair swirling in the water like some sort of watery ghost. To my credit, I held my ground as he came towards me. In fact, he came right up to me and grasped my chin. I fought him at the gesture, taken aback by his hands on me. He held on, ignoring my struggle, and lifted my chin up to see my gills.

“A merwalker,” he said slowly, “is a creature that can live in the sea with fins as a mermaid and on land with legs as a human. Merwalkers are dangerous. They aren’t to be trusted. You’re the first one in my kingdom in a long time. If my people knew that you were in their midst, there would be a panic.”

He released my chin and I swam back a few feet, shaking my head while I rubbed where he gripped me. It hurt.

“I don’t recall ever having fins,” I said defensively.

“You were changed.”

I thought back to waking up underwater both times. Both times I’d been breathing underwater. So it had to have happened while I was unconscious. Nereia did say that she had to do a few things to put me back together. Was turning me into a merwalker one of them?

“I’m sure my sister did that,” Oceanus continued tiredly. “Although how you ended up in her care…?”

“That was my doing,” Finn said, inserting himself back into the conversation.

“Your doing?” Oceanus asked, looking at him curiously.

Finn held himself a bit straighter as he addressed his father. “Last night, I went to the human prison, the Aquarium, to release Prince Kai. Tara here was at the prince’s cell.”

“What were you doing at his majesty’s cell?” Oceanus demanded, whirling on me.

I was shocked, speechless that Finn had casually dropped the fact that Kai was a prince too. I’d had no idea until that moment that Kai was royalty.

Was everyone here some sort of prince? I gulped, realizing how bad it looked that I was by Kai’s pool when Finn found me. No wonder he thought I was a kidnapper. I would have thought I was a kidnapper too.

“She was trying to help him,” Finn interjected for me. “She was startled by my appearance and injured herself. I had to abandon the mission in order to save her.”

“Heh,” Oceanus sneered. “Save a human instead of a prince?”

I now knew where I stood in Oceanus’s eyes. Although I couldn’t blame him, knowing that Kai was a prince and important, I felt even worse that I had gotten in the way of his rescue.

“I wasn’t about to let her die,” Finn said evenly. “Kai agreed with me that it was the right thing to do. She was trying to help him, after all.”

“Then you are both fools,” King Oceanus sighed. “So that’s when you took her to Nereia. That was foolish on everyone’s part, I hope you see that, given the deadline.” The king stroked his beard in thought. “So why did you bring her here where other merfolk could see her?”

“She doesn’t want to be a merwalker,” Finn replied. “I thought you could help.”

Oceanus burst out laughing. “Son, the only mermaid who can help her is out in the trenches looking for a fire flower. It was a waste of time to bring her here. I have an impending war against the land dwellers, and the last thing I need is a panic over an intruder on my hands.”

“Impending war?” I squeaked. “What?”

Finn shot me another look. Before there could be any further discussion, however, a tiny seahorse, no bigger than the width of my finger swam the distance up to Oceanus’s ear, speaking to him in hushed tones so I couldn’t hear. The king paused, tilting his head to hear the little guy better. He reeled back in horror, thundering, “What? They’re here?”

I heard the seahorse eep something like an apology as the clamshell doors to the throne room were thrown open. I shrank back, conscious that I was a stranger in a strange land. If more merfolk were coming in here, they would notice that I was different, and there might be trouble. My only saving grace was that Prince Finn had, so far, granted me his protection.

Two dolphins came in, one of them the size of a killer whale, while the other one was more petite, yet still possessing an air of authority. An entourage of creatures came with them into the room, clownfish, snappers, crabs, eels, and more. By sheer luck, there were no merfolk in the group though. This was a decidedly different crowd than before.

Finn put a protective arm across me, which told me all I needed to know. We were not in friendly company. He was tense, ready to bolt or fight if it came to it. And I’d be caught in the middle because I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

“You!” the smaller dolphin shouted in my direction.

At first, I thought she was talking to me, that I’d been discovered. Yet as the smaller dolphin—a female—swam towards us, it dawned on me that she was addressing Finn.

“You said that you would bring him back!” the female dolphin cried shrilly, in hysterics. “You said that you would bring my son back!”

Finn’s cheeks colored, the only indication that he was flustered. “Queen Nadia, I am doing everything I can at the moment.”

“No!” she sobbed. “No you’re not. You wouldn’t be here otherwise! You would be trying to bring my Kai to me!”

Kai’s parents. My heart broke for them and for Kai, knowing he was still in the isolation pool at the aquarium.

The muscles in Finn’s jaw flexed and unclenched. “Rest assured, I am doing everything I can. The humans are smart, they’re keeping Kai too far from the ocean for him to jump their barriers. . We will need to have the fire flower potion ready for him.”

“You’re putting the fate of our son in the Sea Witch’s hands?” the huge dolphin demanded. If I thought Oceanus’s voice boomed in the throne room, I was unprepared for this dolphin’s voice. It reverberated deep in my bones. The huge dolphin turned to Oceanus. “Need I remind you that my deadline still stands?”

Deadline? Did that have to do with the impending war that Oceanus mentioned?

“Levi,” Oceanus said, “I assure you, Kai will be back by sunset tomorrow.”

The giant dolphin, King Levi, puffed up. Beside him, Queen Nadia sniffled, which fueled his anger. “I mean it, Oceanus. I don’t make threats lightly. My people are ready to take Kai back by force if we have to. We have the power of the deep sea creatures at our beck and call and the weather and waves of the oceans if it comes to it.”

“Finn is the best protector Thalassa has ever had,” Oceanus explained. “He will bring back Prince Kai. You have my word.” He looked directly at Finn, who continued to stoically look forward.

“We just want our son back,” Nadia said, her voice still shrill. I’d never seen a dolphin cry before, and I was responsible for Finn’s failed rescue attempt. I tried imagining what it was like for a mother to lose her child. While my mother was always a bit cold to me, Dad had always treated me like I was the center of his world. He made sure that I was taken care of and never let me out of his sight. Nadia would feel the same way, I imagine.

Then, for some reason, I thought back to Christine worrying about my disappearance the night before. She was concerned, although it was one millionth of the concern that Nadia must have felt.

I debated if I should say anything to give them peace of mind. That Kai was being well-treated. That he was going to be okay until we found a way to bring him back, whether that was by tomorrow night or later. There was no need for a deadline. He was going to be okay. I could help out. I could go back to the surface and campaign for Kai’s release.

I was human. I could secure his release using human tactics.

I opened my mouth and flicked my tail forward to voice my thoughts, however ludicrous they may be, yet Finn grabbed my arm and shot me with a look that said, “Don’t”. I wanted to protest, but he slightly shook his head. Now wasn’t the time to speak up.

Our eyes met, slowing down time. Tears welled up in my eyes at my predicament and at Kai’s imprisonment.

“Easy, Tara,” Finn murmured. “I’ll explain everything after this.”

You haven’t explained anything! I wanted to shout at him. In answer, he squeezed my hand, instantly calming me.

“Queen Nadia and King Leviathan,” Oceanus was saying, breaking into my inner turmoil, “you’re more than welcome to stay here until Finn retrieves Kai.” I didn’t know what Oceanus would do to his son if he failed. Then again, I also knew that they didn’t have the best of relationships. Finn’s failure could ignite a powder keg. If those even worked down here.

“He’d better, Oceanus,” the big dolphin king warned. “You know the forces I command are so powerful, they can’t be stopped once they’re unleashed. It’s your son’s job to save the creatures of the sea. He’d better do it.”

The threat lingered in the water around us. The entire entourage of the dolphin king and queen dispersed, led away to various sectors of the palace to wait out the lost prince’s absence. Luckily, none of the sea creatures paid attention to me, so there weren’t any more questions about who or what I was. Finn played the part of the good prince and helped the king and queen dolphin leave the room, leaving me to chat with Ponce.

“Well, this is exciting,” Ponce said nervously. I nearly jumped out of my mermaid tail at his voice. I’d forgotten he was there.

“Wish you’d stayed behind?”

“A bit,” the snapper admitted. “I might’ve miscalculated that one. The last time I saw King Oceanus, he threatened to feed me to the guards. This was worse.”

“Well, thanks for staying ,” I said.

Ponce gave me a sideways glance. “If I was an octopus, I woulda inked up the whole place.”

“That could have been a good thing,” I murmured, looking at my tail and wishing for the cover it would have provided.

So many unanswered questions. I’d learned that I was becoming a merwalker, that Kai was a prince, and that if he wasn’t returned, my world was going to be in danger. It was easy to communicate with all of the sea creatures now, thanks to the Nereia’s magic. That still didn’t explain how I was able to understand Kai when he first spoke to me right after my meet and greet.

“Hey.”

I looked up, meeting Finn’s eyes. I’d been so caught up in my thoughts, I didn’t see him approach. His sea green eyes met mine and held me there. He was my rock amid the storm of emotions and uncertainties within my heart.

“I know we haven’t fixed your…problem yet. Nereia will be back soon and she can reverse this. Get you back to normal as quick as possible.”

I crossed my arms and let out a breath, trying to ignore the fact that my gills flared instead of the air passing through my mouth. Maybe I was getting used to this. 

“I’m honestly more concerned about an impending war against humans. Is that really what Kai’s parents are going to do if he’s not returned tomorrow?” 

He hesitated before he nodded. “Levi doesn’t make idle threats.” 

“What could Levi and Nadia do?” I asked, not meaning to belittle their positions or authority. They were dolphins, even if Levi was the biggest one I’d ever seen, while humans had weapons and armies—enough to obliterate the planet if we wanted. I had trouble picturing what the king and queen could do against an army like that.

“Everything,” Finn said under his breath. “They would do anything and everything to get Kai back.”

“How?”

“Do you know Levi’s full name means?” he asked quietly.

“No?”

“‘Levi’ is short for ‘Leviathan’. As in, he’s the sea monster of myth. Neptune may control the conventional sea creatures, but King Leviathan has control over the more…primal elements of the sea. He could create an earthquake that would break off Kai’s prison and send it into the ocean. He could create hurricanes that would pummel the coasts of every shoreline on Earth. He could call up the deep, dark creatures that you never want to face.”

A shiver went down my spine. I hadn’t known that creatures like Finn existed until now. I certainly never imagined the deep, dark ones that he had mentioned. Visions of the kraken waging war against submarines danced through my head. We had to rescue Kai. The sooner, the better.

I wrapped my arms around my chest, feeling hopeless.

“We’re going to save Kai before that happens,” Finn assured me. It was as if he could read my thoughts. Was that because of the potion or because we were becoming more of a team?

“Why do we only have until tomorrow?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“Because he’s been gone for two weeks already.” His eyes flicked to the doorway that Levi and Nadia left through. “They’re worried for their child.”

“Is there any way to convince them to hold off? There are so many things I could do…”

“No.” He shook his head. “First of all, Levi doesn’t go back on his word. He considers it a sign of weakness. Second, you have nothing to do with it. It’s my job to get him back, and I’ll get him back.”

If I hadn’t been there to distract Finn, if I hadn’t fallen over the side, if I hadn’t needed to be rescued, Kai would be safely home now. Angry tears wanted to fall, but I held them back. If Kai was staying strong, so could I.

“I want to help,” I said.

Finn grabbed my hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “I know. Don’t worry, Nereia will come through and we’ll save Kai by tomorrow night.”

“Like she came through for me?” The sarcastic response popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Finn smirked. “You’re allowed to feel that way. I don’t blame you. She did do something drastic to you. But while my aunt may do a lot of weird things, she always knows what’s important. Saving Kai is the most important thing right now. And…” He faltered, casting his eyes away from me, “…and changing you back is a priority as well.”

“I promised Kai I would help him,” I said. “I’ll do anything I can.”

He looked back at me with those sea green eyes, and our gazes locked. Despite the fact that I now breathed through gills, I still held my breath, waiting for his response. Finally, after what seemed like minutes, he nodded.

“I’ll keep that in mind, Tara.”

“Finn.” We both turned at Oceanus’s voice. The king was an imposing figure, using his size and his presence to intimidate us. It was working on me. “You can see what your failure has caused, Son.”

Finn nodded slowly. “I know.”

No, it’s not your fault, Finn!

“We’ll have to scramble tomorrow in order to avoid war,” Oceanus said.

“I know.” Finn stood stoically in front of his father. “I’ll do everything I can to succeed.”

The king grinned, satisfied. “Good.” He turned his gaze on me. “And you, merwalker,” he added, indicating me. My knees would have been knocking together if they weren’t inside my mermaid tail. “You stay here,” he commanded.

“What, as in the palace?” Finn cut in, alarmed. “I was going to take her to Nereia’s place to wait for her, or she can go back to the surface. There’s no reason for her to stay.”

“There’s every reason for her to stay,” Oceanus said, as if it was the only obvious solution. “We can’t have her going to the surface and blabbing about Thalassa and all of this.” He spread his arms wide.”  Our very livelihood is at stake if she talks to the humans.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” I blurted.

“That would make her a prisoner,” Finn objected. “When she hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“She has,” Oceanus snarled, “by becoming a merwalker.”

As if I had any choice in that. Not that I really knew where I’d go if I didn’t stay at the palace. My thoughts went back to Christine and Neptune and the others who would be worried about me. Guilt twisted inside me. I had promised I wouldn’t take off without letting Christine know where I was.

That felt like a lifetime ago.

“So you’re going to keep her here?” Finn demanded.

“She has proof that we exist,” Oceanus groused. “You know what happens when humans suspect us to be real.”

Oceanus gestured to Finn, and at first, I didn’t know what he was referring to. Then I realized that he was talking about the scars. What had happened there? I felt sick thinking about it.

The muscles in Finn’s jaw worked as he addressed his father. “That wasn’t her fault.”

“It was her species’ fault,” Oceanus rumbled, “and it’s her species fault that we have to work so hard to keep our way of life. She is a merwalker—proof that creatures like us exist. If we let her go, we’d be at her mercy. A war with Levi would be the least of our worries.”

I tried thinking about it from Oceanus’s point. If I could show researchers and fishermen my gills and my swimming prowess, there was a possibility that they’d invaded Thalassa to learn more. Mermaids snatched from the depths, ready to be experiments on land. I couldn’t handle that. I couldn’t be the reason for it.

“Your Highness,” I said, my voice coming out like a squeak. “I would never betray your world to the surface. Besides, if Nereia changes me back to a human, no one would ever believe me.”

At my words, Oceanus regarded me with suspicion. “True. I know that you humans have trouble believing in anything that you can’t see.” He stroked his beard. “I’ll consider it. Until then, you are banished to the lower dungeons.”

Lower dungeons sounded terrifying, yet I didn’t have a choice. It was better than being thrown into a prison for the rest of my life, right? I still held onto the hope that he would let me go once Nereia turned me back.

I’m sorry Christine. I’m sorry that I disappeared again tonight. I thought briefly about asking if there was any way I could tell them that I was okay. I thought about escaping and heading back to land and leaving it all behind me. I’d stay a merwalker, sure, but at least I would be out of prison.

Then what? I’d be stuck somewhere between both worlds. I’d never be able to set foot in the ocean again, because I’m sure King Oceanus would do everything to bring me back to prison. The very idea of it was terrifying.

No, I had to stay to sort this out. I had made a promise to Kai that I would help him, and the best way to do that was here. With tomorrow’s deadline, I didn’t have time to go back as a human and find a way to release him.

“Okay,” I said. “Show me where I’ll stay.”










  
 

Chapter 8
“You’re not the one who’s a prisoner,” I told Ponce as I swam into the small, windowless room. It definitely felt like a prison. “You don’t have to stay.”

“What else am I going to do?” Ponce said, exploring the room himself by going in long, wide swirls.

I laughed. “I’d still be searching the ocean if it wasn’t for you,” I told him truthfully.

Actually, I’d been shocked when Ponce offered to keep me company in my cell. After everything, I would have thought he would have split at the earliest possible moment.

“Thank you for staying,” I told him.

“Don’t mention it.”

Curiosity got the better of me. “You said you were here before? Why?”

The fish gave his best shrug, which consisted of his fins gesturing up and down. “Finn saved me from a human’s fishing net once,” he said. “I came here to formally thank him and his father. Oceanus is…uh, Oceanus.” Yes, I could take the hidden meaning in that statement. “ Finn is great though.”

“Yeah. Yeah he is.” I rubbed a hand against the hard coral walls. “You were caught in a net? I’m… I’m sorry.” I know I wasn’t the one behind the net, yet I still felt responsible.

Ponce considered this for a moment before speaking. “Both of our species have bad examples. There are good ones too. I don’t hold it against you.”

“Thank you.” 

I swear, the fish blushed at my gratitude. I smiled at him, glad that I had found a friend like him in the wide ocean. He was great company and helpful when I needed him the most.

As if my quietness was an off-switch, Ponce started swimming in wide loops, back to his usual self. Now was the time to get settled in here for the night. I hoped Nereia would come back soon.

I truly was a prisoner. The space was only about 12 by 12 feet with low ceilings and rough, sandy walls. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t have been a problem for my height, except that, by swimming in three dimensions, I could easily bump my head on it. It was a windowless cell with a single, solid door that kept us tightly within it, like a clam holding onto a pearl. When we first arrived here, the shark guard that had led us down here had pushed the door closed so hard, the entire room shook, unsettling some sand and debris that filled the space. The guard was now stationed outside the door in case I tried to leave.

I felt suffocated, like all of my energy was being drained from my soul down here. I shivered and rubbed my arms, although it wasn’t cold here. Just depressing.

My legs were itching too, which concerned me. I had never worn my mermaid tail this long before, and I was starting to worry that a rash might flare up due to the silicon or saltwater being trapped between my skin and the tail.

Now that I finally had a bit of privacy, I could check to see what was happening.

I started peeling myself out of the tail.

“Oh my god, what are you doing?” Ponce screeched, swimming into my view. “Why are you tearing your skin off?”

I waved him away. “It’s a fake tail, remember?”

“Oh,” Ponce said, although he didn’t sound convinced. “Does it hurt?”

“No,” I said, tugging it down over my hips. Now it was a matter of sliding out of it. “It’s just itching and…”

At first, I couldn’t quite understand what I was looking at. I mean, I’d already pulled off the tail, so why was there another tail under it?

I screamed, kicking my way backwards. I hit the wall with a thump, banging my head. My fake mermaid tail floated away, forgotten.

“What? What?”

I covered my mouth, trying to keep from screaming more. “I…I…”

I gingerly touched the surface of my right thigh. Scales. Even though I still had two legs, they were covered in magenta scales. My eyes trailed down my scaly legs to my swimsuit bottom, then to my feet and toes. Except that my toes weren’t there. The base of each toe was still apparent and long, gossamer fins unfurled from them, like I was in the middle of growing my own mermaid fin.

“What’s wrong?” Ponce asked.

“I’m…I’m turning into a mermaid,” I mumbled, stating the obvious. “I didn’t have scales before all this.”

As an experiment to see if those fins were actually my toes, I wiggled them. They really were mine.

Tears threatened to start up again. I rubbed my eyes, trying to stopper the tear ducts with pressure.

“Well, you look fine now,” Ponce said.

I chuckled bitterly, clenching my hands into fists. “Thanks.”

I took a deep breath through my new gills. Was this going to be my new reality? Being stuck in a palace prison, living as a mermaid with rules that I didn’t understand?

Now that my legs were out of the mermaid tail, I realized that the itching wasn’t just from fish scales sprouting; my legs were actually trying to merge together to create one long tail. Before my eyes, my inner thighs tried to suction to each other. I felt like I was going to be sick.

“Do all humans have skin?”

“Most of us,” I said, using humor as a defense against my anxiety.

I forced my legs apart, not wanting to see them zipper together. Inevitably, it was going to happen, and the longer I was in the sea, the more I’d have to fight my legs from sticking together.

I was going to have to let my legs fully transform into my tail and I was still wearing my bikini bottom. It would suck if my legs fused together while I still had it on.

I’d have to take it off and let nature—or whatever it was—run its course.

“Can you turn around, Ponce?” I asked, self-conscious about what I was going to be doing. He looked blankly at me. “I, uh, need to take this off.”  I plucked at bikini bottom to illustrate my point.

The fish’s eyes went wide as well. “That’s not a part of your skin too?”

I stifled a laugh, a real one now. “No, this is something that human women wear when they go swimming.”

Actually, thinking about it, Ponce had no idea what was underneath it, nor would he recognize my private parts. I was eventually going to have to go around without anything there anyways, so I might as well start now.

I slipped the material off, grimacing as I felt the scales again. I wasn’t going to freak out. This was going to be reversed.

I let go of the piece of clothing and it floated towards the ceiling to join my discarded mermaid tail. If I was going to have a real tail now, I had no idea how I was going to retrieve that tail for my next performance. If I ever wanted to do another performance.

“Whoa, that’s cool,” Ponce exclaimed.

At first, I thought he meant the fact that my swimsuit floated the top of the room. No, he meant my legs fusing together. As if they sensed that there was nothing blocking them from becoming one fin, they immediately began to combine and become one long, magenta tail. I felt my bones split and rearrange to extend my spine into the tail with loud crunching noises. I shuddered at the sensation, turning away as I became a full mermaid for the very first time.

Wasn’t this what I had wanted for all these years? Fantasy dreams like this didn’t come true for most people. I didn’t know what to think about it. I did know that I wanted it to be my choice though.

“Is it over?” I asked after the clicking and the movement of my bones stopped. I no longer felt two appendages, just one tail that felt strange and alien in the water.

“I guess so?” Ponce said. “How do I tell?”

I looked down at the entire magenta tail where my legs used to be. The sheen of each scale glittered like a thousand sequins, reflecting even the dim light in the room. My fins looked like the wings of a dragonfly.

Despite everything, I was entranced, if only for a second. My fear was gone. Only some curiosity at my new body remained.

The door to the room opened unexpectedly. As a reflex, I tried reaching for something, anything to cover up the lower part of my body. My old mermaid tail and my swimsuit bottom were up on the ceiling, so the only thing within reach was Ponce. I grabbed him and covered up where my lady bits normally were.

Finn stood in the doorway, silhouetted by the light behind him. Stunned, I looked up at him as he paused, taking in the scene.

“Wow,” he murmured.

While I was too shocked to actually move, Ponce squirmed in my hands.

“Lemme go!”

I released him like I’d been holding onto a live wire. “Sorry.”

Finn recovered enough to speak. “Hey Ponce, can you step outside for a bit?” he asked.

“With the sharks? No way.”

Finn frowned. “They won’t eat you. Right now, I want to talk to Tara in private. That’s an order,” he added.

Sulking, Ponce swam through the doorway. When he was clear of the door, Finn pulled it shut behind him, throwing us back into darkness. My eyes would have to readjust to the light in here, so I could no longer read his expression.

“You’re fully a mermaid now,” Finn said, his voice neutral.

I swallowed reflexively. “Yeah. This was hiding underneath my fake tail. It just happened.” I gestured at the single tail. “Can you tell that I was—am—human?”

“No. You look like you’ve always been a mermaid.”

“Certainly doesn’t feel that way.”

“No,” Finn agreed. “I imagine it doesn’t.”

Anxiety was taking hold now at why he was here. “What did you want to talk to talk about?”

Silence filled the space between us. Finally he said, “I have something to return to you.”

My eyes were still adjusting, but I could see for the first time that he had something small in his hands. I squinted at it, trying to discern what it was.

“My necklace,” I said, recognizing the stone carving. My hands flew to my neck in a reflex that I’d had for as long as I’ve had the necklace. In the midst of everything, I’d almost forgotten about it.

“I didn’t have a chance to return it to you,” he said sorrowfully. “I didn’t want to keep it any longer. Not when I wasn’t its rightful owner.”

I tried thinking back to the first time I had woken up and he had shoved it in my face, like it was evidence of foul play against Kai. He had seemed so intense in that moment. I realized that it would have been because Kai had commanded him to save me when he should have been trying to find a way to save the dolphin.

“I’m sorry for getting in the way of your rescue mission,” I said, closing my eyes.

“I’ll help you put it on,” he said.

Wordlessly, I swept my hair aside so that the back of my neck was exposed. I felt the weight of the necklace hit my collarbone as he swam to my backside to do the clasps.

I’m not going to cry. Or swoon.

An awkward pause passed between us, as if we both realized the intimacy of this gesture at the same time.

“I’m sorry too,” Finn murmured.

“For what?”

“I…I treated you like a criminal when we first met.”

“I can understand that,” I said honestly. “I mean, I was right by Kai’s pool when you saw me. I know how that looked.”

“Yeah, still doesn’t mean it was right.” He came around to face me, his expression taut and grim. “We’re not savages. I should have looked at all of the evidence.”

“No, I…” I searched his face. “I understand. I think.” My eyes fell on the scars marring his body. “You were right to be suspicious. My kind has really hurt you in the past.”

I reached out and touched one of the scars, entranced by them.

“It was a fishing net,” he said. “I got caught up in it trying to save a mermaid who’d been swimming with a school of fish.”

“Does that happen often?”

He gave a bitter laugh. “I’ve learned to avoid traps like that. Although it makes it hard to save the creatures that get caught up in it.”

“Thankfully, you escaped.”

His eyes softened momentarily. “Luckily she did too. It would have been bad for everyone if humans found a mermaid in their nets.”

I opened my mouth to ask who it was because I somehow knew that this was important, yet the words didn’t come out. My first reaction was that it was his girlfriend, so I didn’t want to linger on that image.

He picked up on my question for me. “It was my mother,” he said softly. “She was out swimming with her subjects, being the gracious queen she was.”

I could see why Oceanus treated me with such hatred. “Where is she now?”

“She passed on a long time ago,” he said without emotion, although I knew that feeling. It was how I told people where my dad was. It was how I could avoid reopening those wounds.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly.

He glanced at me. “Don’t be. She lived a long and good life. She was a kind ruler.”

“I’m mean, I’m sorry for everything.” Sorry for being human. Sorry for keeping him from saving Kai. Sorry for feelings I probably shouldn’t have.

While I was out parading around like how I thought mermaids were, Finn was constantly putting his own life at risk for other sea creatures. I thought that princes in the fairytales had an easy life. It seemed like the work would always be there for Finn, because there would always be sea creatures that needed a savior. I tried to imagine what would have happened had someone else walked in on him trying to save Kai.

I shivered at the thought. It was all so dangerous.

“I had no idea that being a mermaid was like this,” I said. “I never really knew how to be a mermaid, did I?”

He grinned at me. “You’ve been doing a good job of it so far, Mermaid Tara.”

I couldn’t tell you what came over me. I leaned forward and caught his lips with mine, surprising both of us, me most of all.

Our lips were wet from the salt water and slightly slippery. My eyes closed and my heart fluttered. A warm feeling spread throughout my chest, down to my fingers and fins. If I had knees, they would have turned to jelly at the caress of his lips against mine.

It was the best kiss I’d ever had.

It should be said that I have little experience kissing. Other than kissing my date to my senior prom and kissing my neighbor Bradley Sanders when I was six, I had no idea what made a kiss good or bad.

This one was great. It felt like sunshine and beaches and everything marvelous all at once in one sublime kiss.

Our lips parted. His hair swirled around his eyes as he searched my face. He gently brushed his lips with his fingers.

Panic overtook me as I came to my senses. Oh no. He wasn’t really into the kiss. Or into me.

What the hell was I thinking, kissing a merman? A prince for God’s sake! Even if he was gorgeous and was looking after me. That was his job. I shouldn’t really get my hopes up for anything.

“Sorry,” I spluttered, trying to salvage the situation. “I shouldn’t have kissed you!”

He looked at me with wide eyes. “So that was a…kiss?”

If I imploded into sea foam in that instant, that still wouldn’t be fast enough for me to die of embarrassment. I had kissed him like a human when apparently that wasn’t what merfolk did.

“That was bad of me, and I didn’t know that you didn’t do that sort of thing-”

Then I saw the wry smile between his fingers as he shyly said, “I liked it.”

The world stood still for me as I floated there, dumbfounded.

His smile turned into a cheeky wide grin. “I want to do it again.”

This time, he made the first move. He pulled me to him by my shoulders, his lips crashing into mine like waves against the shore. My eyes fluttered wide at this sudden turn, then I closed my eyes and lost myself in it.

For not knowing what a kiss was, he was really good at it. His hands moved from my shoulders to my lower back, holding me against his body. Then his hands slipped over the curve of my hips, down to my tail…

The best thing I found about kissing underwater, was that I never needed to stop the kiss for air: my gills took care of that. Still, I felt like it had stolen my breath away in the best possible way.

I could get used to this.

“Tara,” Finn whispered, caressing the side of my face. He opened his mouth to say more as the door opened and Ponce poked his head in. We reflexively moved further apart, although if Finn had no idea what a kiss was, I was one hundred percent sure that the snapper wouldn’t either.

“Prince Finn?” Ponce sounded meek and afraid. “The shark guards are starting to call me ‘Bait’ and I would very much like not to be bait. Plus, it’s getting to be nighttime and I’d like to hang out here with Tara.” If fish could grin, he was smiling at the thought of it. “She’s so weird. She peels away her skin.”

Finn let out a breath, heaving his chest once before he gave himself a slight shake. I wanted to reach out and caress his mass of hair when he did that.

“Of course,” he said, his voice slightly strangled. As if coming to a decision, he looked back at me. “Nereia should be back tomorrow morning. We’ll figure out how to turn you back to normal tomorrow.”

I nodded. “Sounds good.”

No it didn’t sound good. Why the heck was I so torn? I wanted to say so much more to him. What good would it do? It would only hurt us.

Finn swam to the door and looked back at me, as if he wanted to say something else. Again, he seemed to talk himself out of it.

“Have a good night,” he said.

Then he was gone, leaving me alone with Ponce.

“Tara? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said. And for once, I was glad that the ocean covered up my tears.

***
As I learned that night, mermaids don’t really sleep. While Nereia gave me a potion to help me sleep the night before, which had knocked me out, I had actually never tried to sleep as a mermaid. I kept floating up to the ceiling and bumping up against the stone walls. It reminded me of astronauts floating in space.

I wasn’t tired at all, and I remembered reading that dolphins slept by turning off half of their brain at once. Maybe that’s what mermaids did too.

Ponce was only somewhat awake, meaning that he was still swimming silently as he paced about in a three-yard space. I got the feeling that I shouldn’t disturb him for a few hours. My bikini bottom and fake mermaid tail floated around the cell, up to the ceiling, and back down again in an endless whirlpool.

I thought about everything and nothing. I crouched in the corner, caught my fake mermaid tail as it floated by, and wrapped it around me like a blanket as I considered what to do next.

I really liked Finn, but what did I know? I never had a boyfriend before, so why was I swooning after this one? Just because he was the first guy to really sweep me off my feet didn’t mean that this could be a long term solution. Sure, he’d been a jerk when we first met, but that changed quickly once he knew the circumstances. After that, he was really kind to me.

And I was a merwalker, I could live on both land and sea, right?

I sighed, and leaned my head against the wall. It was too late for me to be thinking about this kind of stuff.

I still wasn’t used to seeing my new mermaid tail. It no longer freaked me out, yet every so often, I’d forget that it was even there and I had to tell myself that it belonged to me. I’d heard about phantom limbs before, but this was ridiculous. It felt like my legs were there, still underneath the shiny scales.

I held up my necklace Finn had given back to me, inspecting it. The stone mermaid wrapped herself up in her tail, her hair swirling around her head. I’d always been amazed at how the artist got so much detail in such a small space. The mermaid looked like the current was actually moving through her hair and her tail was blowing the same way.

Wait a sec…

I froze, looking at the pendant I’d worn my entire life.

How could this be possible?

The mermaid had gills under her chin, in the exact same place were the other merfolk had their gills. Looking at it closely again, I could see that her tail started in the same place on her hips as a real mermaid’s, a little lower than where low rider jeans would fall. In the Disney movie and in my own silicon tail, it went up above my hipbones. The tail was done perfectly, delicately swirling and bending.

This stone mermaid was clearly based upon real-life mermaids. But this was given to me by my dad. How on Earth could he have known what real mermaids were like? Either that, or whoever carved the pendant had met mermaids before.

It was too accurate to be a coincidence. The chances of me having a mermaid necklace like this and then later being turned into a merawlker were too great.

I felt like my soul had been touched by the icy fingers of fate.

How did it all fit together?










  
 

Chapter 9
Despite being under the sea, I could sense that it was morning when a heavy thud came to the door.

I hadn’t slept at all. Even if I could figure out how to sleep under the water, after the shocking revelation that my mermaid pendant was based upon real mermaids, I wasn’t able to even doze. My mind worked through all the different scenarios and tried to make everything fit together.

It had to have been a coincidence.

I kept telling myself that, yet the doubt in my mind lingered. After hours of pondering about the necklace, I had a horrible headache.

The knock on the door woke Ponce out of his trance and he righted himself, shaking off the dregs of sleep. “Whoozat?” he muttered dreamily. He took stock of his surroundings, frowned, and then jumped at the realization that he was still at the palace.

“Yes?” I called out nervously.

It couldn’t have been the shark guards at the door; they didn’t have fists to knock with and I couldn’t imagine them being interested in coming in, except maybe to eat Ponce, which I wasn’t going to let happen. My guess was Finn, and my heart swam laps in my chest at the thought. I still felt off-kilter about my revelation last night, so a little reprieve with his arms around me would do a lot of good.

The door opened, revealing the one other person I’d been looking for. I sprang to an upright position, using my tail to steady myself as I swam over towards her, immensely relieved at her appearance.

“Nereia!”

The old sea witch grinned down at me, her white hair floating like a little cloud around her face.

“Little Merwalker!” she exclaimed, putting her hands on her hips. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon. And with your mermaid tail no less.” She smiled widely at me. “It looks like your transformation is complete.”

I was at a loss for words. So much had happened in twenty-four hours.

So all that popped out was, “You’re back.”

Nereia turned her gaze onto my companion. “Ah, Ponce,” she cooed, reaching out to him. “Glad to see that you haven’t been hooked yet. I like you too much for that.”

“Lovely to meet you again, Your Majesty,” he said shyly.

She waved her hand in a gesture of modesty. “The feeling is mutual. Now, I heard from my nephew that you were back in the sea looking for me. What did you need?”

What I had once planned on telling her yesterday came out all at once, like a tidal wave.

“You made me a merwalker!” I gestured in wide, frantic motions, unable to properly convey how freaked out I felt. “When I woke up on land yesterday, I had the best performance of my life, and then I realized that I had gills! I didn’t have enough time to really wait to see what happened—I had to find you as soon as possible. So I went out into the ocean, where I met Ponce—” I indicated the snapper “—and I found Finn. He took me to Thalassa to find you, and Oceanus wanted me to stay here so that I didn’t create a panic among the merfolk. And Kai’s parents came, and they want to start a war! So I’ve been here, waiting for you to make everything better.”

Apparently, I could get in a lot of speaking without taking a breath due to my new gills.

She quirked an eyebrow and put a hand on her hips. “Why were you waiting for me?”

“Because I don’t want to be a merwalker! I want you to change me back to being a human.” As I said that out loud, however, I wasn’t so sure. While I wanted to be human, there were other reasons to stay, I realized.

Nereia simply blinked at me. “Back to human? Sweetie, you were never really a human to begin with. That’s why I turned you into a merwalker, so that you can fully embrace your heritage.”

“Wait, what?” I said, trying to get on the same page as her. “What do you mean?”

“You’re half merwalker,” she said gently. “I thought you knew.”

There was no way that what she was saying was true. Absolutely no way.

“You’re saying,” I said slowly, my heart pounding in my ears, “that I’m half merwalker. So you mean to tell me that one of my parents was a human and the other…?”

“A merwalker,” she said.

No, that wasn’t – couldn’t—be true. I’d spent my entire life on land. My mother certainly wasn’t a merwalker. She had hated my obsession with the sea my entire life. She wanted me to be a doctor and had pushed me against this life from the beginning.

Meanwhile, my father…

I looked down at the mermaid necklace and realized the truth. My dad had given it to me. It had been no fluke that the mermaid pendant was accurate, because my dad knew exactly what mermaids were like. Because he was a merwalker.

I questioned if my mother knew that she had been married to a merwalker. It would certainly be a big clue as to why she had vehemently opposed me becoming a professional mermaid.

I wished he was still alive so I could talk to him. Maybe this wouldn’t have been such a shock. Maybe he could have prepared me better.

“Dad,” I said, trying to feel some sort of connection with my parent who had passed away. I looked up at her. “My dad was a merwalker?”

Tears welled up in my tear ducts, and this time, Nereia could tell that I was crying. My shoulders shook with the sobs and I felt like I was hyperventilating.

Ponce took this an entirely different way. “See, Tara? You’re not in a strange place. You’re home.”

Did this really make it my home? One of them? Maybe I was a child of both worlds.

“Did you know him?” I asked, sounding like I was strangled.

“Not personally,” Nereia told me gently. “The ocean is far too wide of a place to know everyone, even if they are as rare as a merwalker. My guess is that he lived in the Pacific Ocean, decided to live on land because he met your mother, and wanted to be there for you.”

“How did you know? How did you know that I was half-merwalker?”

Nereia offered me a comforting smile. “You might not be able to see it in yourself, but you have the eyes.”

“The eyes?”

“All merwalkers have turquoise eyes. And you, my dear, you have them. Even as subtle as yours.”

Self-consciously, I rubbed at them. Strange how I had always noticed the turquoise flecks in my eyes, never knowing that it was indicative of my true heritage. They always looked exotic to me. I had no idea.

“And you confirmed it,” Nereia continued, “when you said that you could hear Kai calling out to you for help. Even though you’re half human, you still have enough merfolk in you to understand some sea creatures. I imagine it was because Kai’s emotions were so heightened, you could understand him without much help.”

Was it better to have lived my life not knowing all of this or to have found out right now? Deep down, I knew it was a good thing, even if the hole in my heart said otherwise.

I was from two worlds. I wrapped my arms around myself, considering everything. If I hadn’t heard Kai, I’m not sure I would have gone out to his pool again. And if that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have fallen into this crazy world and became a mermaid myself.

“Do you still want me to undo your gift?” Nereia asked.

I closed my eyes, weighing all of the conflicting emotions that battled deep inside me.

Maybe I didn’t need to have this undone. Maybe I finally was living how I should. I wasn’t a stranger in a strange land. I was home.

I did know someone who was in a strange world to them.

Kai.

I still needed to save him, and save my mother and friends from impending war. Heck, I needed to save both of my worlds – my human life and this new mermaid one.

I brushed any further tears from my eyes. “No,” I muttered. My voice didn’t sound strong, but I knew they understood me. “I’ll stay as a merwalker for now.” In honor of my dad. I opened my eyes and looked between Nereia and Ponce, knowing what I had to do next. “I do know someone who still needs help.”

“You mean Kai?” She frowned and nodded, crossing her arms over her breasts. “Yes, yes he does, poor baby.”

“You got the fire flower, right?”

Nereia nodded. “Thankfully, it was much easier this time around to find it.”

I sighed, relieved. “So everything’s going to be fine.”

“Well, that depends on a lot of things.” She gestured vaguely in a distracted motion with her hands. I could tell that she didn’t get upset often, and something was troubling her. “I can make the potion, it’s the delivery that could be a problem.”

“Finn giving it to Kai?”

“Yes. It’s a dangerous mission every time he goes out to save a sea creature. I’m sure you saw his scars.”

“He told me he got it saving his mother.” 

“Yes,” Nereia said. “That’s not the only time he’s been injured. It’s even more dangerous when he has to go on land. Death isn’t the worst thing that could happen to him. He could be spotted, or worse, caught.”

Her words confirmed what I’d been feeling all along. It really was too dangerous for Finn to go out on land. If I hadn’t spotted him when he was trying to save Kai, it could have been someone else. Or a security camera. If not at the Houston Aquarium, another place that had cameras pointed at the tanks. Oceanus was concerned about me spilling the beans about the merfolk culture, but at any point, Finn could be on the cover of The World Enquirer and the search would be on for a real life mermaid.

“I know,” I said, feeling the flush in my cheeks. “I know it’s dangerous.”

She swam up closer to me and looked me deep in my eyes. “With the stakes higher than ever, we would lose both Kai and Finn, and Levi’s deadline would be up.”

A thought occurred to me then, and it twisted my insides. “Is this is why you turned me into a merwalker?” I asked.

She sagged slightly, defeated. “Not completely,” she admitted. “I would have turned you into a merwalker regardless, because it’s who you are. Please believe me.” Her gaze met mine, and she searched my face. “I’m begging you, please help.”

I swallowed and turned my gaze to Ponce, who was looking at me expectantly. He’d been by my side throughout this entire ordeal, even though he started out as an innocent passerby who was giving a lost girl directions. His world depended on so many things at the moment.

And then there was Finn. Scarred Finn, who had thrown himself into the role of a protector, even to his detriment. I thought about everything he’d done for his people and world, and it made my insides twist with worry.

Even if I did help out, there would be a lot of risk, even for me. However, could I really stand by when both of my worlds were at risk? When I was the reason why this hadn’t been sorted sooner? When a baby dolphin refused to even eat because he missed his mother?

“What do you want me to do?”

***
“Are you sure you want to come along, Ponce?” I asked the snapper as we got ready to leave the cell. Nereia and I had discussed what we needed to do to get Oceanus’s permission to deliver the potion. Then there was the matter of Finn, who would want to do it himself, regardless of the risk. It was dangerous, yet it was a risk I was willing to take to save everyone. It was going to be awkward when I saw him next.

Ponce wouldn’t have it. “If you think that I would abandon you, then you’ve got another thing coming. I’m sticking with you.”

He glanced nervously at the sharks guarding my cell as Nereia opened the door and swam by. He was a ball of energy, and I appreciated his help.

“She’s with me, boys,” Nereia called to the guards. “No need to get yourself tangled in a net.” She then cackled like the sea witch she was.

The sharks moved back as we passed, and one grinned menacingly at me. It wasn’t a comforting smile.

“Thanks,” I told her as we moved through the corridors up to the first level of the palace. Now that I was completely changed into a mermaid, no one batted an eye at me. In fact, it seemed like they were all avoiding Nereia. She apparently had a reputation that she wasn’t afraid to embrace.

“For what, sweetie?”

“For doing everything to save my people.” As I said that, I didn’t know if I meant mers or humans.

“You’re going to save both of your people,” Nereia said. She turned to look at me, her expression both wistful and sad. “It’s going to come down to you.”

I caught the significance of her emphasis on the word “both”. While I might not be used to the idea, I did know that I didn’t want anything happening to either the sea or the surface.

“I didn’t expect to see you out of the prison, Tara,” another voice said, interrupting our discussion.

My heart pounded and I turned to see Finn lounging in a depression of the walls. His sea green eyes found mine, and he offered me a secret smile. All I wanted was to feel his lips against mine again, and then I felt awkward at the idea of what I was going to do. Of what I was going to do to him.

Nereia instantly brightened. “Ah, nephew!” she cried, holding out an arm for a hug. “I’ve been worried about you! Where have you been?”

He pushed himself off the wall and paddled over towards us. I could feel the blush heat my body with every inch he moved closer. He gave his aunt a one-armed hug, although I could tell that he was keeping an eye on me.

“I’ve been learning things,” he said vaguely, which served to make my cheeks blush even more.

Nereia looked at him, frowning slightly before wrapping him up in another hug. “Well, I’m glad you’re safe.”

“For now,” Finn said honestly, meaning it as a joke.

I shivered at the thought of him being on display in an aquarium, unable to leave, unable to be understood by anyone.

“You got the fire flower right?” he asked, changing the subject. “So it’s only a matter of making the potion again and me—”

She raised up a finger and tut-tutted him. “I want to discuss this with you and your father,” she chided. “Speaking of, we should get a move on, because I still need to make the potion before tonight,” she decided in an ominous tone.

Not waiting for any more questions, she jetted towards Oceanus’s palace with one, powerful flick of her tail.

“Hey, wait up!” Ponce cried, shooting off behind her, leaving Finn and me alone, which felt all too awkward.

“I…I guess we should go,” I said to Finn, the words tumbling out quickly once I recovered enough.

“Are you okay?” he asked, picking up on my mood.

“Yeah,” I said unconvincingly. “I had a long night.”

“I wouldn’t mind another kiss,” he offered with a smile.

I don’t know if I had ovaries at the moment, probably not, because they would have exploded at his words and his smile.

His lips touched mine then, and I swooned into his kiss, relishing it. How could someone who didn’t know what a kiss was only a few hours ago be so good at it?

Now that I found out that I was half-merwalker, there really was no big reason why I couldn’t stay here if everything worked out. Was there a future for us? Could I allow myself to hope that this wasn’t just some sort of fling?

I’d have to figure it out after we saved Kai.

“Did you know?” I asked breathlessly.

“Know what?”

“That I was half-merwalker?”

He searched my face for a long time before shaking his head. “No. But it makes sense now why Nereia changed you.” He gave me a lopsided smile. “So that means…”

Rather than complete his statement, he kissed me again.

“We should get going,” I told him sadly when our lips broke apart. I could get lost in those kisses, but we did have a deadline.

I dolphin-kicked my own tail, following after Nereia and Ponce. A second after I did so, Finn was beside me, swimming at his top speed. I did take a little pleasure in that while I was in a flustered state, I could swim faster than him.

Nereia was already inside when we arrived at Oceanus’s throne room. The guards were waiting idly, grinning like predators at us as we approached. I guess they got the memo from their friends guarding my cell that they should try scaring me.

Well, it wasn’t going to work. Even if I did gulp a little louder than normal.

As I passed through the doors, I was shocked to see King Levi—Leviathan, as I now knew him—and Queen Nadia presiding over everything next to Oceanus. If I could stumble and fall flat on my face, I would have. Thankfully, I was swimming.

After learning about his power over the ocean, Levi intimidated me even more than Oceanus did. Which was good, because Oceanus was not happy to see me.

“I see you’ve changed,” he scoffed under his breath. “But you can’t take any old grain of sand and call her a pearl.”

“I’m not trying to be a pearl,” I objected.

“My son thinks you’re one,” he said pointedly, looking at Finn, who frowned stoically.

I looked at the mer-king, shocked. Did he know that we kissed? 

“She is a good person,” Finn said, his tone dangerous.

Levi and Nadia weren’t paying attention to our conversation, fully devoted to whatever Nereia was going to say about Kai. Oceanus shot me another glare before he turned back to them.

“Do you have it?” Levi demanded of Nereia. “Do you have the fire flower?”

I could tell that Nereia was loving the attention. She held the room like a performer, a magician, and I was starting to see why they called her a sea witch. “Yes. I wanted to share my news with everyone at the same time.”

“Must she be here for this?” Oceanus demanded, pointing to me.

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Childish. He was the king of the merfolk?

“Oh yes, dear brother,” Nereia intoned, her expression very serious. “She’s vital to the entire plan.”

“She is?” Finn asked, alarmed.

Oh, Finn. Here was the part that he wasn’t going to like.

Nereia sighed and crossed her arms across her chest. “Finn,” she said slowly, “I know that you’re used to saving the creatures of the sea, but this time, we’re going to try something different. I’ve already gotten Tara’s permission, of course.”

Every eye in the room turned back to me, even Oceanus’s. I fidgeted under their gazes, wanting to melt into the walls.

“She did,” I confirmed, my voice stronger than I felt. I couldn’t even look at Finn’s shocked expression.

“You can’t be serious,” Finn hissed. “Tara, it’s dangerous.”

“Less so for me than it is for you,” I answered back.

Nereia beamed at my words. When she spoke next, she addressed the two dolphins again. 

“As you know, Your Majesties, the fire flower is found deep within Mariana’s Trench. A flower that grows in the most impossible of conditions. And because of that impossibility, it’s perfect for my potion.”

“Which is?” Levi urged.

“We’re going to make Kai fly,” Nereia answered like it was the most natural thing in the world. And Tara…” she glanced back at me, her smile brilliant. “…Tara is going to be the one to give the potion to him.”

“I can do it,” Finn interjected. “I was so close two nights ago.”

Levi understood, following Nereia’s logic. He nodded along with Nereia’s plan. “You failed two nights ago, Protector,” he said. “Failure is not an option again. Not with my son’s life on the line.” 

I couldn’t believe my eyes when Finn flinched at the barb.

Levi smirked, satisfied at Finn’s reaction, and turned back to Nereia. “Tell me how this…mermaid…would be able to succeed where our famed protector failed.”

Well, for one, I wouldn’t be there to distract the protector, I thought sarcastically.

Nereia gave me a knowing smile before she spoke next. 

“Little Tara here is a special breed of mermaid. I’m sure Oceanus already knows, but she’s a merwalker. One who can travel between the sea and the world  Kai is trapped in.” 

Levi and Nadia looked at me, alarmed themselves now at the reveal that I was a merwalker. Great, I thought. Now they think I’m the enemy.

“You can appear human?” Nadia asked.

I nodded. “Yes. I met Kai on the surface. I know exactly where he is, and I can get access to him.”

“She and Kai got along well on the surface,” Nereia added. “She can help coax Kai to make the jump out to the ocean.”

“Is it a long way for him to fly?” Nadia asked. “Can he make it?”

The quarantine tank was at least eight yards from the edge, and then there were rocks below to worry about. It was an impossible jump. If he could fly…well, I had no idea how that worked.

“He can,” Finn interrupted. He was frowning, clearly unhappy. “I can do it.”

“I can’t risk you being caught,” I told him.

His jaw clenched.

Heart pounding, I lifted my chin a little bit. My gills opened to suck in some water, and my mermaid tail kept me righted. Yet at the same time, I was still the human I’d always been.

I was living the real dream. I was in two worlds. And I was going to have to be a part of them continuing forward.

Everything depended on this. Before all this, I had never really believed in mermaids. Now, it was time to start believing in myself.

“I’m doing it.”

***
“You don’t have to do this.”

Finn grabbed my arm and spun me around to face him. I swayed, feeling a little disoriented under his intense, sea green gaze.

While Nereia was busy mixing the ingredients together for the potion, I was left trying to prepare for a mission that felt huge and beyond my control.

“I do,” I told him gently.

“This doesn’t affect your world,” he pleaded, searching my gaze.

“It does,” I said. “It affects both of my worlds. Yours and mine. Ours.”

A thousand different emotions crossed his face all at once, from conflict to deep concern.

“I don’t want you getting hurt,” he pleaded. “You had nothing to do with this.”

Despite myself, I wanted to laugh. “That’s not what you believed the first time you met me.”

His brow furrowed. “That’s not fair.”

“I know,” I said. “I have to do this, Finn. I promised Kai that I would, and I can’t let this war happ—”

He pressed his lips against mine, giving me another one of his fin-curling kisses. After only four kisses, he was getting better. This time, he explored more of my mouth and held me to him, like he never wanted to let me go.

I melted into it, my eyes fluttering closed. His arms came around my back and brought me close to him, skin to skin, kissing me like a lover for whom the world is ending.

The kiss lasted a long time.

When he finally did break the kiss, he looked at me intensely, begging with his eyes for me not to follow through with this. He caressed the side of my face, making my skin tingle with his feathery touch.

“Don’t go,” he whispered.

“It makes sense, Finn,” I appealed to him. “I know where he is, I won’t get caught.”

“It’s my job, Tara.”

“I would never forgive myself if someone found you. You would turn into a spectacle for humans. They’d cage you. Dissect you. And the news reporters would descend on you like a pack of sharks.”

His brow furrowed, and I realized that he didn’t know what news reporters were. “They would expose you and this world,” I continued, indicating the broad expanse of Thalassa. “You’d never get any rest. It’s too big of a risk for you.”

The muscle in his jaw clenched and unclenched, and I could sense that I wasn’t going to be able to make him see my point.

“If you fail, Levi would attack the surface.”

I shook my head. “I won’t fail.”

“How do you know?” he demanded.

I allowed myself a grin. “Because I can pretend to be a better human than a mermaid.”

He gave me a sidelong glance and a short chuckle, which he covered behind his hand. “How do you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Make everything make sense and not make sense?”

I leaned into him, playfully looking up into his eyes. “I learned from you. Nothing has made sense since I met you.”

He pulled me into his embrace again and kissed me. And this time, he didn’t pull away.










  
 

Chapter 10
Not sure of what the etiquette was for entering rooms, I knocked on the door to Nereia’s chambers. She had told me that as the sister of King Oceanus, she had her own quarters in the lower levels of the palace, not too far from my prison. After the meeting with Levi and Nadia, she had holed herself up here to create the potion.

“Nereia?” I called.

“Come in! Come in, Tara,” came her voice from within.

I opened the clam shell door and with a quick flick with my tail, entered her chambers. Even though most of the palace was light and airy, Nereia’s rooms were dark and gloomy, much like my prison last night. Every nook and cranny in the cave was filled with shells, coral, sand dollars, and even human artifacts like empty plastic bottles and pieces of shipwrecks. More of those weird glowy plants lit the space, although I felt like my eyes could never fully adjust to the dim light.

Nereia was perched on the equivalent of a desk, mixing things into something that roughly resembled a cauldron. Beside her was a red, seven-petaled flower that glowed with red, orange, yellow, and blue colors. The fire flower.

“This dark place looks a lot like the place where you healed me,” I told her wryly, crossing my arms. “When I first woke up in this world.”

It seemed like such a long time ago.

“You don’t need much light when you’re working on instinct,” Nereia said without looking at me. She grabbed a pestle and ground the ingredients together into a paste. After a minute, satisfied with her work, she glanced at me. “You looked scared.”

“I am,” I admitted. “But I know I can do it.”

She smiled wistfully at me. “I have complete faith in you.”

I nodded with my head towards the flower on the table. “Is that the fire flower?” I asked.

Nereia picked it up and looked at it like she had never seen it before. “Yes,” she said reverently. “The rarest bloom in the world. Possibly even more rare than merwalkers like yourself.” She carefully placed it into the cauldron and began folding it into her potion, each movement measured and precise.

My fingers played with the mermaid pendant around my throat. Long ago, it had set me on this course to bring me here now. Perhaps it was always meant to be that I would end up here, that I was always meant to save Kai.

And meet Finn.

The thought comforted me. No matter what happened from here, I knew that Dad would be proud of me.

Nereia scooped up the concoction and gently wrapped it within a bed of kelp. She secured it with a knot and hefted the small package, no bigger than the palm of my hand. She gave it another once-over and nodded with pride.

“Finished,” she said. 

“That will make Kai fly?” I asked incredulously. It didn’t look like much.

She grinned at me secretively. “All you need to do is feed him this like you would a fish, and he’ll surprise you. Like you’ve surprised yourself.”

She handed it to me, and I took it in both hands. I couldn’t tell if it weighed more than I expected or if I could feel how important it was, but it felt heavy.

“I can do it,” I told her.

Nereia wagged her finger. “One more thing, since you’re going to be back on human legs again.” She flitted away and swam up towards a shelf on the ceiling. She pulled out a shimmering cloth that rippled like a rainbow as she brought it down to me. The cloth was longer than her arm span and just as tall.

“That’s beautiful,” I murmured, entranced.

Nereia grinned at me. “This…” She threw it around me and secured it around my waist like a sarong one would wear to the beach. “This is for good luck. We can’t have you walking around naked and expect no one to notice you.”

I blushed as I felt the material between my fingers. I guess once I got my legs back, I would have been naked from the waist down. I didn’t have the heart to tell Nereia that I would still draw attention like this, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew that it wouldn’t matter. I was going to be at an aquarium close to the ocean; I’d even seen some people at the aquarium in swimsuits before.

I’d be fine.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Let’s get going,” Nereia said. “You don’t have much longer until Levi’s deadline is up, and we can’t have that.”

I nodded, dumbfounded.

***
The plan was to deposit me on a beach near the aquarium. I hated to admit it, but unlike Finn, I didn’t have the body strength to climb up the side of the cliff to Kai’s tank. I had to go in another way, and this was the easiest. Good thing I’d be human the entire time, and that I knew the aquarium. I had gone over everything with Nereia.

It all made sense, and everything had been worked through. I was confident that I would be able to get to Kai. The rest of it was iffy.

A small group of mermaids and sea creatures followed me towards the shore. Finn, of course, led the way as we raced to get to the shore. I clutched the package to my chest, fearing that I could accidentally drop it at any time. The potion was the most precious thing I’d ever held.

Levi and Nadia were out in the bay by the tanks, ready to greet Kai when he flew out of the water. Nadia had been a nervous wreck before we parted ways, and I couldn’t blame her. This was the second attempt to rescue her son and the first one hadn’t gone very well.

Well, it did do something right. I looked to Finn. If everything went according to plan, I was seriously going to have to sit down and figure out what I wanted to do with my life.

When we neared the shore, the water got murkier and darker, and there were fewer creatures here. Pollution from the boats and the land dwellers? I hadn’t even noticed it when I dove into the water yesterday, probably because I wasn’t used to how clear and clean the ocean water near Thalassa could be.

I coughed at the water, making Finn turn back to me. His face was stricken, obviously wanting to take over, but he respected my decision enough not to try and sway me.

“Here’s where you’ll have to go on alone,” he said, his voice hoarse. “If we get any closer, we could be spotted.” He hesitated as he looked at me. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes,” I said honestly.

“Stay safe,” he whispered, leaning into me.

“You too.”

I was painfully reminded that we weren’t alone when Ponce bounced into me. Luckily, it wasn’t hard enough for me to drop the potion. I would have sashimied him otherwise. 

“You gonna be all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I told him. “Protect Finn for me, will you?”

His eyes bulged. I laughed and hugged him. “Stay safe, Ponce.” I looked at my little caravan of sea creatures, from dolphins, crabs, and fish, to even tiny little octopods and jellyfish that looked like little bouncy balls. I addressed them from the bottom of my heart. “Thank you for being here,” I said. “I’ll have Prince Kai back before the deadline.”

I turned to leave, and Finn caught my hand. I turned back to him and his soft lips met mine for one more fleeting moment before I had to break away. Despite all the eyes watching us, I got swept up in it. They didn’t even know what we were doing anyways.

“Come back to me,” Finn said.

“I promise.” I meant it.

I started for the shore.

***
I washed up on the shore on my stomach. The shallower the water got, the less my mermaid tail helped. I had to claw my way up the sand with my free hand, grasping the precious kelp package in my other hand. My mermaid skills helped me swim farther and faster than I did before. My upper body, however, was still pathetically human.

I grunted, getting a mouthful of sand as I pulled myself along. How long would it take for my tail to turn back into legs? Movies made it look almost instantaneous.

Once I was finally out of the wet, hard clumps of sand and onto dry, soft sand, I could feel my legs itching.

I glanced down, seeing my scales retract before my eyes. A crease formed down the middle of my tail, bisecting it into two legs. My toes sprouted forth, then the thin fin curled in on itself and hardened into feet.

I flopped onto my back, breathing heavily. That was a lot harder than I had expected. And to think that Finn had pulled himself up on the rocks and scaled the walls with only his arms to move him. I had a lot more respect for him now.

Thankfully, my skirt had survived my army crawl, so I had something to cover up my bottom half.

It felt odd standing again, like gravity suddenly remembered to include me. My legs gave out initially and had to catch myself with one hand.

“Come on, Tara,” I gritted. “You don’t have time to be a wuss.”

I totally wish I did though.

I forced myself to my feet again and steeled myself to make sure they were planted properly. My knees shook, but they held. I remembered reading that astronauts had trouble getting re-accustomed to Earth gravity; apparently having your legs be turned into a mermaid tail and back again was a similar experience.

I held the package with two hands, because I was going to be battling walking while trying to hold onto my precious cargo.

I took a step, tentative at first. I didn’t fall. I took another, quicker step. After a few tries of this, I broke out into a jog towards the main entrance of the Aquarium. I didn’t have my temporary swipe card to get in the side entrance, and with a limited amount of time, I couldn’t waste a second.

They weren’t busy in the evening, yet I got weird looks at the way I was dressed from the people standing in line. Their curiosity turned to irritation when I went straight to the front of the line and pushed my way in to talk to the ticket vendor.

“Hey, uh…” I recognized the girl behind the counter, and for the life of me, I couldn’t remember her name. She gave me an unimpressed look, and I realized that she wasn’t happy with me skipping the lines. “I’m Tara Porter, one of the performing mermaids from Neptune’s Aquarium.”

“Yes?” 

“I don’t have my swipe card to go in the back. Could you call Neptune or Christine? They’ll vouch for me.”

The girl raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have to speak to my manager.” She got up and disappeared. Minutes ticked by, and I found myself drumming my fingers on the counter.

Finally she came back. Without addressing me, she wrote a note on a pad of paper, tore off the top, and handed it to me.

“Take this to Jerry,” she said. “He’s at the entrance. He’ll let you in.”

I grasped it and nodded. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

I practically ran to the entrance, where a burly security guard who I guessed was Jerry took the note, glanced at it, then at me, and let me in. I ran past the tourists who were snapping photos at the aquarium tunnel entrance, ignoring the fish voices that spoke to me through the glass as I passed.

After the tunnel, I emerged into the foyer where I’d conducted my meet and greet two days before. Christine was storming out there to meet me. I could tell from her expression that she was pissed. Rightfully so, but I didn’t have time to stop and talk to her.

“Tara!” she demanded, nearly shouting. “Where the hell have you been? We’ve been worried sick about you!”

I held up the hand that wasn’t holding the satchel. “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“I don’t have time. Trust me.”

I started jogging again, heading towards the dolphin tanks.

“What? Tara, WAIT!” Christine yelled after me.

I ignored her, continuing my jog. I passed by Jordyn and Alaina, who were heading out to the foyer after Christine.

“Tara!” Jordyn exclaimed. “Where were you?”

I shook my head as I sped by. “No time to explain. I’m sorry!”

Then, the worst of it, I had to bypass Neptune who also looked like he was as angry as Christine, if not more so.

“No time, Neptune. Please trust me,” I pleaded.

I increased my speed, sprinting down the hallways. The Houston Aquarium was massive, and I hadn’t realized how big it was until I had to run down the hallways. I didn’t dare turn back, to acknowledge them would probably delay me more, or they could keep me from ever reaching Kai’s pool, which I couldn’t allow to happen.

I finally got to the dolphin tanks. My appearance set the other dolphins off in the big pool.

“Whoa, she’s back dude!”

“Couldn’t leave us alone?”

“You came to see me, right?”

“Hey fellas,” I said, grinning at them as I continued walking to the quarantine pool, careful not to slip and fall. “I’m here to see Kai,” I said, although if they wanted to leave at some point, I knew that I would help them.

“Awww…”

I glanced up, knowing that Christine, Neptune, and possibly some security guards weren’t far behind.

“Do me a favor,” I said to them, “would you distract the other humans that are following me? Splash them, do something to keep them from getting to me. I need to talk to Kai, this is very important.”

I turned away from them as the three of them clicked their happiness to oblige. At least that was taken care of.

Kai’s back was to me as I knelt by the pool. Based on his position, his demeanor hadn’t improved at all. In fact, it had gotten worse.

I gently splashed some water at the edge of his pool, trying to draw his attention.

“Hey Kai,” I said. “I’m back.”

The dolphin calf looked back at me, and the despite the fact that he was a dolphin, surprise registered on his features. He looked thinner than yesterday, and his color was greener too.

His childish voice came to me, weak but happy. He surfaced and I stroked his beak. “You came back! I thought you would have stayed in the ocean.”

“You know I couldn’t forget you, buddy. Not when you were so sad. You know who’s also sad? Your mommy and daddy.”

His eyes widened. “You met Momma and Daddy? How are they?”

“Not good,” I admitted. “They miss you. They want you back, and they’re ready to tear everything apart to get to you.”

I heard commotion across the pools; we were about to have company.

“That’s why I’m here,” I told him quickly. I pulled out my kelp-wrapped package “I’m going to set you free.”

“How?” he asked, his voice no more than a whisper. “You’re not Finn.”

“I’m Finn’s helper. If you eat this,” I said, waving the seaweed wrap, “you’ll be able to jump farther and swim faster than any dolphin out there. Even your daddy. You’ll be able to fly.”

Kai giggled at the thought, which made my heart melt.

I glanced up as my pursuers finally emerged into the afternoon light. Christine and Neptune entered, flanked by security guards. And—oh, no—Mr. Stevens, the aquarium president was there too, wearing his expensive suit and looking at me like I was the scum of the universe.

He was definitely going to think that once I freed his new baby dolphin.

“Tara!” Neptune shouted. “What are you doing?”

I didn’t have time to answer him. Luckily, the other dolphins came to my defense. One gave a huge splash with his tail fluke, drenching Mr. Stevens. More splashes came and the dolphins were jumping and going crazy, threatening the humans, though I knew it wasn’t going to distract them long.

“Listen, Kai, you need to eat this. And then you need to gain as much speed as possible and jump over that fence.” I pointed to the fence where I’d fallen over the edge two nights ago. 

Kai followed the direction that I indicated, then looked back at me. “I can’t make that…”

“With this, you can,” I said, holding up the potion. “Please, Kai. It’s the only way you’ll be set free.”

He gave me one more suspicious look, and then took the package from my hand. He chewed on it and then gagged.

“It’s terrible!”

“I don’t care, it’ll help you.” I glanced up, knowing that too much time was passing. If these humans didn’t get to me first, Kai’s reluctance to finish eating the package and then doing the jump would take far too long. The sun was nearly setting, meaning that Levi’s deadline was fast approaching.

The aquarist Tim was jogging over towards me, shouting something about halting. At this point, I didn’t care what he was saying.

“Do the jump, Kai,” I pleaded. “Please!”

He submerged and then swam in a counterclockwise circle, trying to build up speed.

“It’s…too far!”

Strong hands grabbed at my shoulder. It wasn’t just Tim, it was two security guards too. They hoisted me up as I kicked and screamed.

“What are you saying?” Tim hissed at me. “What language is that?”

That’s right, I was speaking Mermish, so of course no one knew what I was saying.

“Do it, Kai!” I gritted, still speaking in his tongue. “You’re not going to have another chance!”

And I wasn’t going to have another chance to be back here ever again. I glanced back, seeing Christine looking absolutely shocked, as were the other mermaids. Neptune had a different expression. He was staring at me intensely.

Kai kept swimming in that counterclockwise circle, building up more and more speed. Was that potion ever going to start working?

Then I saw it. He was moving so fast, a whirlpool had started at the top, swirling to the bottom of the pool. Water sloshed around the sides, soaking everything around it. Kai was certainly swimming faster than any dolphin I’d ever seen.

Please let this work.

“Now!” I shrieked.

At first, I didn’t think that Kai was going to do it, that maybe he was going to chicken out.

Then, as if I was watching it in slow motion, he was flying. A full thirty feet up in the air, sailing towards the edge of the landing.

Miraculously, he had judged the direction correctly and went over the edge of the fence and dived into the ocean below.

Everyone was stunned, including myself. Seeing a dolphin fly like that tended to do that to you.

The grip on my shoulders lessened enough to where I could push away from them. I half-stumbled, half-ran over to the fence and looked out, hoping that he had made it past the rocks and in the ocean. I didn’t see his broken body on the rocks, and off in the distance, I saw three dolphins breach, one enormous, one normal-sized, and the last a baby calf.

Kai was back with his family. I looked at the horizon, seeing the sun hang over it. Just in time too. We wouldn’t have had much more time to meet Levi’s deadline.

I closed my eyes and sighed in relief. When I opened them again, I saw a familiar figure in the ocean, far below and out of reach of the pull of the waves.

Finn.

He was looking at me, but other than knowing he was there, I couldn’t see his expression because he was so far away.

Go! I wanted to shout. I couldn’t have anyone seeing him.

As if reading my mind, he submerged once again, disappearing from view.

I let out a breath. They were all gone. Now that the adrenaline was leaving me, I wanted to lean against the fence and sob about everything that had happened. From talking to dolphins, to finding out about my heritage, to finally meeting a guy that I liked—and to be back where it all started. I wanted to lie there and cry.

Someone put a hand on my shoulder, not in aggression like Tim or the security guards from before. This one was gentle, sympathetic. I looked up, surprised to see Neptune.

“You met them,” he said, low so that no one else could hear him. “You met the mermaids.”

I panicked. The secret was out, and that wondrous, magical world was going to be leaked all over the internet. They’d never have a normal day again. Their way of life would be obliterated in an instant.

I looked at him, trying to plead with my eyes not to reveal it to anyone.

“We’ll talk later,” he muttered.

I didn’t know if there was going to be a later. After all, I had just effectively kidnapped a dolphin in front of Mr. Stevens’ eyes. I was sure that was a fireable offense, if not one that would land me in prison. And based on Mr. Stevens’ expression, he was determined to have me arrested, although I didn’t know if he truly was able to.

“YOU!” he screeched, pointing a finger at me. His voice reached octaves that I never knew a man could make. “You stole my dolphin!” He flailed in a way that would have been comical had I not been terrified. “Arrest her!”

The security guards, still stunned by what had happened, gaped at me.

My mind went to fight or flight. I could jump over the fence into the water and rejoin that world, submerge myself and not be seen from above. I could live as a mermaid. I could be with Finn and Kai. The thought was tempting, as it seemed I was going to be suffering the consequences of what I did. However, I also had my mother here on land. I couldn’t leave her. Not yet.

Neptune must have seen the indecision on my face, because he reached out and grabbed my hand while placing himself in between the aquarium president and me.

“How could she steal a dolphin?” the old man calmly asked. “You saw what happened.”

Mr. Stevens glared at Neptune, his bulging unnaturally. “You saw what she did!”

“What did she do?” Neptune asked, quirking an eyebrow. “All I saw was a young girl feed a treat to an unhappy wild dolphin.”

I remained quiet, hearing my heartbeat pounding desperately. Fear rooted me to the spot, so even if I wanted to run, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to.

Luckily, Neptune was coming to my rescue, though I could tell that Christine, Jordyn, and Alaina were all angry and unhappy with me.

“Yes,” Mr. Stevens said coldly, “she fed the dolphin unregulated and unknown food, which is dangerous to the animal. Right, Tim?” he demanded, turning back to the aquarist.

Tim swallowed hard. He didn’t look in my direction as he nodded.

Neptune crossed his arms, giving Tim a hard look. The aquarist withered under his gaze. 

“And you think that little treat was enough to make a dolphin jump like that?”

Mr. Stevens frowned, hostility ebbing off him in waves.

“You saw for yourself, Michael,” Neptune said, grinning at Mr. Stevens. “Nothing could have made that dolphin baby jump like that. It was a freak accident. Things like that don’t happen naturally.”

“Whatever that…that witch fed it, it made him do that!” Mr. Stevens cried. I saw Jordyn’s face fall into horror at his choice of words, and I couldn’t figure out why.

“So, what are you saying, Michael?” Neptune said calmly. “That magic made that baby dolphin jump over thirty feet and into the ocean below?”

“For all we know, he could have fallen to his death!”

Neptune glanced behind his shoulder. “From what I can tell, that dolphin is far happier back in the ocean.”

I turned back to the ocean, and to my relief, I saw Kai, Nadia, and Levi all surface at the same time, blowing water skyward as they danced along the top of the water. They were letting me know that everything was all right. There was no war shadowing our lives any more. Their son was with them and that was all that mattered. They were happy.

The others on the landing saw that as well. Christine, Jordyn, and Alaina ran to the fence overlooking the ocean and gasped with delight. They had no idea how close they were to having their lives destroyed by an aquatic-induced war.

“It’s like he’s back with his family!” Alaina cried. “Look at them!”

Tim looked shaken as he glanced back at me. I could guess what he was thinking, How the hell did she do that?

“Face it, Michael,” Neptune went on. “You can’t arrest her for stealing your dolphin, because she didn’t. Nothing you say could hold up in court, and you know that.”

Mr. Stevens turned the color of a fire engine, fuming. That couldn’t be good for his blood pressure.

“I’ll still have her arrested,” the man snarled menacingly. “She’s trespassing where she’s not allowed.”

Christine gasped, remaining rooted to her spot while the security guards grappled me. I gulped nervously. Even though I’d been expecting this outcome for me, now that I knew I was going to be arrested for sure, I was frightened.

“If you and your mermaids aren’t out of this aquarium in ten minutes,” Mr. Stevens threatened, “I’ll have you all arrested for trespassing.”

Neptune gave him a hard look, then nodded. “Fine, we’ll leave. Hang on, Tara,” he added, looking directly at me. “We’ll take care of you.”

I hoped so.










  
 

Chapter 11
Sitting in a holding cell like this was the exact opposite thing to being in the water. In the ocean, there was freedom, there was space, and there was happiness.

In jail, you were on concrete, too close to the other cellmates, and you were imprisoned.

I was suffocating the entire time, fearing what was going to happen to me. I’d never been arrested before. Well, on land that is. I guess I was kind of arrested at the palace. On the surface, though, I was a model citizen. Heck, I never even went to detention in high school. Now, I felt like a caged animal. I even had to resist the urge to pace, so I forced myself to stand in the corner and cross my arms.

I hadn’t changed from my makeshift fashioned skirt or bikini bra, but I actually didn’t look that out of place compared to the other women in the cell. One lady was only wearing a bra and a pair of jeans from the 80s, and a few others were in various states of dress. They eyed me warily, so I had to avoid their scrutinizing gazes.

For all I knew, I was going to go to prison and have my life ruined. I knew that Mr. Stevens would stop at nothing to punish me for setting Kai free. I’d have a criminal record, and I’d have trouble getting a job. And my mother. Oh, Mom would be furious with me.

For the billionth time, I wondered if I should have jumped.

I sighed. What was Finn doing at this very moment? Was he with Kai?

At least there wasn’t going to be a huge war between the sea creatures and humans. Some nerdy part of me wanted to see the mythical sea creatures that Levi had mentioned. Another part of me was immensely glad that everything was going to be all right, especially for Kai.

Time seemed like it was standing still. Being antsy wasn’t helping either.

Finally, an officer came to the jail cell. “Tara Porter?” he said gruffly.

I pushed off the wall and made my way towards him. “That’s me,” I said anxiously.

He opened the barred door, gesturing to me. “You’re free to go.”

I blinked and let out a breath. I didn’t think that would happen so easily. Surely I’d be raked across the coals by Mr. Stevens. Or worse, my mother.

I followed the officer out in the station, hanging my head. Imagine my surprise when I saw Neptune standing there. He’d dressed up a little bit more than usual for the occasion.

“Well, well,” he said, in a mock-gloating tone, a big grin on his face. “If it isn’t Tara the trespasser. You’re lucky, you know.”

“Thanks,” I said, turning red.

“Apparently, ‘trespassing’ like you did is a Class C Misdemeanor. And Mr. Stevens ain’t none too happy about that.”

“What does that mean?”

He chuckled. “You’re just off with a ticket and a $500 fine, unless you want to go to court and contest it. I already paid it for you though. You actually weren’t even supposed to be arrested,” he added, lowering his voice. The officer with me must have heard though, because he scowled even deeper.

Hope blossomed within my chest. “You mean…?”

He grinned at me. “Everything is going to be fine, although I suggest we get out of Houston as soon as possible before something else happens and Michael tries to do something stupid.”

“Sorry about getting you kicked out of the Houston Aquarium,” I said sheepishly. I doubted that the mermaids of the Neptune Aquarium would ever be called back.

“Eh, it’s fine,” Neptune sighed. “It’s not ideal, but it’s fine. Let’s get going, eh, Tara?”

I nodded in relief.

“On one condition,” Neptune said, looking at me seriously. “You tell me what you know about these mermaids.”

I bit my lip, worried about how much I should divulge to him. He did save my butt, I just didn’t know how much information was too much. What if he threw me into the looney bin after I talked about it? It was pretty fantastical.

“Let me call my mom first,” I said. “I’m sure she’s freaking out.”

***
Of course, Mom was pissed.

Neptune was driving back to the hotel, which was a good thing because I felt shaky after being reamed by my mother. She had practically reached through the cell phone and throttled me. She demanded that I get on the next plane back to Jacksonville. I might be legally considered an adult, but she was going to take charge and ground me into oblivion.

Still, I was glad she cared. I wanted to ask her about everything that she knew about my dad, whether or not she knew that he was a merwalker. I knew that would be a conversation with a lot of waterworks and I wasn’t prepared to do that in front of Neptune.

“Mom?” I said into the phone, when she finished her rant. “I love you.”

There was a long pause. “I love you too, Tara. Call me when you make arrangements to come home.”

I closed my eyes, wiping tears away as I hung up the phone. “That could have gone worse,” I said to Neptune.

“I guess I should take that as your two weeks’ notice,” Neptune said, who had obviously heard every word that was shouted at me.

I winced. “Yes.” There was no way my mother would let me continue performing with the group. I leaned back in the car seat. “Thank you,” I added.

“It’s the least I could do for you releasing that dolphin,” he said.

I blinked at him. “How did you know about the mermaids?” I asked.

He considered his answer so long, I thought he wasn’t going to answer the question. Finally, he sighed, shifted in his seat, and said, “That’s a long story.”

“I’d like to hear it,” I insisted. “Please.”

He gave a short chuckle. “Figgered you would. You know that I was a fisherman in my youth, right?”

I nodded.

“It was Hurricane Frederic back in 1979—a mother of a hurricane if there ever was one. I was holed up on my ship with my crew trying to wait out the storm. The seas were angry that night.” He shuddered. “I ain’t ever thrown up like I did back then. You get tossed and thrown like nothing you ever seen. So we were waiting it out when I heard this huge screech and scraping. I looked out the window and saw that one of our fish holds had broken loose and was just sliding around on the deck. There’s lots of money are in each of those holds, so I went out trying to secure it…” He hissed in air through his teeth. I could guess what happened next.

“I was blown off deck. Like an ant. Mother Nature is a strong bitch.” He chuckled at his own joke. “I landed in the water, sure that I was going to drown and become fish food. Almost did. Until this gorgeous creature, the likes of which I’d never seen before grabs me and pulls me back up to the surface. The fins of a fish with the body of a woman. She was…beautiful,” he breathed. “She pulls me to shore, amidst the waves and braving the worst of the hurricane to save me. She made sure that I didn’t drown. At first, I thought I was dead. Dreaming. Saved my life, she did.”

He stopped, giving her a moment of silence. “I owe everything to her.”

It was then that I had realized that Neptune had fallen in love with this mermaid that had saved him. Their meeting, however brief, was enough for him to pine after her all these years. No wonder there wasn’t a Mrs. Neptune, his heart had been taken by someone who couldn’t be with him. I briefly entertained the idea of him becoming a merwalker, but I didn’t want to bring it up. I got the feeling that if that option had been made to him, he would have accepted it without any hesitation.

“We lay on the beach for a long while after the hurricane passed us. Even though we couldn’t speak the same language, I could see the sadness in her eyes and I imagined myself in her place. Through her, I got glimpse of a great, underwater world that humans rarely ever see, one that was saddened by the overfishing that us humans were doing. I knew I wanted to help out in any way I could. So I did. She stayed with me to make sure I didn’t drown. I was going to make sure that I was going to help her. After the hurricane stopped, I woke up and she was gone.”

“That’s when you quit fishing and opened up Neptune’s World,” I prompted, remembering that the aquarium had opened in 1980.

He nodded. “It was hard at first, but I knew that I couldn’t knowingly continue the path I was on. I started the aquarium. Started rehabilitating sea creatures that needed help. And,” his cheeks colored, “I started the mermaid performances. As homage to her.”

“Did you ever try going back into the water for her?” 

“Hell yes,” he said. “I was a lovesick fool calling out for my Juliet. Nearly drowned then too. She never came back for me. Eventually, I decided that not setting foot in the water was easier for me. Otherwise I felt too close to her and it was absolutely heartbreaking. I’d be tempted to try and drown myself again to get to her. Now…I have too much work to do on land to do that.”

His words struck a chord with me, about what he had to do on land versus going back to the sea. I was wringing my hands and I hadn’t even noticed. I placed them flat against my thighs to stop their fidgeting. It was a sad story, but Neptune’s continued commitment to taking care of the ocean life was a testament to how good of a guy he really was. The man before me was no longer a grumpy old man. It was a man who was forever paying tribute to his long lost love who had saved his life.

“You need to tell me everything you know about mermaids,” he said.

I did, not leaving a single detail out. I told him about my secret trek to check on Kai that first time, Finn surprising me, and me nearly falling to my death. Waking up underwater. Waking up back on land, and finding that I could swim better than ever. I showed him my gills. I told him that I went back to the sea to reverse it, not knowing that my heritage was from the sea. I told him about Finn and whatever was happening between us—he nodded at me sadly about that—and I told him about the impending war if Kai wasn’t returned to his parents.

“Yeah,” Neptune said, nodding in agreement, “I always had a fishy feeling about that poor dolphin calf. Michael Stevens and I never really did see eye-to-eye. I guess we can now see why.” He chuckled bitterly while shaking his head. “Bastard wanted you to rot in jail. You’re damn lucky. Damn lucky.”

I sighed. It sure didn’t feel that way.

“I’m sorry I made you and Christine and the others worry,” I said.

He shrugged it off. “When I saw you swim in that performance yesterday, I knew something was up. Christine was the most worried. You know how she is.”

I did, and I felt awful for putting her through all this.

“I knew you were hiding something. No one has ever swum like that before.” He gave me a sideways glance. “It sounds like you have a lot of decisions to make. What are you going to do now?”

I bit my lip. I knew, even if I didn’t like it.

***
Neptune parked by the beach and told me that he’d wait in the car. It was his presence that reassured me that I had to do the right thing and not get caught up in the moment.

I walked down to the beach, trying to figure out what the heck I was going to say. So many things, not enough time, and definitely the answer neither of us wanted to hear.

I shivered. Here goes nothing.

I dipped a bare foot into the sea. I could feel the tingling in my legs, but I forced the feeling of the scales to subside. I didn’t want to go full mermaid. Not yet. It was hard not to let it take over and jump into the sea.

I waded in up to my waist. By the time I was up to my belly button, my legs were itching from the need to turn into mermaid fins. I found that if I concentrated really hard, I wouldn’t transform.

I bent forward, pressed my face to water, and said to the murky depths, “Finn, I’m here.”

I straightened myself up and waited, knowing that I wouldn’t have to for very long. Finn would be here any minute.

All at once, something caught my legs, and I crashed into the water, dragging me out to sea. Before I could protest and shriek, something covered my mouth, giving me a playful, passionate kiss.

Finn.

Despite the fact that I was fighting it the entire time, I ended up closing my eyes and getting lost in the feel of his lips against mine.

When our lips finally parted, I was breathless, even with my gills. He, however, was grinning sheepishly at me as he pressed his forehead to mine.

“You did it!” he exclaimed. “You saved Kai! You saved us all.”

I smiled. “He’s okay?”

“Yes, he’s with Levi and Nadia now.”

“Good, I’m glad.”

Finn grabbed my hand, pulling me back out to the sea. “Come on,” he said, grinning triumphantly at me. “You need to transform and come back to Thalassa. My father wants to see you. And Kai’s parents. You’re a hero, Tara.” His expression turned passionate. “You’re my hero.”

I was glad that we were underwater or else he’d see my tears.

“I…I can’t, Finn.”

My words must have surprised him, because my fingers slipped from his. He looked back at me, shocked.

“What?”

I swallowed uncomfortably, averting my eyes. “I’m going to stay on the surface. For now. I have so much to do, I can’t stay here, not permanently.”

It broke my heart to see how his face fell at my words. I wanted to stay. Oh, I desperately wanted to stay so bad.

I couldn’t.

His nose was inches from mine as he searched my face. “You can’t be serious.” He grasped my shoulders. “You can’t.” He kissed me again, desperate for some sort of explanation.

I could feel my resolve slipping slightly. Then I thought about the other animals that would have been wrongfully captured like Kai and left to die. Neptune was right when he said that he could do more on land than in the sea, and the ocean didn’t have a voice without a hero.

That was the role I was born to play. Half merwalker, half human. I was meant to do this as much as Finn was meant to be the protector of sea creatures. Two sides of the same sand dollar. Two hearts beating as one in different worlds.

It went against every fiber of my being to pull back from him. To break his heart too.

“I have a family that I need to take care of,” I told him gently. “My mother was worried about me when I went missing. And…” here was going to be the hard part, “and I want to help you out from the land.” I touched a hand to his face. “I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I want to help you. Keep you safe. And keep the sea safe too.”

His green eyes burned straight through me. “You should be here,” he said. “With me.”

“I will be,” I replied. “I’ll be right beside you. You have a mission for your people. I have a mission for me. We can make this work. Trust me.”

He kissed me again. “What did you have in mind?”










  
 

Epilogue
Six months later

Summer break was a time for all of my college friends to get jobs or go study abroad. A lot of them were trying to get ahead with internships or squeeze in some summer classes to make up for classes that they’d failed in the spring semester. Everyone had plans, it seemed. Still, I knew they weren’t anywhere near as special as mine.

I’d told my mother that I got an internship on a research vessel in the Gulf of Mexico, so I’d be out of touch for most of it, and not to worry. I was going to be studying marine life and getting good experiences for my marine biology degree at Texas A&M University of Galveston. It was unpaid, sure, and I wasn’t getting any class credit for it, but my board, food, and all expenses would be taken care of, I told her. While she wouldn’t budge on her opinion that I should be studying pre-law or pre-med, she begrudgingly supported my decision.

I loved my mother so much for supporting me, even though my decisions seemed crazy. By all accounts, they were.

I didn’t care, though. If I learned anything, it was to do what I wanted to do.

That was how I found myself on the shores of Galveston’s East Beach, an hour’s drive from the Houston Aquarium, which felt so long ago.

There was no one on the beach with me at six am on a Saturday morning, and that was exactly what I was going for. It was going to get weird in about five minutes, and I didn’t want anyone to see.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, breathing in the salty air.

I wasn’t going on a trip. I was going home, at least for the summer. I’d been here every weekend during my spring semester. I told my roommate Elyse that I was spending it with my boyfriend.

I was telling her the truth.

I dipped a toe into the ocean, the sea foam cold against my bare skin. My skin turned to goosebumps initially, and before my very eyes, I saw the spread of scales trail up my legs.

I took off my shirt, revealing a bikini top underneath. Here was where it got weird, no matter how many times I did it. I took off my shorts, the bikini bottom along with it. I wasn’t going to need it where I was going.

I stowed the clothes in a waterproof plastic bag between two rocks. I hoped they’d be all right for two months. If not, I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

For now, I was itching to get back to the sea and see everyone.

I started out at a run and dove into the waves. They parted, welcoming me with open arms, like the ocean had been expecting me. I dolphin-kicked, and as I did so, I felt the skin between my legs zipper all the way down to my feet, which weren’t feet anymore. A long, beautiful tail fin sprouted from where my feet were, iridescent in all its splendor.

I looked down at it, and despite myself, I grinned. It never did go away did it? I was a full merwalker, one of the few that could go between the sea and the land.

I submerged, swimming farther out to sea, meaning to call the two most important people to me. “Kai,” I called out softly, “I’m here.” I took a deep breath, because my voice wavered in my anticipation, and said, “Finn, I’m here. I need you.” 

The length of time impossibly stretched out before me. Impatience tugged at me, I couldn’t wait to see them.

I saw a dark shape in the water first, much bigger than I remembered. It barreled at me like a torpedo, slowing down enough before he got to me so he wouldn’t crash into me. Kai stopped and embraced me with his fins much like a human would. I held him back, feeling the tears of happiness spring to my eyes.

“Kai!” I cried happily.

“Tara!” he said, like he couldn’t believe I was here. I couldn’t believe it either. “How long are you here this time?”

“A long time,” I told him. “Did you think I’d forget you?” Kai eyed me suspiciously and I laughed.

“For good?”

I shook my head, feeling the dark cloud of sadness come over me. “Not yet,” I said. “But soon.” Finn and I had been discussing what was next in our relationship. The plan was to eventually end up living together somehow. For now though, I was busy being his eyes and ears on land.

“Tara!” another familiar voice cried.

“Ponce!” I grabbed the snapper and hugged him close. “You look great! How are you doing?”

I swear, the fish flushed scarlet. “I’ve got a girlfriend,” he said sheepishly.

“A girlfriend?” I laughed. “She’s a lucky girl.”

My voice caught in my throat when I saw the other familiar figure in the distance. Unlike Kai or Ponce, he stopped further out, watching me. My heart fluttered.

“Hello there, stranger,” I called out to him playfully. My heart was pounding in my ears, as it always did when I saw him.

“You’re here.”

Before I could react, I found myself in his arms, his lips on mine, his hands holding me to him. He kissed me with the fervent passion of someone who had found everything he wanted. 

I knew because I was kissing him that way too.

He pulled back and wrapped his arms around me. I couldn’t tell who was doing the holding and who was doing the clinging.

“I’ve missed you,” he said.

“Me too.”

“Tara, so much has happened while you were gone!” Kai interjected. With finals and everything, it had nearly been a month since I had joined them in the water.

“I’ll bet,” I said, offering him a smile. “A lot’s happened on land as well.” Whatever translated my words into Mermish changed “two months” into “two moons”.

Finn held my hand, not taking his eyes off me. “You can tell us all about it,” he said, his sea green eyes soft.

“Just so long as you keep showing me how to be a proper mermaid.”

He smiled at me, the brilliance of the entire city of Thalassa in that one smile. “Of course.”
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The Glass Mermaid by Poppy Lawless
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Kate

 

I’m the last mermaid.

 

I’m back on shores of Lake Erie, but the cold waters are silent. There is nothing here for me but ghosts and the beach glass that litters the rocky shore. Long ago, I lived below the waves. Now, I am the sole survivor, and at long last, my mermaid glamour is leaving me.

 

Every day, I walk the beach. Every day, I wonder what happened to my people. The little pieces of colored glass that wash ashore give me simple pleasure. They are gifts from the lake, reminders of home. I fashion them into trinkets: necklaces, earrings, bracelets. They are beautiful things. The humans seem love them.

 

Every day, I walk the beach. Nothing ever changes, until the day he says hello.

 

Cooper

 

I’m dying.

 

It’s not a question, it’s a fact. The cancer is eating me alive. They told me I have six months to live, maybe less. I came home, back to Chancellor on Lake Erie, to die. The sunsets are vivid there, and I will relish every one.

 

I’ve never seen anything more beautiful than a Lake Erie sunset until I see her.

 

All life is as fragile as glass.

 

What would you sacrifice to save the one you love?










  
 

Chapter 1: Kate
The surf lapped over my feet, sea foam tickling my toes. It was early summer, but the lake water was still icy. I closed my eyes and felt the cool waves. In the deep of winter, when the lake would freeze, we always sheltered on one of the small islands that dotted Lake Erie. The humans in those days had called us lumpeguin. Sighing deeply, I opened my eyes and looked down at the rocky shoreline.

“There you are,” I whispered, bending to pick up a piece of green beach glass. I lifted it and looked at it in the diming sunlight. It was tear-shaped and worn smooth from its time in the water. A soft white sheen coated the green glass. That made seven green pieces, five light blue pieces, eight white pieces, and seven amber pieces. Not a bad haul. Alas, no red. I rarely found red anymore. The lake had stopped giving up her most beautiful treasures. If I wanted, I could swim down deep to the troves of wave-kissed glass. But I hadn’t been below the surface in nearly three hundred years, and I certainly wasn’t going to ruin that stretch over some sparkly bauble, even if all my customers begged for red beach glass.

I tucked the green beach glass into my satchel, pulled my long, straw-colored hair back, and then bent to pick up my sandals. I looked out at the lake. The sun was dipping below the horizon. There was nothing more glorious than a Lake Erie sunset. Shimmering shades of rosy pink, orange, and magenta illuminated the sky and reflected on the waves. Breathing in deeply, I tried to inhale the scene. The briny scent of the fresh lake water was perfumed with the lingering smell of snow and flowers. Not for the first time, I wondered what my old home looked like now. Forgotten under the waves, the eerie sea kingdom had been left to be ruled by ghosts and memories.

I sucked in a breath and turned to go. I wouldn’t cry. Mermaids’ tears were, after all, a special and rare commodity. They carried life itself, and I didn’t have much of that magical spark left in me. A single tear could spell my end, sapping out the last of the gift from the deep. No, I’d managed to live for over three hundred years. It wouldn’t do to weep over an amazing sunset, a nearly-forgotten past, nor the realization that I was truly alone. It was what it was. I couldn’t change the fact that I was the last mermaid.










  
 

Chapter 2: Cooper
I dipped my brush into the purple paint. Not quite the right shade. Swiping my brush in the red, I fattened the color then spread it across the canvas. The sunset was particularly striking tonight. It was a perfect summer sunset, except for the fact that the wind still thought it was early spring. A breeze blew across the lake. It had an icy edge, like it had swept down from some far-off glacier. It chilled my fingers.

I dropped my brush into the jar of water and blew on my hands. For the love of God, would I have to wear gloves in May? I didn’t remember Mays in Chancellor being so cold. Maybe all my years in Pensacola, stretched out along those sugar-white beaches, had spoiled me. I loved the water. That’s how I’d ended up in Florida in the first place. Marrying my love of people and the sea, my degrees in marine biology and psychology had landed me at the Dolphin Key Sanctuary. I’d made my career doing research on the therapeutic relationship between dolphins and children with disabilities. I’d spent every day in the water until…well, now I was home, back in Chancellor. Lake Erie had been my first love, but she’d grown so cold in my absence.

I blew on my fingers again, picked up the brush, and looked at the fading sunset. I tried to take a mental picture, knowing the colors were about to fade. Too bad, it had been an amazing view. I played the last bit of paint across the canvas then picked up a smaller brush, dipped it in black, and scrawled a number in the bottom: forty-three. This was the forty-third sunset I’d painted. One-hundred forty, give or take, to go.

I leaned back and zipped my coat up to my chin. I told myself I was just taking in the last of the sunset, or letting the pain dry, or stretching my back, then I’d go. But the truth was, I was waiting for her. I shouldn’t have been, but I was.

She was strolling up the beach toward me. I’d seen her head out earlier. Like every night, she set off down the beach with her little satchel strung bandolier-style across her curvy body. At first I’d thought she was hunting for shells. It took me almost a week to remember that beach glass washed up on the shores of Lake Erie. She was hunting glass. Every night, she would head down the beach, returning just after sunset. I loved to watch her. It was almost like she melted into the surroundings, her yellow hair the same color as the dried grass, her eyes—the one and only time I’d yet had the courage to look into them—the same dark blue as the waves. Today she was wearing khaki cargo pants, a white T-shirt, and an aquamarine-colored scarf. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. But she seemed a little sad, and her sadness helped me stay away. I had no business flirting with women, at least not now, but it was still nice to look at her. And sometimes, when I felt bold, more than look.

Today, I felt bold.

Today, I had something more to say.

While I knew I had no business with her, I couldn’t quite get myself to stop looking for ways to break the ice. Today, I found one.

As she neared me, I rose, took a deep breath, and stepped down the beach toward her. “Good evening,” I called gently, hoping like hell I wasn’t going to annoy her.

She startled a little, like she’d been lost in her thoughts.

Great, scare her to death, moron.

She looked at me with those deep-blue eyes and smiled. “Hello,” she said in a voice as soothing as the deep.










  
 

Chapter 3: Kate
The painter. Although he was smiling, his awkward stance told me he was nervous. Perhaps me nearly jumping out of my skin had set him on edge. I smiled back at him.

The painter had shown up in Chancellor a little over a month earlier. I’d noticed him one morning as I was headed out to open my shop. My small, A-frame cottage sitting along the beach has wide windows that look out at the water. I’d seen him trudging along with a canvas, easel, and painting kit. It was rare to see anyone walk along the rocky beach outside my house. Pebbly and narrow, it wasn’t an ideal place for sun bathing. Almost everyone went to the small, man-made sandy beach at Chancellor Park. I noticed him again and again. Every morning, he would head out with a canvas. Every night, when I went out on my evening walk, he’d be there once again. I tried not to bother him, but I’d snuck a peek of his work. He always painted the fiery sunsets. And in the morning, he would paint the lake and the pastel hues of the sunrise. Sunrises on Lake Erie were not vivid, but they always cast an opalescent sheen on the water. The result was a cloudy mixture of color like the inside of an abalone shell. Beautiful. From what I had seen, the artist’s paintings were glorious…almost as glorious as him.

Our exchanges had been little more than polite nods and smiles. I was too hesitant to engage him further even though he was undeniably handsome. He was trim like a cyclist or surfer, his head shaved to a shadow of dark hair, which was usually covered with a cap. He often wore a scarf or a jacket zipped to the top. I guessed him to be a southerner, not acclimatized to Pennsylvania weather. His clear blue eyes were so lovely, but it was his smile that was without compare. It made something dangerous light up in me, something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. Despite the danger, I liked the feeling.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was a million miles away.”

He moved down the beach toward me. I crossed the distance to meet him, hoping I could evoke that smile again. I was relieved he’d finally spoken. We’d had our little routine going on for a month now. I was starting to think that maybe, after all these years, I’d started to lose my mermaid glamour. Most men can’t resist the allure that lives inside my skin. In the past, it made living among the humans almost unbearable. But lately, I didn’t mind the attention. It felt like my last hurrah. As for the painter, though I would never take anything beyond a simple conversation, it annoyed me that my charms didn’t seem to affect him.

“I…I found something I thought you would like,” he said hesitantly, holding out his hand. In his palm was a piece of red beach glass. The awkward cut made it look like a jagged heart. It was stunning.

Without thinking, I gently took him by the hand and looked at the glass. I lifted it to admire it in the dimming sunlight.

“Beautiful,” I said. “Red is so rare. Where did you find it?”

“On the beach near your boardwalk. Sorry, I know that came out weird. I’m not a stalker or anything. I just happened to notice you outside your house a couple of times.”

I smiled reassuringly at him. The last thing he looked like was a stalker. “I must have walked right past it,” I said, staring down at the glass. Slowly, I became aware of the fact that I was still holding onto his hand. His skin was ice cold.

“Oh, my gosh, you’re freezing. I was just heading back home now. Would you like a coffee? Tea maybe?” What was I doing? Had I lost my mind? I let go of his hand, but then he stuck his hand out to me.

“I’m Cooper,” he said.

I smiled. Introductions first, you lusty mermaid. “Kate,” I said, shaking his hand. Katherine, Kathy, now Kate. It always changed with the fashion of the day. If I stuck around another hundred years, I’d have to go with Katie or Kat. When I’d first come ashore to live among the humans, Katherine was the closest name they had to my real name, Katlilium.

“Thank you for the offer, Kate, but I need to get back,” he said with a soft smile, letting go of my hand.

“Oh, okay,” I replied, feeling stupid. What was I thinking?

Cooper seemed just as embarrassed as I did. He turned and started packing up his things. Great, now I’d scared him off. Maybe he was married or something. I never even thought to check for a wedding ring. I was getting rusty at this game. That was a good thing. It was a game I had no business playing. I was too old for random flirtations, and had no business falling for anyone with my end so near. Stupid. Feeling awkward, I looked for some way to break the silence.

“May I?” I asked, gesturing to the painting.

“Of course,” he replied. He folded his arms across his chest and looked at the painting. “The purple was really something tonight, wasn’t it?”

“It reminded me of fuchsias. You’ve captured it flawlessly.” He’d mixed the layers perfectly, even catching the colors reflected along the dark waves and the hint of night sky just at the edge.

“I’m just an amateur,” he replied. “But I missed these sunsets.” He picked up the canvas, careful not to bump the paint, folded the easel, which he stuck under his arm, then lifted his paint box. We turned and started down the beach.

“Missed? Are you from here?”

He nodded. “My grandma raised me. She’s passed on now, but I grew up here. I just came back a month or so ago.”

“Oh,” I replied, trying to choke down the million or more questions that wanted to come next. “I’m sorry about your grandmother.”

“Yeah, lost her about five years ago. Alberta Pearl? Maybe you knew her?”

I nodded. I did know her, when she was about six. “She lived in the little house on Juniper Lane?”

Cooper nodded. “That’s the place.”

That explained why he was always on my stretch of the beach. There was a walking path through the woods from the end of Juniper Lane to the shore. I smiled at him. “I knew her. Delightful girl,” I replied.

In the fifties, she used to come into my soda shop. She always asked for an extra cherry on her sundae. Cheeky little thing with dark hair and clear blue eyes, she was one of my favorite children in town. Like always, I wasn’t able to stay in Chancellor too long. People would start to notice how well-kept I was. I’d moved when Alberta was still little and had only been back for the last year myself. When my tenants moved out of the building I owned downtown, I’d decided enough time had passed. All those who could remember me were dead, including little Alberta Pearl. I loved Chancellor. It was the town closest to my home below the waves. I was glad to be back.

“You have a shop downtown, right? The little boutique?” Cooper asked.

I nodded. “The Glass Mermaid.”

“That’s it. I noticed the sign. I liked your mermaid.”

I grinned. If he only knew. “Thank you. I make jewelry,” I said then motioned to the red beach glass, “with the glass.”

Cooper smiled again. “I’ll stop by and have a look.”

Having just been turned down for coffee, I wasn’t sure what to say. “Sure,” I replied.

We reached the boardwalk leading to my house.

“Nice to finally talk to you, Kate. I’ll keep an eye out for more beach glass for you.”

“Thank you, and thank you for the trinket,” I said, still clutching the red glass.

He nodded, his hands full, then smiled and headed back up the beach.

Not wanting to look like a heartbroken teenager, I headed down the boardwalk toward my cabin, pausing just once to glance his direction. To my surprise, he was also glancing back at me. Caught, both of us laughed. I smiled, waved, and then headed into the house.

Once inside, I stared down at the red sea glass…a red heart…a gift from the deep.










  
 

Chapter 4: Kate
The bell above the front door of my shop rang when I pushed it open the next morning. The small place, which I’d picked up for a steal during the Great Depression just after the dress shop therein had gone out of business, had a dated charm. A brick beauty constructed during the Victorian era. It boasted high ceilings with elaborate molding, a massive stone fireplace, wood floors, and a glimmering chandelier. After I purchased it, I’d converted it into a soda shop. The glass-lined soda fountain wall and counter was still there. The previous owners had used it as a bookstore. It still carried the sweet scent of old books, many of which I had stored in the back. Now, however, it was my small boutique.

I clicked on the lights. The chandelier sparkled, casting blobs of prismatic rainbows onto the ceiling that I’d painted to look like a cloudy sky. The aquamarine colored walls, trimmed with white molding, reminded me of waves and bubbly sea foam.

Tidying up a display of ships in a bottle, then stopping to breathe deeply beside the handmade soap stand, I headed to the back and turned on the sound system. Moments later, big band music swept through the store. I tapped my fingers along with the music as I sparked up the cash register. I closed my eyes, swaying to the music, remembering a hot summer night long past at the Chancellor Dance Hall and the delicious sailor I’d spent that night with before he shipped out to fight in World Word II. He never came home. From the roaring 20s through the swinging 40s, I must have had what humans call a midlife crisis. I spent twenty odd years running my soda shop in the daytime and doing the jitterbug at night. I’d been a flapper girl. The name always amused me. Some years later, the people of Chancellor started to remark on how young I looked. I left Chancellor. I roamed from town after town along the Great Lakes for nearly thirty years looking for others like me. But I’d never seen a single mermaid or merman anywhere. I finally gave up. There was no one. It was just me. I was glad to be back in Chancellor. When I looked out at the lake, knowing my old underwater kingdom was not so long of a swim away, I felt like I’d come home.

Smiling, I grabbed my duster, and worked my way around the store. When I was done, I headed to my workbench at the back. I set out last night’s haul of beach glass on the table, including the red beach glass Cooper had given me. Now, just what was I going to do with that? I snapped on the desk light and slid the pieces of glass under the magnifying lens. I’d given all the pieces of glass a bath after I got home last night, now I just needed to check them. One of the blue pieces had a small flower design on the glass. Probably an old perfume bottle. That piece would sell well. I set it aside.

“Mornin’,” a voice called from the door. “Where are you, Katie Bug?”

“Making jewelry,” I replied. It was Alice, my friend and the owner of the bagel shop, Hole Lot of Bagels, across the street.

“Moon River,” Alice sang loudly and off key as she headed back.

“This isn’t Moon River,” I called with a laugh.

“How the hell would I know? This is my grandma’s kind of music,” she replied with a laugh, setting a to-go box and a cup of coffee down in front of me.

“My customers like it.”

“Wow, where did you find this?” Alice asked, picking up the red beach glass.

“Well, I—“ I began, but Alice interrupted.

“Oh, Kate. Can I have it? Will you make me a necklace? Please? Free coffee the rest of the year!”

“You bring me free coffee almost every day anyway. And no, you can’t have it. I wasn’t the one who found it.”

“Bummer. Commission?” she asked then, looking through the other pieces of glass on my workbench.

“Not quite. The painter gave it to me.”

“No. Freaking. Way. You talked to him?”

“Just a little. His name is Cooper. He’s from here, I guess.”

Alice had moved to Chancellor relatively recently. She’d studied culinary arts at Chancellor College, the small liberal arts college in town, then stayed after she graduated to open her deli and bakery. She wasn’t a local. “So, how is he? He looks gorgeous from afar. Is he weird?”

I laughed. “No, he was polite. And he is gorgeous. And he turned me down for coffee, but he did give me this,” I said, picking up the red glass.

“Turned you down?”

I nodded.

Alice looked perplexed. “He’s gay.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Kate, what man in their right mind would turn you down? You have turned down every man in this town.”

“I don’t know,” I said, opening the deli box. I was treated to the scent of a freshly toasted bagel and the ripeness of cream cheese. “There was a vibe there, but he didn’t…I don’t think he’s interested. Probably a good thing. The last thing I need is to get involved with someone.” I picked up the bagel and took a bite.

“Well,” Alice said with a grin, “you better wipe that cream cheese off your lip just in case.”

“In case?”

“In case you’re wrong, because your painter is headed this way, and he’s carrying something big,” she said, gazing out the front window.










  
 

Chapter 5: Cooper
Stupid, stupid, stupid. I chided myself with every step I made as I walked from Juniper Lane toward the shop on Main Street. I’d been doing a good job of lying low since I got back. In spite of my gran’s friends’ best efforts to get me out socializing, I’d managed to avoid it. Those sweet old gals didn’t know, and I had no intention of telling them, why I was keeping to myself. I didn’t need a bunch of mother hens checking in on me. As it was, I slept most of the day anyway. The meds always made me nauseous. I hardly needed anyone seeing me throwing up or lying in a sweaty ball of clammy nausea. No one else needed to be dragged into my personal hell. But if that was the case, if that was how I really felt, why was I walking down Main Street toward The Glass Mermaid?

The wind whipped harshly, pressing against the canvas. I braced myself, holding on tight to the painting. Dammit, why was it so cold? I remembered riding my bike to Frog Creek at this time of year, spending the day swimming, fishing, and catching crawfish. It was May. Why was it so cold in May?

I paused when I came upon the shop. The teal-colored wooden sign hanging over the front door depicted a mermaid holding a heart in her hand. It rocked in the breeze. In the front window was a life-sized mermaid statue. Showing her sense of humor, Kate had put a t-shirt with the saying “I’d rather be a mermaid” on the statue, covering what was probably a clam-shell bra. My thoughts betrayed me for a moment as I remembered the way Kate’s white T-shirt had hugged her body, stretching across her large breasts.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, I cursed myself again as gripped the canvas tightly.

Then I remembered something my gran used to say. “It’s not nice to call someone stupid.”

Well, okay then, maybe I wasn’t stupid, but I surely had no business getting tangled up with this girl. Not now. It’s just she looked so taken aback, disappointed even, when I’d turned her down for coffee. It wasn’t like I hadn’t wanted to go. I did. With every poisoned ounce of me, I did. I just couldn’t. But I hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings.

The bell over the door rang when I pushed it open. I was greeted with warm, soft light, and the sound of swing music. No way. I loved this kind of music.

“Hi,” a dark-haired woman called as she crossed the shop toward me.

I smiled at her. While I didn’t know her name, I’d seen her around town. Then I noticed the apron she was wearing. It was dark green with a bagel above the heart. That’s where I’d seen her, at the deli across the street.

“Hi,” I replied. “Is Kate—”

“She’s in the back,” the girl said, pushing open the door. “Later, Kater,” she called toward the back of the shop.

“See ya,” I heard the melodious voice reply. Then, I saw her. Kate smiled as she rose from a small workbench at the back of the store, clicked off a desk lamp, and then came toward me.

I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, and a moment later, a wave of nausea swept over me. Great. Just what I needed. Not now.

“Cooper?” she called.

“Hi, Kate.”

“Done already?”

“Done?”

“Your sunrise painting,” she answered, then I saw a guilty expression cross her face, like she’d been caught knowing something she shouldn’t have.

It made me happy to know she’d noticed me too. “I was out first thing, just did a quick watercolor. I wanted to bring you something,” I said then, motioning to the covered canvas. I realized then that this was twice in the last twenty-four hours that I’d brought this woman a gift. No wonder she looked confused when I turned her down for coffee. Maybe I was making a huge mistake. I didn’t want to lead her on, I just didn’t want her to look sad like that…ever again.

Kate smiled, her dark-blue eyes twinkling in the chandelier light.

I handed the canvas to her.

“For me? Really?”

I nodded.

Carefully, she unwrapped the crinkly brown paper.

“It was in my gran’s closet,” I said then. “It’s not a masterpiece or anything. I painted it during my senior year in high school. Gran always liked the mermaid folktales from this area, used to tell me them as a kid.”

Kate’s eyes went wide as she studied the painting.

I looked at the canvas. It wasn’t a bad painting. It depicted a mermaid sitting in the water, her body half-in and half-out of the water. Her back was to the viewer, letting them look out at the lake with her. I had loved painting the cutaway element, showing the small fish and plants under the water, and the mermaid’s tail. From above the surface, she looked like a woman sitting in the water looking out at the lake. What she really was lay beneath.

No, it wasn’t a bad painting. I used to paint more when I was younger, back before everyone talked me into pursuing a real job. Honestly, I’d just wanted to be a painter. But who can do that these days? This wasn’t the Renaissance, and money makes the world go ‘round. Maybe if I knew then what I knew now, I would have just followed my bliss. But my years of working with children and dolphins hadn’t been for nothing. We’d helped a lot of kids and learned a lot in the process.

“It’s stunning,” she finally said.

“It’s just gathering dust. I thought you might like it for the shop.”

“This should be displayed. Cooper, it’s so…touching,” she said, tears welling in her eyes.

Her joy filled me with so much happiness that for a moment, I forgot everything. I stepped a little closer to the painting…to her. Gently, I set my hand on the small of her back as we looked on. “There are lots of old stories from this area about mermaids. Have you ever heard them? The Native Americans from this area swore mermaids lived in Lake Erie. They called them something else though.”

“Lumpeguin,” Kate said in almost a whisper.

“That’s right, lumpeguin. You’ve heard the stories then?”

“Yes.”

“I painted this for our senior project. We had to paint something relevant to Chancellor. This is actually a cool place, lots of folktales about witches, mermaids, and faerie people. But I was the only one to paint a mermaid…well, a lumpeguin.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Kate said then, and I could see she was truly speechless.

I couldn’t help but feel a little pleased with myself. This was the reaction I’d hoped for, whether I wanted to admit it or not.

“So, you like swing music?” I asked.

Kate took a deep breath, shook her head slightly, like she was lost in her thoughts, then said “Sorry?”

“Big band music?”

She giggled a sweet sound like the chiming of a bell. “I love it.”

“There is a dance tomorrow night at the old Chancellor Dance Hall. It’s mainly for the senior citizens, but my gran’s friends have been trying to get me out of the house. I guess they have a swing band. Those old gals, I hate to keep disappointing them. Maybe if I came one time—”

“What time should I be ready?”

“Eight.”

“Sounds great.”

“It’s a date then.” The words came flying out of my mouth before I could stop them, and when Kate looked at me, I saw the same startled reflection on her face.

We grinned at one another.

“Thank you again for the painting,” Kate said. She carefully set the canvas on the floor, propping it against a display of blown-glass witch balls. She then turned and took my hand in hers. “Really, it’s remarkable.”

Something desperate stirred in me, and I moved closer to her. I moved my hand from her back to her hip, holding her a bit more firmly. I could feel warmth emanating from her. I looked down at her sweet, petite face. She had wide dark-blue eyes and perfectly-drawn pink lips that looked so soft, so sweet.

Surprising me yet again, Kate put her hand on my shoulder. “Shall we practice? My jitterbug is rusty,” she said then turned me, spinning me to the music.

I laughed out loud. Kate giggled. Moving carefully around the displays, we danced. Her face glowed. She had this magic to her. Her sweet, melodious laughter entranced me.

A moment later, the bell over the front door rang, and three older women entered. At the head of the pack, I saw Tootie Row, chief instigator of my gran’s old sisterhood.

“Well, well,” she said, spotting us. “Now, that’s what I like to see!”

I gave Kate a good spin, then smiling, gently let her go. She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand.

“I see you’ve met Kate,” Tootie said.

I nodded.

“She’s almost as stubborn as you,” the white-haired woman replied.

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I told Tootie then turned back to Kate. “Tomorrow, then?” I asked her.

“Tomorrow.”

I then turned to Tootie who was smiling at me. “There, now you can leave me be,” I said, then kissed her on the cheek. I caught her sweet scent of rosewater perfume and cold cream. The smell took me back to my childhood and flooded me with memories of my grandmother.

“Now, that’s a good boy,” she said, patting my cheek. “Alberta is smiling at you, Cooper.”

I grinned. I’d just done the exact thing I’d sworn I wouldn’t do, but for some reason, I didn’t have the heart to be mad at myself.








  
 





Chapter 6: Kate

 

I spent the rest of the afternoon fighting a war inside myself. As I sat making jewelry and thinking about Cooper, and I couldn’t help but smile. It had been a long time since I’d met anyone who lit up a spark inside me. And Cooper, well, just seeing him from a distance had lit up a spark. Watching him walk down the beach every dawn and dusk had made me feel like lightning was shooting through my skin. Now that I’d actually met him, I felt like a bonfire was burning inside me. I hadn’t felt anything like it since my first love, Kadan, the merman I’d lost along with everything and everyone else I loved in the black days.

Our life had been simple, peaceful, a respectful accord drawn between the Native Americans and my kind. Then the Europeans arrived. We hid from them. They came and went across Lake Erie for a decade, never knowing what lay beneath the waves. While we kept the peace with the native people, the Europeans did not. It didn’t take long for them to start killing one another, and shortly thereafter, war began. It was 1812, and the Europeans had been all over the lake, confiscating our most sacred islands for their own use, sinking ships with their thunderous canons. When winter arrived that year, we found our regular wintering island inhabited by Europeans. We did not speak their language and feared their ways, so we did the only thing we could do. My father, the leader of my people, conferred with the Native Americans who permitted us to live on one of their islands. They knew what we were, but they also knew we meant them no harm. An accord was struck.

In the days leading up to the great lake freeze, however, several of the mers became ill. A strange sickness blackened their fingers and gave them a terrible cough. At the time, I was the strongest and fastest swimmer among my people. My father sent me back to our home below the waves for medicines we knew would ward off the disease. The frigid waters made the swim difficult. By the time I returned to the island, everyone was dead. They had wasted away, their fingers and noses turning black. I found the island riddled with corpses. I was too late. I burned the place, stopping the contamination, then fled to the mainland. In the days that followed, I too took ill. The medicines I carried saved me, and I survived the winter sheltering in a cave. The medicine cured my body, but the sorrow forever wounded my soul. My entire species, including my father, mother, sisters, and my betrothed, Kadan, had died. For many years, I lived with aching guilt. I had the medicine they needed. I just wasn’t fast enough to get it to them. Maybe if I’d tried harder, I could have saved them. But I had failed them all.

And now, my time was coming to an end. I could feel it. More and more my body felt…human. The first wrinkles at the corners of my eyes appeared two years before. The magic that lives inside mermaids endures until the end…or until we shed our dying tear. Mermaids’ tears carry the spark of life. I must have lost more than five-hundred years of life in the tears I shed for my people. It had taken all my power not to cry the life from me. But I had carried on. And now, my last spark was leaving me. When I was gone, mermaids would truly become what humans thought us to be, nothing more than legend.

Knowing what I did, what business did I have playing around with a man? If I grew to love him, eventually I would have to tell him what I was. That was impossible. And I had no idea how long I had left. A single teardrop could kill me or I might live on another hundred years, slowly aging. How could I explain that?

I had worn my mind out as I thought it over. At five o’clock, I locked up the shop and headed across the street. If there was anything or anyone that could take my mind off my worries, it was Alice.

* * *
“A date!” Alice said so loudly that her patrons turned and looked at her.

“Shush,” I scolded her.

“Finally. Okay, what are you going to wear?”

“I have no idea. I don’t know what I’m doing. Should I go? I don’t know.”

“Uh, yeah! I mean, he brought you a painting. Who does something like that? That’s like the classy version of a mixed tape. Snag him up, girl, or I’ll take a run at him.”

“Oh, no you won’t,” I replied. “Besides, what happened to Mr. Fix-it?” I asked, referring to the brawny repairman for whom she kept breaking things so she’d have a chance to win his heart.

“Not interested in me, that’s for sure. Nice guy, though. But,” Alice said as she sliced open an onion bagel, neatly arranging rolls of salmon-wrapped asparagus beside it in a basket, slathering the bagel with hummus, “the college brought in a new history professor. He’s doing some kind of archeology camp this summer. An Indiana Jones, but a ginger, type. Cute. I always had a thing for gingers. I can tell he’s a good guy…turkey and pepper jack, red onions, sprouts, and he likes his buns toasted!” she said, gesturing with a little spanking at the end. She stabbed a pickle from the jar with a long fork then gazed at it. “And from what I could see, that package was pretty…” she nodded to the pickle, raising her eyebrows up and down.

“Alice!”

“What?” she asked with mock confusion. She dropped the pickle into the basket beside the bagel and grabbed a cup of her freshly made avocado cream cheese. “Be right back,” she said, then headed across the café to serve her customer. She quickly scampered back, grinning, then said, “So, seriously, what are you going to wear?”

“I don’t know. The purple dress?”

Alice shook her head. “Too girly.”

“I have that gauzy blue one I wore to that wine-tasting you catered.”

She shook her head. “You need something with sparkle. You’re the glass mermaid. Let your inner mermaid out!” she said jokingly.

Alice had no idea what I really was. If she only knew she’d hit the nail on the head. “Okay, I’ll think of something.”

I stayed at the café for another couple of hours, getting an earful from Alice. A brief spring rain storm washed through while I was in the café, the rain pounding on the roof in earnest, but it had gone as quickly as it came. Once the rains let up, I headed home. I still wanted to get in my nightly walk, and after a rain storm, there was always more glass on the beach. As well, I hoped I’d see Cooper again. There was still an hour before dark. I had time.

Dropping my bag in the foyer, I rushed upstairs to slip on a pair of shorts and T-shirt before I headed out. The night was turning humid. Finally, summer weather had arrived. I changed quickly. By the time I came out of my room and onto the balcony that overlooked the living room and had a fabulous view of the lake, it had started raining again. Dark clouds rolled across the lake from Canada, obscuring the sunset. Lightning illuminated the black clouds.

Frowning, I scanned the beach. I couldn’t see Cooper. Usually I could catch sight of him from the farthest corner of my balcony. He wasn’t there. He must have packed it in early because of the rain. A couple of minutes later, large drops splattered against the large windows of the A-frame. Yep, definitely too late. Thunder rolled across the lake.

I headed back to my bedroom and looked it over with assessing eyes. It was painted a soft tan color, almost pink, like a conch shell. I had sepia-hued photos of sailboats on the walls and framed sea stars and shells. My white bed was covered with an unbleached cotton coverlet. All in all, the room looked good, but I should probably change the sheets and tidy up…just in case.

My thoughts surprised me. Just in case of what? In case I brought a man to my bedroom? Yep, that was exactly in case of what. Rather than feeling embarrassed about it, the idea of lying naked with Cooper in my bed thrilled me. I imagined his lean body next to mine. I imagined entwining my fingers in his and feeling his body below me, our flesh pressed against one another. It had been so long since I’d made love to anyone. Maybe I could allow myself just one last hurrah.

I turned to my closet. Alice was right, time to let my inner mermaid shine. Now, where was that blue sequin dress?










  
 

Chapter 7: Cooper
I got home just before the nausea smacked me hard. I should have known from that first wave at The Glass Mermaid that I was in for a rough day, but the events that unfolded thereafter had caught me so off guard that I’d forgotten, for a moment, about my illness.

Once back in Gran’s house, however, there was no forgetting. I rushed to the bathroom and unceremoniously threw up my paltry breakfast. But that was just the start of it. I dragged myself to the living room, lay down on Gran’s old flower print couch, and barfed up air and stomach acid for the next two hours.

Using every bit of willpower I had, I forced myself into the kitchen to grab a ginger ale and some meds. The doc told me that the nausea would only be bad like this after the chemo, but it wasn’t true. It had been more than two months since my last treatment, and the nausea still hadn’t gone away.

I sat at the kitchen table sipping the drink and staring at the magnets covering Gran’s fridge. As I did so, I was taken back to my childhood, and I suddenly remembered sitting in the exact same spot, looking at the exact same magnets, drinking the same soda, while I listened to my mother retching in the bathroom. Gran had spoken softly, trying to soothe and comfort her. They didn’t know it was cancer until my mother was but skin and bones. She was gone just three months after they realized cancer was shredding her pancreas and ripping through her whole body. When I first got sick, I’d thought it was the flu. I’d hoped it was the flu. But it lasted too long, and I knew before the doctor had even told me.

“You’re young and strong,” had been the words that followed the first prognosis. “You’ll beat it.”

But the words changed as the months passed. “Pancreatic cancer is one of the most aggressive forms of cancer. It’ll be a hard fight. You said your mother died from it?”

And then the conversation dissolved into “we can continue the chemo but there isn’t much point in torturing your body. It will be a more peaceful end without it…plan on six months.”

My mother died when she was thirty. I’d turn thirty-one in June.

I took another sip then headed to bed. Even though my gran was gone, I still couldn’t bring myself to sleep in her room. The master bedroom was much larger than the small spare room with its twin bed, but each time I looked into Gran’s room, her crocheted coverlet on the bed, her perfume bottles sitting on a dresser filled with her clothes, I didn’t have the heart to touch it. I’d leave it like that to remember her. And when I was gone, her friends could sort her things more easily.

Flopping down on the stiff twin bed, I closed my eyes. With a little luck, the medicine would bring me some relief, and I could sleep through the worst of it. As I drifted off, my mind turned to Kate, her laugh, her smile. I’d never really loved a woman my whole life. Now, I finally met someone who made me feel in ways I’d never felt before. But I would be thirty-one next month. Fate had a wicked sense of humor.

* * *
I woke up around dinner time, my stomach aching with hunger. The vomiting had cleaned me out, and I’d slept through lunch. I was famished.

When I pushed off my blankets, I discovered it was freezing in the house. I grabbed my sweatshirt then went into the kitchen where I made myself some toast and a cup of tea. From outside, I heard kids laughing. Standing at the sink, I looked out the window above to see three boys in cut-off jean shorts burning down the street on their bikes, fishing poles tucked under their arms like javelins. They were headed toward the path that ran along Frog Creek which emptied out into the lake. I grinned and spooned sugar into my tea. I gazed up at the horizon. It looked like it might rain, but there was still time to get a quick painting done. I’d sworn I would paint every sunrise and sunset, reminding myself to relish each day I had left. Besides, I wanted to catch Kate on her evening walk. Maybe I could find her another piece of beach glass.

I ate my meager meal quickly. While I still felt hungry, I decided not to push my stomach. I headed out with a watercolor pad and simple paint and brush kit stashed in my bag. This would be sunset forty-four. How many more sunsets would I be able to capture before…? I’d given up the hope that I could beat the cancer. It had already spread from my pancreas into my lymph nodes. I was a doomed man. The sunsets and sunrises reminded me that every day was a gift. I just had to remember to cherish what was right in front of me.

Taking the path through the woods, I got to the beach just as the sun was setting. The boys, no doubt up to no good, had ditched their bikes at the end of the path in search of bigger adventures. I smiled, remembering myself in them. I headed down the pebble-lined beach, past Kate’s house—no lights were on—to a spot out of the wind just down a ways from her boardwalk.

I pulled out my watercolor pad, paint, and brushes, wetting the paint with some lake water, then got to work. The sky in the distance was dark. Somewhere over Canada, it must have been raining. I pulled out my phone and checked the weather. Sure enough, there were evening storms in the forecast. I’d have to work fast. But more than that, I was disappointed. If it rained, I’d have to wait until tomorrow night to see Kate. Or would I?

Sketching first with my pencil, I drew Kate walking along the beach. I dipped my brush into the yellow, mellowing it with white, and painted her hair. With careful strokes, I recreated her straw-colored tresses. Nagging nausea threatened, but I ignored it, fighting back the waves. I’d forgotten to take another dose of medicine before I left. No doubt I’d pay for it before the night ended. I turned back to the painting. Moving my brush slowly and carefully, I painted the luscious curves of her body, her white T-shirt and tan slacks, working to get her arms and feet just the right shade. I was working so intently on the painting that I was surprised when I heard the first crack of lightning in the distance followed by rolling thunder.

Frowning, I glazed at the horizon. Again, I was wracked by nausea. This time I had to fight back bile as I bent over in terrible pain. Between the weather and my body, I was done for the night. I packed up my supplies, stuffed the painting into a large Ziploc bag, and turned to head back up the beach. When I walked past Kate’s house, I saw the lights were still off. I debated, deciding it was probably pushing it too much to show up at her doorstep. I headed down the beach. A few minutes later, rain began to fall.

“Great,” I muttered, pulling up my hood. Of course I hadn’t thought to bring an umbrella.

I was almost to the forest path when the nausea grabbed me again. This time, however, it was accompanied by a sharp pain that took my breath away. I bent over, tried to breathe deeply, blowing out the pain just like I’d taught the children to do at Dolphin Key Sanctuary. After a moment, the pain resided, and I hurried toward the woods. I had no business out in the rain and no idea what the hell was hurting like that. I needed to get back. I needed to phone the on-call doctor.

I passed the bikes and headed down the small path that would eventually empty out on Juniper Lane. Under the shelter of the trees, the rain let up a bit but the thunder rolled and lightning cracked over the lake. The scents of pine and earth perfumed the air. I tried to breathe in deeply, to calm myself, but a moment later, a terrible pain stabbed my side, stopping me mid-step. Gasping, I leaned against a tree. I knew what would come next. I set down my pack, not wanting to puke all over it, then stepped away and began retching. Tea and toast hurled out of my stomach as a strange pain pierced my side. I gasped loudly as nausea hit me then with a terrible force, making me wretch so hard I fell to my knees. The pink pine needles cushioned my hands as I vomited, my stomach contracting over and over again. The lightning cracked and this time, I felt like it had struck me in the side. Black spots appeared before my eyes, and I crashed onto the ground.

* * *
“Mister?” I heard a soft voice call. “Hey, mister, are you all right?”

“Is he dead?” another, more distant voice, asked.

“Shut up, Scott. He’s sick or something. Mister?” Someone shook my shoulder.

I opened my eyes a crack. In a haze, I saw three young boys looking down at me. I couldn’t answer. I felt like I was drunk, my head swimming, the image of the boys lost in a blur before me.

“Mister, are you okay?” the boy asked again. He was kneeling on the ground beside me.

I tried to open my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come out.

“Matt, you got your phone?” the boy at my side called.

“Yeah, my mom made me bring it.”

“Call nine-one-one,” the boy told him. “Hold on, mister,” the boy said softly to me. “Help is on the way.”










  
 

Chapter 8: Kate
I checked my reflection in the mirror for what seemed like the hundredth time. I’d put on just enough makeup that I didn’t look over-done, but enough to highlight my blue eyes and pink lips. It had been a long time since I had fancied myself up for a night out, even if it was just a night out in Chancellor. I’d tried not to spend the entire day thinking about my date that night. I went to work, ran the store, and closed up without much consequence save Alice’s harping on me to look hot. And I hadn’t even seen Cooper on the beach that dawn or dusk. I tried to keep my nerves at bay, but that grew increasingly impossible as the day wore on. My stomach was swarming with butterflies as eight o’clock approached. But eight o’clock came and went. I shifted in my dress and checked my cell again. Maybe he thought we were going to meet at the store? But he would have found the store closed. He could have walked back to my house by then. Very stupidly, I hadn’t even bothered to ask for his phone number. It was a small town. I figured I knew where to find him if I needed to, but Cooper never struck me as the kind of guy I would need to track down. Maybe I was wrong about that.

I pulled off my heels and flopped down onto my couch, propping my feet on the table.

Stood up, I texted Alice, but I deleted the text before I hit send. It was too humiliating.

Served me right. Looks were deceiving. Surely I knew that better than anyone. Just because he seemed nice, didn’t mean he was nice.

I closed my eyes and tipped my head back. To my surprise, the image of Kadan fluttered through my mind. I remembered his blue-green eyes and how his hair would take on honey-colored highlights in the summertime. He always laughed too loud, making my father frown at him. But I loved him and his barrel chest and his big, protective hands. I loved being crushed by his loving embrace. Kadan, the merman whose body I’d burned because the black sickness had taken him, had been the love of my life. Tears threatened. Careful, Kate. I was kidding myself. There was no love for me on land. There never had been, and I’d been a fool to let myself daydream. I took a deep breath. If I let myself cry, maybe I could join Kadan and my family. I exhaled deeply. Not yet. I grabbed my cell. It was eight forty-five. I rose and slipped on my sneakers. I might have been a fool for having hope, for letting my heart feel something it shouldn’t have for Cooper, but that didn’t mean I was going to let him get away with this.

I grabbed my keys, locked my house, and headed toward the beach. Juniper Lane wasn’t far.

* * *
The rocky shoreline crunched under my feet. There was enough moonlight to see where I was going, and I knew the path well. I’d even skipped my evening walk to get ready for the date. It had stormed bad the night before and rained all morning. There was, no doubt, troves of beach glass treasures to be had. The lake always gave up her most precious baubles after a storm, but I’d missed it because I’d been fawning over a man.

I headed down the beach until it met with the path through the woods that emptied out on Juniper Lane. It was a lot darker in the woods than I expected. I pulled out my cell phone. Still no call, no text, no anything. I flipped on the flashlight and headed into the woods. The water in Frog Creek was roaring. The rain last night had been hard and steady, thunder and lightning rolling off the lake. The path was muddy. I flashed my light on the ground. The path was littered with mud puddles. I dodged amongst the trees to miss a puddle but had completely overlooked the root jutting out from the ground. I tripped, barely catching myself against a tree, dropping my cellphone in the process.

“Dammit,” I cursed.

My legs were muddy, my dress rumpled, my make-up fading in the humid air. I was angrier than ever. When I got to Cooper’s house, I was going to give him a piece of my mind.

I bent to pick up the cell phone but noticed the root I’d tripped on wasn’t a root after all. It was a backpack, Cooper’s backpack. I scanned the light all around.

“Cooper?” I called.

The creek roared, but I was alone in the little stretch of woods.

I picked up the waterlogged backpack. It must have sat out all night. Maybe I was wrong. The local kids always came here to fish. Maybe the backpack was theirs. Cooper wouldn’t just forget his painting satchel in the woods. It seemed unlike him, though I was beginning to doubt I knew him very well anyway. Holding my light with one hand and balancing the pack on my knee with the other, I opened the pack and looked inside. Therein was paint, brushes, a cloth, a small jar, and a watercolor tablet sealed in a Ziploc bag. It was Cooper’s pack. I pulled the tablet from the pack, gasping when I saw the image. It was a painting…of me. He had painted me walking along the shore. He’d captured my likeness perfectly.

Okay, now I was really confused.

I stuffed the painting back inside the wet backpack and headed down the lane. I had to dodge through the high grass when I reached the road. The end of Juniper Lane was torn up with large tire ruts. I saw heavy boot prints in the soft, muddy grass leading to and from the woods. Had there been a fishing event? Why had there been so much traffic at the end of Juniper Lane?

I headed around the mud and up the street to the small house that sat on the corner. I remembered seeing Alberta Pearl sitting on the front stoop, her grandmother brushing out her long, dark hair. Alberta’s grandmother, Erica, had lived in Chancellor long enough to notice me and how young I always looked. She always eyed me like she knew there was something different about me. There were a lot of women like her in Chancellor, women who had a keen eye for the otherworld. It was no wonder folktales about witches and faerie people abounded in Chancellor.

The lights were off in the old Pearl residence. I walked up the steps, feeling like I was disrupting the ghosts who lingered there, and knocked on the door.

“Cooper?” I called. My anger had simmered down now that it had married with worry. Even if he did decide to stand me up, he wouldn’t just leave his paint supplies lying in the woods. Something was wrong.

I knocked again. “Cooper?”

The house was dark and silent, but in the back of my mind, I felt like someone or something was urging me to try the door. Against my better judgment, I did. It was unlocked. Carefully, I opened the door.

“Cooper? It’s Kate. Are you home?”

The house was dark. I could hear a grandfather clock ticking inside, but otherwise there was no noise. I looked back. There was a Range Rover SUV parked in the driveway. His vehicle was there, so where was he?

I set the backpack on the floor just inside then turned to go. But still, something nagged at me.

I cast a glance around, pulled off my muddy shoes, and then entered the house, closing the door behind me.

“Cooper?” I called.

There was a small lamp sitting on a table just inside the door. I clicked it on. It illuminated the kitchen wherein I saw row after row of medicine bottles sitting on the window ledge. Had Alberta been so sick? I peered around the corner into the living room.

“It’s Kate. Cooper, are you here?”

Nothing. But what I saw next surprised me. In the living room, the walls were completely covered with paintings. Sunsets on Lake Erie were always so vivid, and he’d caught their fire. All around the room were paintings, big and small, of the lakeshore at sunrise and sunset. As I looked over the images, I noticed something. There, again and again, he had painted…me. I appeared in no less than ten of the paintings. All the while I’d been watching him, he’d been watching me, working me into the sunsets. Sometimes he’d painted me as a silhouette. Sometimes he painted me bending to pick up beach glass. He caught me in the red dress I’d worn to a Chamber of Commerce charity fundraiser. I’d walked home from the event along the beach that night, my heels dangling in my fingers. As I studied the paintings, I realized that each was numbered. He’d painted more than forty, others still sitting on the floor to be hung.

My eyes scanned the walls. He’d catalogued every day. Why?

My anger subsided and turned to anxiety. Where was he?

I headed back into the kitchen, stopping to take a notepaper from the refrigerator which was covered in magnets. From animals, to fruit, to commemorative spoons, to framed pictures, there was barely a bare inch on the appliance. I pulled the little pen from the refrigerator notepad and started writing, telling him I’d found his pack, when a photo on the refrigerator caught my attention. It was a faded image of a woman in her twenties. At first I thought it was Alberta, but this woman’s hair was much redder. The image was in a little frame held by two angels. The banner underneath said “In Loving Memory” with the word “Daughter” hand-painted in gold above the image. Alberta’s daughter? Would that make her Cooper’s mother?

I stared at the woman looking out from the picture. The photo had been taken on Christmas. There was a Christmas tree in the background. Digging under that tree was a smiling child holding a wrapped gift. His mother then. Human lives were so fragile. I pitied Cooper. Losing someone before you were ready was never easy. To lose a mother…well, I’d had that experience myself. Your life is never the same thereafter. It’s like the compass of your life is forever lost.

Leaving my number at the bottom, I finished the note, stuck the little pen back where I’d found it, and headed back outside.

My muddy sneakers were wet and cold. I closed the door tight behind me, uncertain if I should lock up the house or not. I didn’t want to lock him out of his own home. Feeling confused and worried, all my anger swept away, I headed home. Wherever Cooper was, I hoped he was okay.










  
 

Chapter 9: Cooper
The ambulance wailed as it pulled away from Juniper Lane. People I didn’t know leaned into my face and asked my name. I managed to whisper out “Cooper McGuire” and “cancer” before I faded once more.

The beep, beep, beep sound on a machine woke me sometime later. I didn’t even have to open my eyes to realize I was in the hospital. The smell gave it away. There was nothing worse than the smell of the hospital with its lingering odor of disinfectant, bodies, and fluids. I opened my eyes slowly. It was dark outside. There was a window beside my bed. The stars were twinkling in the night’s sky. Had I only been out for a few hours?

My skin felt itchy. They’d put in an IV. My face was damp where the oxygen mask pressed against my cheeks. I pulled it off causing a monitor to bong. I coughed heavily then sat up. In the very least, I had the room to myself. And like every hospital, this one was cold. My feet felt like they were sitting in a bucket of ice water.

“Mister McGuire,” a nurse said then. “Nice to see you awake. Let’s check your blood pressure, shall we?” The nurse pressed a button on the wall, silencing the alarm, then unhooked the oxygen mask and stowed it.

“Which hospital is this?”

“Titus Medical,” she replied. “You’re in the ICU. You gave us quite the scare.”

“Doctor Archer?”

“He was by to see you this morning. I expect he’ll be back later this evening,” she said as she wrapped my arm with the band and began checking my blood pressure.

“This morning? How long have I been here?” I asked. I’d missed my date with Kate. She probably thought I stood her up.

The nurse silenced me, putting one finger to her mouth, as she counted. After a moment, she let the air out of the band and made a note on my chart. “You came in last night,” she said then carefully put her stethoscope down the front of my hospital gown, pressing the cold metal against my chest.

I stayed still and waited. There wasn’t anything new she could to tell me. I knew what had brought me there. Now I just wanted to go home. There wasn’t anything they could do for me. Why did this have to happen now? I just wanted one night, one last night with a beautiful woman. I wanted just one night to pretend I wasn’t a dead man walking, to imagine what it would be like to fall in love with someone like Kate, to touch her skin, maybe even kiss her. I wanted just one night to imagine what it would be like to have a life and children and a wife. I couldn’t even have that.

“All right, Mister McGuire,” she said, then sat down on the side of my bed and made a note in my chart.

“What did Doctor Archer say?” I asked. “I want to go home.”

The nurse nodded then turned and smiled at me. Her expression was soft. I could see in her eyes she knew. “I can’t let you go until Doctor Archer gives us the say so. He wants to double check your medications, see what he can do to make you more comfortable. A hospice worker was by earlier. I think they’re still here if you’d like me—”

“No. I just want to go home. And my cell phone. Is my cell here?”

The nurse nodded then opened a drawer on the bed table beside me. Inside was my watch, keys, and cell. She handed it to me.

I punched the button, but the battery had gone dead.

“I have that same phone. You want me to bring my charger?” she asked me. 

“No,” I said, closing my eyes. I didn’t even have Kate’s phone number and it was too late to call her at the store. Even if I did, what would I tell her? That I was at the hospital? Then I’d have to explain everything to her. Maybe it was better this way.

“Okay, then. I’ll let you sleep. Can we call anyone for you, hun? There wasn’t anyone listed in your records.”

“No. Thank you.”

Without another word, the nurse left. I lay there listening to the monitor beep. Maybe it would be better if it ended soon. The waiting, the false hope, was more than I could take. And now my illness, which caused my absence, had no doubt hurt Kate, just as I knew it would. My first instinct was right. I needed to leave her alone.










  
 

Chapter 10: Kate
“What do you mean he didn’t show up?” Alice asked as she set my dinner down in front of me with a clunk. I’d managed to dodge her that morning. Her Indiana Jones had brought his archeology campers to the deli for breakfast, much to my great relief, so I got away with simply saying “we’ll talk later.” Now, however, I was in for a drilling.

“Hey, watch my bagel!” I said jokingly as the top of my bagel slid toward the table.

“Sorry. He didn’t call or anything?”

“No, but it was weird…”

“Weird? What do you mean, weird?”

“Well,” I began, realizing how bad it made me sound. “I walked over to his house,” I said.  Alice raised an eyebrow at me. “I was mad, all right. I didn’t even know what I was going to say, but I was just so confused…and annoyed…but mostly confused. Anyway, I walked along the shore and through the woods to Juniper Lane, and I found his bag in the woods. It was soaking wet, like it sat out all night.

“Maybe he just forgot it?”

I shook my head. “He had his paint supplies inside.”

“Okay, that is weird.”

“When I got to his house, it was unlocked. His SUV was there. His house was dark. I drove by this morning, and his lights were still off. Maybe I should call the police.”

“Maybe he went out of town with friends. But why wouldn’t he lock up?”

I nodded. “Exactly. I don’t know what to do.”

The door above the bell rang. Tootie Row and her husband Milt came in, her husband promptly taking a seat by the front door while Tootie headed toward the counter where I was sitting.

“One sec,” Alice said then turned to Tootie. “All ready!” Alice lifted a massive bag full of bagels.

“Good girl. Did you pack the extra honey pecan spread?”

“Of course,” Alice replied as she started punching keys on her cash register.

“My relatives come in tomorrow morning. They always cry for your bagels, honey.”

“They have good taste,” Alice answered.

Tootie laughed as she dug into her purse for her wallet, but then she saw me sitting at the counter.

“Oh, Kate,” she said, gently setting her hand on my shoulder. “How is Cooper? I didn’t get a chance to go by. I’m just so busy preparing for my sister and her grandkids. What happened? Did they say?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Oh,” Tootie breathed in surprise. “You don’t know?”

Confused, I shook my head.

“Rose’s grandson, Scott, was out with some other boys at Frog Creek yesterday evening, and they found Cooper passed out in the woods! They called an ambulance to take him to Titus Medical. I thought for sure someone would let you know.”

I rose and picked up my purse. “No…I…I had no idea.” I felt like someone had poured ice water down my back. “I’ve got to go,” I told Alice.

She nodded. “Call me.”

“Wish him well for me,” Tootie said then turned to Alice. “You know that boy’s mother died of cancer. I hope it’s nothing serious.”

Her words rung in my ears as I thought about all those bottles of medicine sitting on the window sill. With my hands shaking, I rushed out of the deli. It had never even occurred to me that maybe something terrible had happened to him. He’d gotten sick. And I…I hadn’t been there for him.

I rushed down Main Street, turning onto Fence Post Lane which led to the public dock. I was planning to just jump onto the beach and rush home. I could make it to Titus Medical in twenty minutes if I hurried. I was surprised, however, when I turned the corner. At the end of the dock several TV crews had gathered around a man with curly red hair. He was holding something in his hands. I could hear a reporter asking him questions. Bright light glared on his face. Nearby, a group of college students—evident from their Chancellor College sweatshirts—stood watching in awe.

“There was anecdotal evidence, folklore, that the Native Americans inhabited the islands in Lake Erie, but physical evidence has been hard to come by…until now.”

“Why do you think these artifacts have been overlooked for so long?” a reporter asked as I moved toward the crowd, a sick feeling rocking my stomach.

“Mainly because it was small and covered in scrub. Archeological digs have been completed on other larger islands with limited success, mainly unearthing evidence of European use of the islands. While we’ve long-suspected we’d find artifacts on the smaller islands, we never expected anything of this scale. Earlier this spring, a fisherman discovered artifacts on the island’s bank. That got our attention. Since the college recently acquired the island, the board thought it wise to do a thorough investigation. What we found today, however, was unimaginable.”

“How many remains were discovered?”

“We’ve only uncovered the first few, but sonar readings suggest there are nearly one hundred. The bodies were laid out in ceremonial fashion before they were burned.”

“Was it a slaughter? Sacrifice?”

The man shook his head. “No, they were burned after death. You can see from the scorching on this skull,” he said, lifting a charred skull.

My knees went weak as I gazed into the empty sockets of the skull he held up. It stared back at me, watching me, accusing me. On a TV screen nearby, they were displaying a map of Lake Erie, pinpointing the island where the archeologist had made this discovery. The island…the island where my kind had died…the skull he was holding had belonged to one of my people.

The reporter then turned to a young woman standing near the archeologist. The reporter asked her a question, but in my haze, I missed it.

“You just don’t see this kind of craftsmanship amongst the Native Americans,” the young woman, said, holding something in the palm of her hand. “It was on one of the bodies. It’s extremely rare to see such metallurgy and jewel work. It looks Viking,” she said then lifted a charred band. It was a bracelet. “You can’t see it well, but there is agate and amber worked into the band,” the girl said proudly.

The reporter smiled then turned to the camera. “Quite a find for these junior archeologists. We’ll bring you further updates on this remarkable discovery as they become available. Back to you, Tom.”

“Cut,” someone called, then the lights went dim.

I stood in the darkness, the stars twinkling overhead. The crowd cheered the students and professor for their discovery. My family, my friends, my Kadan. I took a step toward the crowd. What would—what could—I say? This was sacrilege. They would go there and dig up the ghosts that haunted me. What would they find in the remains? What other clues would the clever young archeologist uncover? She looked at the bracelet, her eyes full of wonder. I wondered how she would feel if I told her that I was the one who’d made it. It had been a gift for my sister, Merlilium, whose diseased body I’d burned after gently crossing her hands on her chest, adjusting the bracelet so it shimmered in the sunlight. It amazed me to think the bracelet had withstood the fire, but that was the gift of mer metalworking, ores mined from the deep and crafted with skill. My kind had once been masters of the craft.

I stood in the darkness and debated. My past had collided with the present. Would the bodies yield the secrets of the deep? Did I have a duty to protect them? If so, what could I do? But more so, my mind bent on the here and now. Cooper was in the hospital. He was real and alive and near as I could tell, alone.

I took a deep breath and turned down the beach.










  
 

Chapter 11: Cooper
“Are you certain, Cooper? I can admit you to residential care. You’d have someone with you twenty-four hours a day. In the very least, let us arrange for hospice to visit you. There is a very good, supportive team of people in Chancellor,” Doctor Asher said.

I lay in the hospital bed staring at the television. The local news had just aired a report of archeological finds on an island in Lake Erie just off the coast from Chancellor. When I was a child, I’d found a cave in the cliff side down shore. Within, there had been evidence that the place had been inhabited long ago. There were paintings on the walls of the cave, spirals and images of creatures that looked something like mermaids…no, lumpeguin, as Kate had called them. I clicked off the TV.

“No residential care,” I said.

“The hospice? Please? For me?”

“Fine.”

“I’ll have the nurses draw up some papers before you go,” Doctor Asher said then paused. “It’s time to start being careful,” he said, setting his hand on mine. His blue eyes looked sorrowfully at me. He shook his head. “It’s coming,” he whispered. “Your white blood cell count is dangerously low. Stay close to home. Start saying your good-byes.”

To whom? I wondered, but the image of Kate laughing, her golden hair shimmering, danced through my mind.

“Go ahead and get dressed. They’ll bring you up a wheelchair. Someone at the nurses’ station already called you a taxi.”

“Thank you.”

Doctor Asher shook his head. “Are you certain about the DNR?” he asked, looking down at the papers I’d signed. If I stopped breathing, if my heart stopped, it would be over. I didn’t want to prolong my body’s torture.

“Yes,” I said absently then gazed out the window. The moon was a sliver in the sky. How beautiful it looked against the dark blue tapestry of the night.

Doctor Asher nodded. “Please call the on-call number if you need anything.”

“I will. Thank you, doctor.”

He nodded slowly then stopped at the door. He turned back and looked at me. “Good-bye, Cooper.”

I smiled at him. “Good-bye, doctor. Thank you for everything.”

He inclined his head then left.

* * *
“And they put broccoli in the goulash, can you believe that? They called it primavera something or other. Nasty,” a chatty nurse’s aide was saying as she pushed me to the curb where the taxi waited. Taking me by the arm, like I was some kind of invalid, she helped me into the taxi. “Have a great night,” she called, slamming the door shut behind me.

I sat in silence as the diver guided the car into the night. Titus Medical was located in the business district of the nearby town of Waterville. Chancellor was just a short drive away.

The cab driver, sensing I was in no mood to talk, kept his eyes on the road and his mouth shut as we drove toward the lakeshore. The land surrounding Chancellor was covered in vineyards. There was a microclimate formed by lake-effect weather that created the perfect condition for growing grapes. The Chancellor wine industry was huge. The college even had a program in their culinary department for future wine-makers, funded by the Moore family and their massive estate, the Blushing Grape vineyards. In the autumn, when the grapes were ripe for harvest, the air all around Chancellor was perfumed with the smell of grapes. I had missed that smell, missed autumn in Chancellor. Now, it seemed, I would never see another fall.

I closed my eyes and tipped my head back against the seat. I had gone through all the stages they said I would experience…the grief, the rage, the denial, and now, the begrudged acceptance. Just because I’d accepted my end was coming didn’t mean I liked it. I would never have a wife. I would never have children. There would never be another person from my family to live on Juniper Lane. I was the last of us. And my time was nearly done.

A tear slid down my cheek.

I didn’t want to die.

* * *
I fumbled with my keys a few minutes only to discover that I’d actually left my house unlocked. Thankfully, Chancellor was a relatively safe town. When I clicked on the lights, I was surprised to see my backpack sitting inside the door. How had that gotten there?

Everything was just as I left it, my amber-colored medicine bottles lining the window ledge, my water cup sitting beside the oven. But then I noticed a piece of paper lying on the table. I sat down and picked it up. It was a note from Kate.

My hand trembled as I read it. I could only imagine the pain and frustration I had caused her when I hadn’t shown up. Clearly, she’d come by the house to see if I was there. Was she the one who’d left the backpack? Had she walked down the beach looking for me?

I crushed the note in my hand and pressed it against my forehead. My whole body shook with frustration. Such a beautiful woman, such a lovely spirit living inside her, and I had hurt her. I knew better. I’d just wanted something I couldn’t have.

I lay my head down on my arms and wept.










  
 

Chapter 12: Kate
I counted the room numbers as I walked down the hallway of the ICU. Twelve, eleven, ten, nine…there was eight. I took a deep breath and entered the room slowly, quietly, to find…no one.

“Oh, sorry, hun,” an aide told me as she stripped down the bed. “Are you looking for Mister McGuire?”

Was I? I didn’t even know his family name. His grandmother was a Pearl, but Cooper would have his father’s name. I didn’t even know what it was. “Cooper…”

“I took him down to the taxi a while ago,” she said then whispered, “the nurses are running behind tonight, slow about finishing up his discharge papers. They should have told you he’d already left.” She was about to say more but stopped abruptly when someone entered the room behind me.

“He’s gone already?” a woman.

“Sure is,” the aide said.

“But he’s still in the system. God, they’re so slow processing paperwork,” the woman behind me grumbled.

“Uh-huh,” the aide said in a know-it-all tone as she pulled the sheets off the bed.

“Are you a family member?” the woman asked me.

Feeling like my mind was pulling in a million different directions, I turned and looked at her. “Sorry?”

“Mister McGuire, are you a relative of his?”

I shook my head. “N-no, we’re friends.”

The woman tapped a manila envelope in the palm of her hand as she considered. “Well,” she said, looking at the envelope, “he was supposed to have these before he left. Seems like someone fouled up somewhere. I could mail them, but he should have them sooner. Will you be seeing him tomorrow? I know it’s late now.”

“I can take them to him,” I said. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew I wasn’t angry anymore. All I wanted was to see Cooper, to make sure he was all right. 

“It’s not exactly protocol,” the woman said then, “but you promise you’ll get it to him?”

I nodded.

“You didn’t hear that, Deloris,” the woman said to the aide.

“Hear what, hun?”

The woman smiled. “Thank you,” she said, then handed the envelope to me and turned and walked away.

I looked at the return address. It was stamped with an address for the local hospice.

“Have a good night,” I called to the aide.

“You too,” she called.

I turned and exited the room, clutching the envelope tightly against my chest. I walked down the narrow halls of the hospital, feeling like a zombie, and rode the elevator back to the ground floor. I slid into the driver’s seat of my car, closing the door behind me. I stared at the envelope. It wasn’t sealed. Mermaids were inherently curious, but something deeper drove me. I needed to know.

I opened the envelope.

Inside, I saw Cooper’s name assigned to a hospice worker and details documenting the care he could expect in the coming days.

I wasn’t the only one who was dying.

* * *
I pulled my car into my driveway and clicked off the lights. It was three o’clock in the morning. Cooper would be sleeping. I left the envelope on the seat of my car and headed down the boardwalk to the beach.

There, the lake waters lapped lazily against the shoreline. I gazed up at the moon. It hung in the sky like a gem. I pulled off my clothes. I felt detached from my movements. It was like I was watching myself from above. I took everything off and walked, naked, to the shoreline. I didn’t pause like I usually did, to let the waves kiss my toes and nothing more, but I pressed into the water. The lake was cool. I pressed forward until the waves engulfed me up to my chin. It had been nearly three hundred years since I’d transformed into what I truly was.

I dunked my head below the waves and felt the lake embrace me. It enveloped my hair, my ears, hugging me like a long-lost friend. I swam, stretching out my arms in the cool water, kicking my legs. A little more. A little more. Underwater, I opened my eyes, letting my human vision, which saw only the darkness of the deep, fade away. Slowly, my eyesight reformed into the vision of a mermaid’s. Light and color flashed so brightly that it nearly startled me. The black water crystalized into a haze of color and light. The massive lake fish swam close to me, curious to find me below the waves. The iridescent colors of their scales shimmered like rainbows.

I opened my mouth and inhaled deeply, letting the lake water filter into my lungs and with it, the oxygen that was the breath of life. The small gills behind my ears opened, and I inhaled and exhaled the water, becoming one with the lake once more.

I turned in the water then and looked at my legs. Kicking the long limbs one last time, I closed my eyes and felt the swirl of mana magic surround me. A soft caress, like my legs had been wound with a scarf, enveloped me. My legs tingled, a prickly—but not painful—feeling like electricity flooded the lower half of my body.

When I opened my eyes again, my legs were gone. In their place was my emerald-colored tail, the tips trimmed with glimmering gold.

I laughed, the sound bubbling upward. Overhead, the stars and glimmering moon looked distorted against the water’s surface, casting long shimmering streaks of silver. Wondrous.

I opened my arms wide, feeling the water surround me, then turned and dove deep, searching for the lake bottom. I’d forgotten how fast I was, my tail pushing me powerfully forward, driving me through the waves. I swam over rises and around boulders. I spotted a sunken ship in the distance, a remnant of the great war between the Europeans, now covered in algae and zebra mussels. I swam deep, the bottom of the lake calling me. There, long fingers of tall seaweed grew from the bottom of the lake. I darted around them, laughing as I passed a massive old turtle who looked surprised to see me. They, like us, had lives that spanned decades. Did he remember my kind? Was I the first mermaid he’d seen in years?

I swam toward the rocky crevice that ran just north of Chancellor. As I moved along, I saw the crevice was full of beach glass. Hundreds of shimmering pieces lay there waiting to be tossed up and washed to the rocky shoreline. There were heaps of pieces, blues, greens, purples, ambers, white, and more red than a jewelry maker could ever dream of. I swished my tail hard and passed it by, pushing out deeper into the lake, gliding toward the surface. I leapt out of the water, catapulted by my long tail. I danced with the waves, diving in and out of the water, as I moved quickly toward my destination.

It didn’t take me long to reach the island. As I neared the shore I slowed and looked, being careful to keep my body hidden under the waves. The island was quiet. It was clear that people had been there. The college had posted a sign at the head of the island declaring it theirs. There was some sort of plastic equipment shed near the sign. The brush had been mowed low. I circled the island, looking for any sign or sound of humans, but there was nothing.

Slowly, I swam toward shore. I stopped when my tail touched the rocky bottom of the lake then closed my eyes, willing myself back to human form. Again, I was treated with that same warm feeling. It didn’t take long before I felt the swish of water between my legs.

Having been human for so long, I was conscious of the fact that I was naked as I walked toward the shore. I hoped the professor and his crew hadn’t decided to camp out all night. They’d be in for quite a sight…and Alice would no doubt accuse me of throwing myself at her new mark. But there was no boat. There was no one.

When I reached the shoreline, I had to pause. It was the same place, but so many years had passed. The trees were taller, the banks eroded from so many hard winters. Taking a deep breath, I crossed the shore and walked up the narrow slope onto the island. A path to the old settlement had been cleared. It amused me to think that the scientists were following the exact path we’d used. It was almost like the island had told them where to go. I followed the path to its end.

The excavation site had been marked off. Moonlight cast enough glow that I could see opened graves which were covered with a tarp. The wind whipped across the island, chilling my skin as my wet hair dripped down my back. Shivering, I walked over to the unearthed grave and pulled the tarp back. They had uncovered two bodies.

From the way the arms were arranged, I recognized Merlilium’s body at once, her bracelet taken from her. To her side was the body of an orphaned mermaid, Kisla, who’d adored my sister. I’d laid her to rest at my sister’s side, wanting her to go into the afterlife with someone she loved.  Still buried, on the other side of my sister, was Kadan.

Grief wracked me, and I fell to my knees. Tears threatened, but I drowned them. A terrible moan escaped my lips. It echoed into the night’s sky. I lay down on the earth, pressing my cheek against the dirt, imagining I was lying once more in my Kadan’s arms. I was supposed to die with them. I’d been meant to die with them. I shouldn’t have lived. I shouldn’t have survived. I dug my hands into the earth, clutching soil and grass as I moaned in heart-wrenching agony. I could die right then. I could end it all, let the last tear fall, let the spark of life leave me. I opened my eyes and looked at my sister’s skeleton. She was my younger sister, taken before she’d ever loved, or had children, or had even lived a life…much like Cooper.

I closed my eyes and listened to the waves lap onto the shore. I didn’t want to live anymore. I didn’t belong to this world. My world was long forgotten. With certainty in my heart, I knew it was time to end it.

But there was one thing I needed to do first.

I turned and kissed the earth, kissing my Kadan, then rose.

Walking back to the shore, I dove under the waves and headed toward Chancellor.










  
 

Chapter 13: Cooper
A knock on the door woke me. I hadn’t even bothered to crawl into bed. I’d crashed on Gran’s couch, too miserable to move. When I opened my eyes, waves of nausea hit me.

There was a knock again.

I inhaled deeply, trying to push the sickness back inside me. It wasn’t even dawn yet. Who in the world could it be?

Rising on wobbling knees, I went to the door. In the dim light, I saw the silhouette of a woman standing there. I opened the door. 

“Kate?” Her hair was dripping wet and she had an envelope clenched in her hand. She pushed the envelope toward me.

“I went to the hospital…” she began then paused. When she looked at me, the light in the kitchen caught the deep sapphire hues in her eyes. She looked sad. No, she looked something beyond sad. She had the strangest expression on her face. She looked at the envelope.

I took it from her, seeing the name of the hospice on the envelope. I slid the papers out, seeing what she, no doubt, had already discovered.

“Will you come with me?” she asked.

“You’re all wet,” I stammered.

She smiled, dug into her pocket, and pulled out something, handing it to me.

I opened my hand.

Placing her hand in mine, she set something in my palm.

I opened my hand to see that it was filled with red beach glass. “I thought you said it was rare,” I stammered stupidly.

“Not if you know where to look.”

I set the envelope and beach glass on the table. I turned to grab my jacket, but the nausea wracked me. Uncontrollably, I rushed to throw up into the sink. My hands clutched the side of the white porcelain basin as I wretched over and over again. If I hadn’t felt so miserable, I probably would have died from embarrassment.

With my eyes closed, I heard the refrigerator door open followed by a snap as she opened a can of soda. I then heard the cupboard.

“Here,” she said, after my vomiting had subsided.

I opened my eyes to see her standing with a glass of ginger ale in one hand and a napkin in the other. I took the soda from her and sipped slowly, wiping my mouth.

“Will any of these help?” she asked, picking up the medicine bottles.

I pointed to the one on the end.

She handed it to me.

She wore a very strange, almost serene, expression on her face. What in the world was going on with her?

“Kate?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

She motioned to the bottle.

I took two pills, swallowed, and washed it down with the soda. There was a small bottle of mouthwash sitting beside the sink. I picked it up and cleaned my mouth. How humiliating. I turned and smiled abashedly at her.

Kate nodded affirmatively then reached out for me.

I slipped on my boots and followed her outside.

It was still dark outside, but you could feel dawn on the horizon. Taking my hand in hers, she led me through the woods toward the shore.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To the lake.”

“Why?”

“For the sunrise.”

“Kate?”

“No questions, Cooper,” she said, squeezing my hand.

She led us through the dark and soon we emerged on the rocky shoreline. With my stomach empty, the medicine worked fast, dispelling my nausea. But still, my body felt weak and pain lingered in my stomach. My organs were beginning to fail. My end was nearly here. I could feel it.

When we reached the lakeshore, we stood hand-in-hand looking out at the water. Kate eyed the horizon, her blue eyes wide, then she turned and smiled at me. Standing with her back facing the lake, she then did something very unexpected. Kate pulled off her white T-shirt, revealing her full, naked breasts. She then slid off her shorts to reveal she was naked underneath. I looked away.

“Don’t,” she said. “Look at me. All of me,” she whispered.

Turning back, I let my eyes slide down her beautiful body. She was perfect, large breasts above a trim waist, her legs and arms athletic. I let my eyes slide down her waist, down below her bellybutton, to her secret feminine parts. She was so beautiful.

“Now you,” she said.

“Me?” For a brief moment, a flicker of embarrassment flashed through my mind. I was already aroused. What would she think about that? But then I realized, if she was that brave, then I had to be brave too.

I pulled off my clothes, feeling the cold air surrounding me. It nipped horribly at my ears and toes. When I pulled down my jeans, then my boxers, I felt shy for a moment. But then I saw Kate’s large eyes on me, smiling, that strange wistful expression on her face as if she were holding back tears.

“Let’s go,” she said then, grabbing my hand, pulling me toward the water.

“But…but its freezing,” I protested.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” she asked.

The sharp poignancy of her reply wasn’t lost on me.

“Come on,” she said then led me into the water, splashing me as I followed after her.

I couldn’t help but laugh in spite of myself. I chased her into the waves, feeling nothing but joy. She kicked water at me, laughing and squealing as I grabbed her, tumbling us both into the water.

Without thinking, I pressed my mouth against hers. I swooned as I felt a dizzying sensation. Her warm lips pressed against mine. I held her wet, naked skin, feeling her warmth as she leaned against me. I felt her heart beating quickly and the grit of sand on her fingers as she ran her hand across my back. A moment later, however, she pulled away.

“Come on,” she said, then dove under the waves. I watched the water where she disappeared then saw a strange golden light.

“Kate?” I said, stepping forward into the chest-high water. She didn’t come back to the surface. Light glimmered under the waves. It seemed to move like it was alive. “Kate?” I called again. The light moved toward me, and a moment later, Kate broke the surface of the water, her head and neck just above the waves.

“The sun is about to come up,” she said as she looked over my shoulder toward land. “Will you carry me to shore?”

“Carry you?” Was she hurt? Surely she knew I was in no condition to carry anyone.

She nodded then swam toward me, that golden light trailing behind her. She put her arms around my neck then pressed her body against me. When she did, something felt odd, but warm and soft like silk.

“Carry me,” she whispered again.

I reached under the water and slid my hand down her back but something felt strange.

Kate giggled.

“What? What is this?” I asked as I slowly made my way back toward shore. As I did so, the golden light around Kate began to glow brighter and brighter and soon I could see what felt so different. “Kate,” I whispered aghast as I stared down at the bundle in my arms. I had gone into the lake with the loveliest woman I’d ever met in my life, but was returning to shore with…a mermaid.

“Take me to shore, please,” she whispered.

I looked at the horizon. The sky was illuminated gray with the first edges of pink lining the skyline. What I was seeing was a miracle. I was being shown a miracle.

I carried the lovely creature in my arms and set her down on the shoreline beside me. Her long emerald-colored tail stretched out on the shore. I stared at her in amazement.

Kate reached out, took me by the chin, and then kissed me lightly. Then she gently lay me down beside her.

“I’ve walked the Earth for nearly three hundred years,” she whispered then, pausing to kiss me on my forehead. “But I never felt love for any human until I set eyes on you. There is a spirit inside you that deserves to live, a goodness in you that is coming to an end too soon. I can’t let that happen,” she said, then looked off at the horizon. Sunlight shimmered from land out onto the lake. When Kate turned and looked back at me, an enormous tear was streaming down her cheek. The tear glistened with golden light.

“Live,” she whispered, then gently wiped the tear from her cheek with the tip of her finger. She danced her wet fingertip across my lips. “Live,” she whispered again, pressing her lips against mine, then she went still, slumping onto my chest.

To my amazed eyes, I watched as the golden light transformed her tail back into legs. But the glow didn’t stop there. It moved onto me, covering my whole body. It was like I’d been submerged in a bath of love and light. My whole body glimmered as I was filled with the sensations of warmth and healing. I heard my heart beating. I felt my blood pumping through my veins. I breathed deeply, feeling my lungs take in the shimmering glow. When I exhaled, I could feel the darkness and illness and death leaving me. My body felt clean, renewed.

As the sun rose, filling the world with light, I knew my cancer was gone.

And the mermaid who’d given me the precious gift of life lay unmoving against my chest.








  
 





Epilogue

 

The sound of swing music filled the little house on Juniper Lane.

“Daddy,” my daughter, Kayla, called from the yard. “Turn the sprinkler on.”

“I’m coming,” I called. I pushed open the door only to get smacked square in the chest with a water balloon. Al, who had just lost his two front teeth, stood grinning like a jack-o-lantern at the bottom of the stairs. “I’m gonna get you,” I yelled then raced down the stairs after him.

Al ran around the back of the house giving me enough time to open the faucet on the sprinklers. I heard Kayla squeal with delight as water splashed around the yard.

“Don’t tell me you started without me?” a voice called from the porch.

I turned to see Kate coming down the stairs, looking adorable in her red polka-dot bikini. It highlighted the red, heart-shaped beach glass pendant lying on her chest.

“Sorry,” I called, turning to join her, pretending I didn’t see Al sneaking up on me from the other side of the porch. “Everything okay?” I asked her, studying the worried expression on her face.

She shrugged. “More gray hairs,” she said then, fluffing her long, blonde locks.

“That happens,” I said, leaning in to kiss her cheek, “when you’re human.”

Before she could answer, however, Al launched his attack, drenching us both. This time, however, Kate ran after him. I watched her go, my wife, my savior, my…mermaid, who had given up her last spark of magic for me, not knowing the gift it would give her in return. I smiled as I watched her laugh, tickling our little boy until he crumpled to the ground, our daughter joining in the fun. My wife, whom I would grow old with and would love until the day I died…many years from now.
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An Office and a Mermaid by Blaire Edens
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When a slave uprising threatens the life of Syreena, the daughter of an eighteenth century plantation owner, a servant uses voodoo to transform her into a mermaid. The spell will be only broken when she returns to the beach where it was cast. After three hundred years of swimming, she’s ready to trade fins for legs. The only problem is she can’t find her way home.

Dylan, a twenty-first century Coast Guard Officer, has sworn off love for the sea. When a wave throws him overboard, Syreena uses her amulet to ward off the sharks and save his life. 

 

With Syreena and Dylan stranded on a remote cay in the Caribbean, Dylan has the know-how to build a raft and navigate but his near-drowning has made him terrified of the water. Syrenna will use every charm she has to convince Dylan to take her home. 

Even if it means falling in love…










  
 

PROLOGUE
1791, Saint-Domingue (present day Haiti)

 

Syreena felt the unrest in the air. The smell of sugar cane burning, sweet and smoky like the caramel candies she’d tried as a little girl in Paris, filled the humid air. Behind it was the smell of coffee, bitter and burnt where it had been torched in the fields. It wouldn’t be long until the slaves, intent upon overthrowing the landowners, came to Belle Emilie, the plantation her father had named after her late mother.

Only a matter of time.

Syreena and her Papa had seen the drawings in the French newspapers. There was no doubt about what would happen when the revolting slaves slashed and burned their way to Belle Emilie. They were determined to take over the plantations and craft a new government separate from France.

Her beloved home would be burned to the ground and she and her father, along with Collette, her former nanny who’d stayed on even after Syreena had grown into womanhood, would be killed. Brutally. With machetes. It was a dim picture from which there was no escape. They had run out of time to flee to Port-au-Prince and pay for passage on a ship back to France.

It was too late.

Steam swirled off the hot water in the tub. It was always hot in Saint-Domingue but in August the heat was so oppressive it was hard to summon up the energy to breathe much less move. Syreena asked for a cool bath but her father insisted it had to be hot. As hot as she could stand it. He’d gotten his wish.

“Mademoiselle, it’s time to get dressed,” Colette’s high-pitched voice trilled from the next room. “Your Papa’ll be angry if we’re not downstairs on time.”

When Syreena rose from the copper tub, the heat went to her head and made her dizzy.  She held onto the rim until her legs felt steady. Her legs were the pink of sea coral. Just as she stepped from the tub onto the tiled floor, felt the cool seeping into the soles of her feet, Colette hurried into the room. She wrapped a cotton towel around Syreena and said, “You get everything clean? Behind your ears? Every place?”

Syreena tolerated Colette’s bossiness only because she loved her dearly. Colette had been the one steady female presence in her life. While the hole her mother’s death left in Syreena’s heart would never be filled, Colette had always been there for Syreena, more like a doting aunt, than a woman who’d left her life in France to care for Syreena.

“Mademoiselle, your dress is ready for you,” Colette said, taking the towel from Syreena. “You must look your best.” 

Syreena looked into the other woman’s eyes. They were deep brown and wise. “I’m afraid, Colette,” she said, not trying to hide the tears sliding down her cheek. “I don’t want to leave Papa. I don’t want to leave you, either.”

Colette took both of Syreena’s wrists in her hands and looked deeply into her eyes. For the first time Syreena noticed the webs of lines around Colette’s eyes. “You are the only child your Papa has. You must let him save you.”

“But we could try to get to Port-au-Prince. We have money. Surely we could—”

“There’s no time. Listen to me.” Colette tightened her grip. “You’ve been the greatest joy in my life, Syreena. I can face whatever fate awaits me if I know you’re okay.” The love in her eyes made Syreena’s heart clench as if it were in a vise. “Please, let us try to save you. In you there is the best of all of us.”

“I love you, Colette. I could have never—”

The older woman smiled, softening the lines crisscrossing her face. “I know, ma cherie. Now, we must hurry.”

Syreena quickly donned the long white gown Colette had prepared for her.  Made of the finest lawn fabric, linen threads so fine they felt like silk, it fit loosely like a nightgown. She felt naked without her stays but her father’s instructions had been very specific. Only her small clothes and the dress.

She took one last look around her room, enjoyed the feel of the smooth wood under her feet, the way the hazy sunlight filtered through the large windows that caught the breeze off the ocean. Her eye lingered on the small painting of her mother, Emilie that hung just above her secretary. Beautiful, delicate. Too delicate for Saint-Domingue.

Syreena closed the door behind her and walked down the stairs, as slowly as she could, savoring every creak, the omnipresent smell of beeswax polish, the faraway sounds of the slaves in the fields singing the songs of Africa.

Everything was the same as it had always been. But it wouldn’t be for very long. 

Her father, a sun-weathered man of five and forty, stood in center of the parlor. Behind him stood his trusted manservant, Guillaume. He was short and wiry with skin the color of coffee. 

“It is time, ma cherie,” her father said.

Syreena wasn’t ready. It was an impossible situation. She had two choices. She could stay and die alongside her father or she could trust in Guillaume’s magic, the voodoo he’d brought with him from West Africa.

She and her father were close. Her mother had died of malaria shortly after they came to Saint-Domingue and it had just been her and Papa for as long as she could remember. Her mother was only a name, a character in stories papa like to tell, the painting in her room. Syreena couldn’t imagine her life without Papa but, at only two and twenty, she wasn’t ready to die either.

Papa had wanted to send her to France, to meet a suitable husband, but she’d cried and sobbed until he could not bear to force her. That had been two years ago, before everything had changed. Now it was too late.

“Syreena, it is time,” he repeated. “We must go to the beach.”

Guillaume, with a face as expressionless as stone, nodded. “Yes, mademoiselle, we must go.”

She nodded and her father took her hand in his. “You, my dear, will live and love.”

“But, papa, I don’t want to be without you,” she said, tears beginning to fall. “I will be too afraid.”

“Ma Cherie, you have given me more joy in this life than any man deserves. You will be fine without me. It will not be easy, but you will be safe until a man comes along who is worthy of you.”

He took her into his arms. Syreena breathed in the familiar, comfortable smell of him. She feared it would be the last time she would be this near to him and she wanted to savor it.

She felt Colette behind her, heard her muffle a sob.

“Monsieur, we must go. We haven’t much time,” Guillaume said.

Her father pushed her back, his arms on her shoulders. He smiled. “You are just as beautiful as your mother. She would be so proud of the woman you’ve become. I had the great love of my life with your mama, and now, with Guillaume’s help, you will be spared so that you may have yours.” He kissed her forehead.

“Where am I going?” she asked.

“A place between worlds where you will be safe until the time is right for you to live wholly in this world again.”

“Should I not pack a trunk?”

Her father shook her head. “No, darling. You will have everything you need. Now, let us go.”

Holding hands, she and her father followed Guillaume to the beach. The sun had set and already the shadows were dark. When they reached the beach, Syreena saw a circle drawn in the sand. Seven candles were placed on the perimeter. They cast an unworldly yellow glow in the gloaming where everything else was a muted shade of blue or gauzy shade of gray.

“Stand in the middle, mademoiselle,” Guillaume said. His voice was low and solemn.

Syreena looked at her father and he nodded. She bent to take off her shoes. She wanted to feel the gritty sand of the island beneath her feet once more. Saint-Domingue was her first love, and she couldn’t imagine leaving it.

Guillaume gestured to her and she stepped inside the circle. She felt the dry heat of the candles warming her feet as they flickered in the breeze blowing off the water. He stepped inside the circle with her. Even though he’d been her father’s manservant for as long as she could remember, she’d never been this close to him.

He smelled different than her father. Like earth and salt water.

Her father stood just outside the circle, a faraway look on his face.

Guillaume took an amulet from the pouch he wore belted around his waist. Syreena had seen plenty of them. Many of the slaves wore them, believing they provided protection from everything from illness to demons.

She looked at Papa. His blue eyes were tired. The light reflected off the tears rolling down his face. He was crushed, but he smiled and nodded at her anyway. Her strong and tender Papa until the end. Emotion squeezed her heart and she wasn’t sure she could continue. More than anything she wanted to dash out of the circle and into his arms. She wanted their life to go back to what it was, what it had been for the bulk of her life. 

“This you must wear around your neck always. Never take it off. Never. Do you understand?” Guillaume’s eyes met hers. They were solemn.

It was a small amulet, about the size of a small Manonsillo fruit. Inside the circle was the painted image of Mami Wata, a mermaid-like deity venerated by the slaves from West Africa. She was carefully painted, from the curls in her ebony hair to the scales of the snake wrapped around her neck.

“Mami Wata?” Syreena asked.

Guillaume nodded. “She will protect you. She will show you the way.” He held up a small leather pouch. It was tightly closed with a drawstring. He threaded it onto the thin leather strap that held the amulet. “There are special things inside. Do not lose them. Do not be without them. Not until you are sure you do not need them anymore.”

“How will I know I don’t need them?”

“You will know. Then, and only then, you are to throw them, along with this charm, into the sea. Here, in this place. Then the circle will be complete.”

She nodded even though she had no idea what was happening.

“You may not understand what it is happening but you will be safe. I vow this to you.” The lyrical sounds of West Africa were heavy in his voice. “Do not be afraid, mademoiselle. Your papa and I are doing this because it is all we can do.”

Syreena looked up and down the beach. “But there are no boats. No horseman. Where am I going?” 

“You’re going to a place where you will be hidden from everyone until you meet the man who can keep you safe forever. When it is time,” Guillaume said, “you must return here, to this beach, to this spot. Do you understand?” His eyes were serious. “You must come back here. To the place it all began.” He pointed his finger emphatically downward.

“I understand,” she replied in a whisper. She didn’t, but the weight of his voice told her there was nothing more he could say to explain. 

Guillaume nodded and moved to stand behind her. He placed the necklace over her head. The leather pouch hung right above her breasts. She touched it with her index finger. It felt warm, alive.

“Keep your fingers on it,” Guillaume said. He placed his hands on her shoulders, a familiarity unimagined only days ago.  “We wish you the best of luck, mademoiselle.”

He began chanting. His bass voice was hypnotic. At first, she recognized a few of the words. The language drifted between the patois of the island, Creole, and the stranger, foreign sounds of West Africa. Her eyelids became very heavy; she was falling into a deep sleep, as if she’d been up for days and days.

The sounds of the waves lapping onto the beach became louder and louder and Guillaume’s voice became more and more distant.

The last thing she heard, in Guillaume’s melodic, bass voice, was, “She will swim alone until the man who is her true equal in all things comes to her.”

She felt herself falling, spinning, whirling into a vortex of color and sound and wind. Her body began to feel lighter and lighter, as if she were weightless.

Then there was nothing but blue.










  
 

CHAPTER ONE
2015, Somewhere in the Caribbean

 

This was drowning.

He’d always wondered what it felt like.

All those classes, first as a lifeguard and then as a Coast Guard Officer. Hours and hours of facts and figures. Strategies and advice. The bulk of his life spent on or near the water and he’d had no idea.

The training had all been bullshit.

The instinct to breathe was stronger than anything Dylan had ever felt. It was a desperation beyond words. His brain was in overload, the primitive part of it screaming at him to breathe. Demanding oxygen.

He fought the urge because he knew one breath would seal his fate. If it wasn’t sealed already.

Eighty-seven lousy seconds. One minute and twenty-seven seconds. No matter how it was sliced, that’s what the experts said. In eighty-eight seconds, the brain switched to auto-pilot and forced a person to inhale whether it was in the best interest of the attached body or not.

Everything boiled down to less than a minute and a half.

Proms and graduations, learning to throw a fastball, sex, birthday cakes, children. All the things that made life a grand adventure could do nothing to save him.

He had to get to the surface. Now.

There had been no reason to grab a life jacket. Clear weather. Calm winds. He’d strode onto the deck without any fear.

Off duty for a few hours, he’d pulled the paperback, a pulp thriller he’d bought on his last shore leave from under his bunk. He tucked it into the weatherproof cover he’d crafted from duct tape, a zipper from an old windbreaker and the plastic from the inside of an old suitcase. Being in the Coast Guard, he’d learned quickly to waterproof everything.

On deck, the weather was fantastic, especially after they’d spent the last couple of months in the colder, northern reaches of the USCGS Campbell’s patrol area. The Caribbean was a welcome change.

With his face in the book and his iPod shuffling a classical mix, he’d wandered the length of the deck until he found the perfect spot. He planned to lean against the rail and get some sun on his back.

Just as he settled into the fourth chapter and Pachelbel’s Canon in D, a stiff wind blew off the water. Dylan didn’t take his eyes off the print.

He hadn’t spent eight years in the Coast Guard just to be put off by a stiff wind. Plus, this was the Caribbean. Nothing like the North Atlantic or The Bering Sea.  This was the best duty in the Coast Guard because of the warm weather and the smooth sailing.

Dylan flipped the page. 

Another wind, this one stiffer than the first.

A sucking noise. Strange. Almost like a watery vacuum.

No way. They were miles and miles from shore. There was nothing nearby. Not unless you counted a few cays–-no more than sandbars with a palm tree or two.

He saw the wave coming. It was at least twenty feet over the bow of the boat.

He blinked several times. There was no way a wave like this was in the Atlantic. Not this time of year. Not without a hurricane warning.

Surely the Captain would’ve mentioned a hurricane warning.

It was big ass wave, but he’d seen worse. He scooted backwards, intent on holding onto one of the rungs lining the side of the ship. Dylan zipped the book and tucked it into his breast pocket.

Too late.

He’d been stupid to waste time on a seven dollar thriller.

Dylan didn’t even have the time to say, “What the fuck?” before water was rushing across the deck.

The wave picked him up as if he were as insignificant as a paperclip. It tossed him over the side of the Cutter and into the depths of the Atlantic, banging his head on the steel deck rail on his way overboard. The water rushed up at him like a brick wall. Solid. Hard. Unforgiving.

Water. His only constant companion for the last eight years as a Coast Guard Officer. It was strangely fitting that it would be his companion in the end. He was losing his grip on time. Had he been underwater for thirty seconds or a minute? Thirty seconds, in this situation, was a lifetime. Every second mattered.

Dylan wrestled for mental control. He couldn’t allow his mind to wander. It was a safe bet that he was down to less than a minute now.

The water was getting darker, enclosing him in a tighter and tighter liquid cocoon. The claustrophobia was almost as overwhelming as the urge to breathe.

You’ve got enough air to surface. You’ve got enough air to surface.

A macabre mantra he’d didn’t even believe himself.

Follow the bubbles up. Follow the bubbles up.

His eyes stung with the salt and he couldn’t see clearly enough to make out the bubbles. They were everywhere, seeming to go in every direction. Those sons of bitches teaching the water safety and survival had made it seem so easy. They’d never drowned. Smug bastards.

His mind wandered no matter how hard he fought for control. It floated through space and time as if his life had been a movie.

Mariana. Blue eyes, the color of a storm at sea. Sun-bleached blonde hair.  Small, honest face that would attract all the boys in just a few short years. His daughter. Only seven years old. He worried about not being there for her. Then he remembered he’d been at sea most of her life. He hadn’t been there when he was alive.

Her mother had begged him to spend more time with the child but he’d been too busy living his own life. Building his career.

Total and utter bullshit.

The joke was on him. 

He wished he could laugh. He longed to feel the release once more. Laughter would kill the few seconds he had left. But then again, maybe it was the way to go out. Giggling like a sailor on shore leave stumbling into a bar with free beer. Giving fate the fucking finger.

Mariana.

Talk about missing the boat.

Instead of cruising the seven seas with his shipmates, he should’ve listened to his ex-wife and his mother and resigned his commission to spend time with Mariana.

Now it was too late.

Eighty-seven seconds. 

Dylan breathed.

*****
The boredom was a killer.

Swimming freely in the warm waters of the Atlantic sounded like a fairy tale until it was something you did every day of the year. The novelty had worn off before Syreena had even gotten used to her fins. Transforming from the privileged daughter of a sugar plantation into a mermaid was the worst kind of curse.

It sounded like a little girl’s dream: spend some time as a mermaid, when you’re safe in the arms of your true love, you can be a woman again.

It turned out to be a fate worse than death.

Her father’s intention to save her life, at any cost, was admirable, but most days she wished he’d let her die alongside him. Then she wouldn’t have to spend the rest of her life in the shadows of the deep and on deserted islands where her only company was the occasional lizard or crab.

There were a lot of things she missed: dresses made of fine lawn, shoes with shiny buckles, hair ribbons the color of candy, but most of all she missed books. The smell, the feel, the time spent resting against the trunk of a tree, reading.

She missed being noticed.

Sometimes, in the evenings, when the setting sun turned the sea the color of the hibiscus flowers that had been everywhere on the island, her island, she’d lie against a rock and try to remember some of her favorite stories or the songs she learned from her nanny. It was getting harder to remember them as time passed.

If she had only one book, maybe it would ease some of the loneliness. She could read it and escape back into the realm of humans, the world she missed so desperately.

When she Changed, she could wander among humans. She liked the markets. They were busy and she could eavesdrop on the conversations of shoppers. 

How many loaves of bread? Does this shell necklace look good on me?

While the human voices kept her company, no one ever spoke to her. In fact, no one ever seemed to even notice she was there. Syreena was invisible to them. Guillaume’s spell had made her an observer, stuck in an in-between world. Alone.

Every once in a while, someone would almost notice her. Usually it was someone with dark skin, dressed in traditional clothes, wearing an amulet similar to the weathered one just above her breast bone. They’d look at her with a puzzled expression, leaning this way and that, until they were convinced she was just a trick of the light, a figment of imagination.

Never a touch, a kind word.

Markets made her sad and hopeful. Lonely and comforted.

Many times she’d approached a market stall filled with books and run her fingers along the spines.

Wishing, dreaming.

But she had no money. No way to buy anything.

She’d considered stealing one but she could never square it with her conscience. It was lucky for the shopkeepers that she hadn’t found a book of maps. She’d have stolen an atlas without a twinge of guilt. Breaking the spell required two things: a man who was her equal and returning to the beach where it was cast.

Syreena only had a few hours a week to walk on human legs. Just long enough to feel deliciously dry and then The Change began again. As soon as her stomach was empty, she turned back into a mermaid.

If only she could find the beach, she’d beg protection from any man she could get her hands on. Maps were trickier than men. Surely the world hadn’t changed that much.

At night, when the vendors packed up and left the market empty, she went back to the sea. Alone. Now, as she swam, she practiced her English. Yesterday, she’d practiced French. Her father had insisted on fluency in both languages, and while she preferred her native French, she wanted to be able to speak both. When the opportunity came to transform back into a human body, she didn’t want a language barrier to sink her chances.

If she ever got the opportunity to be a regular woman again.

Many times, she’d decided, in her head, that it was time to return home and for everything to come full circle. But she had no way to figure out where Belle Emilie was and it wasn’t for lack of swimming.  The only beaches that were familiar to her now were ones she’d discovered after The Change.

In her heart, she knew it wasn’t time to throw the amulet of Mami Wata into the ocean along with the closed leather pouch. More than anything, Syreena wanted to go home. But she knew she couldn’t until it was time.

Suddenly, the feeling in the water changed. The vibration went from peaceful and serene to frenzied and dark. She looked into the water ahead.

No wonder the mood had changed so quickly. 

Sharks.

The top predators in the Caribbean were no threat to her. The talisman she wore around her neck, a final gift from her father and Guillaume, protected her. She swam to the side of them, wondered why there were so many at the same place.

Sharks were usually solitary, especially this far from the coast. The only thing out here was an occasional sand bar or a small, uninhabited island. Over the years, she’d returned time after time to one small cay. Even though there were only a few trees and a lot of sand, she’d begun to think of the place as home. It was beautiful and it was where she’d found the most treasures. Sea glass, shards or mirrors, even jewelry. She had been swimming toward it when she swam into the sharks.

She refocused on them, swimming around in large circles, trying to see them from all angles. They were getting closer and closer to the light, swimming higher and higher toward the top.

No. It couldn’t be. She blinked, unsure of what she was seeing. Fearing it was an illusion. Fearing her mind had finally left her.

There was no mistaking the form. Falling from the surface, sinking like a stone, was the body of a man.

A man who had no business out here.

The water around him was pink. He was bleeding, attracting the sharks. She had to get to him. Fast.

Syreena worked her tail, pushing as hard as she could toward the falling man. She said a silent prayer that the amulet would work. She’d seen plenty of sharks, but she always gave them a wide berth, fearing the charm might have worn off after so many years in the ocean. She’d never swam into the midst of so many.

But then, what did she care? Dying quickly beat living this half-life.

She dove fifteen or twenty feet beneath them, kicking up the sand on the ocean floor with her powerful tail, and ascended through the center of the circle. As soon as the sharks sensed her, they spread out, making the circle bigger, as if she were repelling them like a magnet.

The amulet still had the power to protect her.

The man fell into her arms. A large gash spread across his forehead, blood leaking into the water making it a sickly pink hue. Syreena had to get him to the surface. Quickly.

She flicked her powerful tail, pushing him toward the top. It was only a short swim to the small cay, but she needed to get him breathing first. She had no idea how she was going to save him, only that she must. After being isolated from humans for so many years, she needed him as much as he needed her. If she gave him life, maybe he could give her life.

She didn’t want him to die before she knew if he was her ticket back to Saint-Domingue.

Maybe this falling man was the one. The one who could take her in his arms and back onto the land.

For the first time in recent memory, she felt the bubbly sensation of hope building in her chest.

Syreena linked her arms beneath his and powered up through the remaining three or four feet of water. When she reached the surface, she spread her body out on the surface, her tail floating under just an inch or two of water. She wrestled the man so that he was lying across the width of her tail. She flicked and kicked, flicked and kicked again. Syreena had no idea what else to do. She had no way to hold him above the surface and make him cough up the water that was surely flooding his lungs.

Her tail slapped him on the back again. Harder this time.

She couldn’t see his face in this position. How would she know if she was helping at all?

A gurgle.

She snaked around as best she could and listened.

Another gurgle.

It was the sweetest sound she’d ever heard. Distinctly human. More beautiful than any symphony in any hall in Europe. The man, whoever he was, might live. She flicked and kicked again. A cough. A sputter. More gurgling. Getting stronger and stronger.

He was coming around.

Syreena linked her arms under his again and began swimming.

*****
Dylan heard himself sputtering. At first he wondered who was trying to start a lawn mower, but then he realized he was the one making the sound. He tried to open his eyes but the lids were so heavy, he couldn’t seem to operate them.

He coughed, forcing it this time, tried to clear his throat. Dylan’s lungs were burning and his mouth tasted like salted fish. His forehead felt like someone was driving an acid-coated nail into it. The last thing he remembered was a large wave, then blackness, everything closing in around him.

If he could only open his eyes, he could get his bearings.

He tried again and was able to open them to slits. Nothing but ocean. Flat water as far as he could see. Strong arms held him above the water. Thin, tanned, feminine arms. He closed his eyes again and worked up the strength to open them wide. He turned to the side to see the profile of a beautiful woman.

High cheekbones, aquiline nose, long eyelashes framing eyes the color of green sea glass. Golden corkscrew curls plastered to her cheeks. Her lips were a rosy pink, full and pouty.

“Who?” he asked.

Something about her jogged Dylan’s memory; he’d seen her before. He searched his brain but couldn’t seem to bring up anything but a blurry, vague image. Oxygen deprivation. Made everything hard to access. Maybe when he had some time to normalize, he’d remember why she looked so familiar.

“Shhhhh,” she whispered close to his ear. “Later.”

An accent. French? He couldn’t be sure.

He coughed again and briny water shot out of his nose and mouth like a waterspout. It burned like fire. He wiped the water from his eyes and blinked several times. The view was still the same.

“We’ll be there in a moment,” his rescuer said. Her words were slow and deliberately formed. Definitely French.

Dylan leaned back into her and tried to relax. He allowed his legs to float out in front of him. It would be less of a strain on her if he didn’t tense his muscles. The man, the officer, deep inside him wanted to insist he was okay, that he could swim on his own, but he wasn’t. For the first time in his life, he felt weak and incapable, as if his body was betraying him.

“Just a few more minutes,” she said. Her breathing was becoming more labored. “We’ll be there. No sleep. You must stay awake.”

He nodded and allowed her to drag him.










  
 

CHAPTER TWO
He heard her. Saw her. Syreena tried to tamp down the joy and save all her energy for the swim but it was impossible. She wasn’t invisible. At least not to him.

Maybe the spell was weakening. She staunched the hope. Hope was too painful.

She was exhausted but exhilarated. Her arms ached from being wrapped so tightly around the man. She nearly wept with relief when she saw the sandy outline of the cay. Only a few more flicks of her powerful tail and they’d be on the beach.

And she could talk to him. Talk. The most beautiful word in any language.

She had yet to really look at him. All she could see with any clarity was the large gash across his forehead and the blood congealed into a large lump.

His back had been pressed to her breast for the whole swim. He was strong, muscled and lean. His skin was olive, dark like a Spaniard. She wondered if his eyes were dark brown. His hair was black. Jet black. The color of a crow’s wing.

Looking at him, she felt something in the pit of her stomach, a totally unfamiliar feeling.

It was probably the closeness. The feel of human skin. The joy of being acknowledged.

Balancing his weight on her tail, she ran a finger lightly across his forehead, pushing his hair away from his eyes. A small scar, just below his hairline, was crescent shaped. She briefly wondered how he’d gotten it.

She lay back in the water, way too tired to Change. She’d need to switch out of her mermaid form to help him. With the man still balanced across her fin, she allowed herself to float. Relaxing her muscles, she took a deep breath and looked up into the sky.  There were only a few clouds, high and wispy.

The afternoon storms, so common the Caribbean in the summer, wouldn’t be here for hours. She hoped she’d have time to get the man stitched up and comfortable before the thunder and lightning arrived.

Syreena moved her tail from beneath him and hooked her arms under his. “We’re here,” she told the man. “We must get onto the beach.”

“I can swim from here,” he mumbled. His voice was deep and hoarse as if he had a sore throat.

“No. You are too weak. Let me pull you the rest of the way.” The water was getting shallow and her tail was dragging the bottom. She needed her arms to help  push her way out of the sand but they were wrapped around him.

“I can walk from here,” he said, pulling his legs underneath him. On the first attempt, his legs buckled. He went down in the sand. After a few ragged breaths, he used his arms to push himself upward.

Syreena felt helpless. While she could Change at will, it took time and energy. She’d never Changed around anyone and she was surprisingly self-conscious. She tamped her shyness down and tried to still her mind.

He needed her in human form.

After several attempts at standing upright and realizing his legs weren’t going to cooperate, the man fell to hands and knees and crawled onto the beach. When he reached the dry sand beyond the high tide mark, he wretched. Buckets of sea water poured from him, followed by coughs and sputters. He rolled onto his back in the sand and shaded his eyes from the sun with his hand. She watched the rise and fall of his chest. His breathing was rough and irregular. With every third or fourth exhale, he sputtered and coughed.

After a few deep, clear breaths, he fell asleep on the sand.

She watched him from the safety of the water. He looked nothing like the men she’d known. He came from a world totally different from hers.

He was nothing like the men she saw in the market.

Men had changed in the years she’d been a mermaid. They dressed differently, moved differently and none of them seemed to carry pistols or swords anymore. This was more than that though. This man didn’t feel like anyone she’d even seen. He felt shimmery, shiny. New.

Syreena shouldn’t be alone with him. It went against everything that had been drilled into her head by Colette and her father. Old rules from another time. Out here, there was no proper society to worry about, no one to shun her for breaking the rules. Nothing but her and the water but it still felt strange.

For a moment she wondered if he was a traveler like her. If Guillaume could cast spells, then surely other people could too. Maybe that’s why the man could see her. She hoped not. She hoped he was one hundred percent human but even if he wasn’t, at least he could see and hear her. She hadn’t had that since she’d left Belle Emilie. It was something.

Syreena made her way from the water onto the beach. The man was out cold. She sat on the sand and waited for her tail to morph into legs. When she was on dry land, her legs reappeared and worked the same as they had before The Change.

But only for a few hours. A few hours a week.

For the thousandth time, she wished she understood the spell better. After all this time, she still had no real idea about how it worked, what the limits were. All she knew was that the only thing that would permanently release her from her fins was winning the love of a man who could protect her and returning to the beach where it all began.

She glanced back at the unconscious man on the beach. 

Syreena saw her future. A future without scales.

It was time for The Change.

The transformation wasn’t painful just uncomfortable. It felt like a gentle tugging, a release, a stretching. A division.

She closed her eyes and leaned against the trunk of a palm tree.  After a few deep breaths, punctuated by the man’s loud snores, she felt her tail splitting into legs, the joints hinging, and her fins differentiating into feet.

Syreena wiggled her toes, luxuriating in the feel of wiggling them in the warm, grainy sand. While having the lithe body of a mermaid who could cut through the water with the speed and grace of a dolphin was nice, it had nothing on toes.

The Change now complete, she quickly dressed in a leather bodice and a skirt, two pieces that washed up separately but matched well enough. Even though she was alone and invisible, she valued her modesty. She walked over to the man. She poked him with her toe. He didn’t move.

His shirt and pants were dark blue. Just above his heart, embroidered in white, were the words “U.S. Coast Guard.” Above his right breast, the word “Gray”. Like the color. Below it, on the pocket, in blue thread the same color as the fabric, there was a large crest.

Interesting.

She knelt in the sand beside him.

Even in the water, she’d known the man was handsome. She’d known that in the water, but seeing him now, with plenty of time to savor each of his features, she saw just how beautiful he was. His features were perfectly symmetrical. A sharp nose, chiseled cheekbones, the tiniest hint of lines at the corners of his eyes.

His eyes moved under his lids. Syreena wondered what he was dreaming.

She allowed her eyes to move along his muscular forearms and to his hands. Large with flat, squared-off nails, they were the fingers of a gentleman and showed no signs of heavy work. Cautiously, she ran the tip of her index finger along the tendon connecting his thumb and first finger.

His skin felt wonderful. It had been so long since she’d touched another human. More than anything she wanted to entwine her fingers with his, connect to his exquisite, glorious humanity, but first she need to look him over. The pulse in his wrist was strong and affirmed that he was warm, alive. She drew back her hand, determined to finish exploring him with her eyes before he woke.

Syreena focused on the cut just above his eye. It was deep and needed stitching but the salt had cleaned and dried out the gash. She had neither needle nor thread but she had to find a way to close the wound. Left unclosed, it might get infected. The cut was going to scar. She looked at him with a critical eye, tilted her head to the side. She decided that the scar was going to be a good thing. It would give some character to his face, mar the perfection just enough to make him look real.

Without thinking, she ran the tip of her finger along his lower lip. Something deep inside her shivered. Heat blossomed in her cheeks, in her breast, and lower. Much lower.

If he felt the same pull of attraction she was feeling, it wasn’t going to be hard to make this man fall in love with her and offer his protection.

To get back on land, she’d make a deal with the devil. 

Monsieur Gray would do nicely. At least he was a handsome devil.

She looked down at her legs. She only had a few hours left.  Syreena dreaded The Change. It had been so long since she’d been this close to another human being who could actually see her, hear her. She wanted to stay close to him but she knew that as soon as she got hungry enough, she’d have to Change.

With a gash that deep on the side of his head, he might have other injuries she couldn’t see. Syreena began by unbuttoning his shirt. While it was relatively easy to remove, the shirt underneath was stuck to him like a second skin. He barely moved, even with her tugging and pulling on the fabric. After a few minutes she gave up and used the edge of a sharp shell to cut the garment up the center.

His chest reminded her of statues she’d seen on a trip to Paris.  Each muscle was well-defined and sharp, as if they were carved from marble instead of flesh. He shivered when she ran her fingers along his abdominal muscles. There wasn’t a cut or bruise to be seen, just miles and miles of olive skin, glistening where the sun reflected off the water droplets.

Syreena had seen slaves in the fields with bare chests, but she’d never seen a man like him. Just the sight of him did curious things to her body, from head to toe. Her fingers tingled where they touched his skin, a tickling of electricity ran all the way up her arm.

She bent over him and placed her ear on his chest, listening for his heartbeat. It was there, strong and steady. She loved the way his skin felt next to hers, warm and slick.

Distraction. She needed to finish inspecting him for cuts and injuries instead of lying across his chest like some wanton woman.

She rose and looked at him. Pants. What should she do about his pants?

After much indecision, she decided to cut them just above the knee. The plan would preserve his modesty while still allowing her to make sure there were no major injuries she missed.

She knelt in the sand and removed his boots and socks.

The shoes had nearly sealed his fate. If she hadn’t come along, he would’ve been unable to do anything with them on his feet. They were heavy and clunky and nearly impossible to unlace. As fins, they would’ve been deadly.

She held the bootlace up and looked at it. It was made of dozens of tiny strands. If she could separate them, one strand would be the perfect size to stitch his cut.

His feet were so beautiful she could’ve wept. In a world of fins and flippers, the separation of toes, the delicate formation of the bones, and the nails, square and well-trimmed, were as exquisite as any piece of art work she’d ever seen.

Syreena cut one pant leg, saw that his right leg was fine, then moved to the left. There was a tear just behind the knee. Instead of using the shell, she gripped it tightly and ripped.

The dark blue pants had hidden the cut. It was much worse than the one on his forehead. It was still bleeding, the red of the blood diluted by the sea water.

She grabbed the remnants of the shirt she’d cut off him and tore off several strips. Syreena tied one around his leg, just above the cut. She used the rest of the garment to dry the skin around it.

The bleeding slowed and then stopped.

She breathed a sigh of relief. With two bootlaces, she’d have enough to stitch both cuts. She only had to find a needle.

The man was still unconscious, totally unaware she’d removed his clothes or stopped the bleeding.

Mon Dieu! Bleeding like that with a whole shiver of sharks in the water. It was a miracle she got to him first.

She touched the amulet, giving silent thanks for its protection.

The man, with his olive skin, his muscular chest and beautiful feet, made her heart do strange things. Her face felt hot, flushed. She couldn’t resist running her index finger along the outside of the muscles in his abdomen. Just as she reached his belly button, he stirred.

“Unnnhhh,” he moaned. “So hungry.” His eyelids fluttered open and then closed again. “Starving,” he muttered, before he fell back into a deep sleep.

If the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, there was no time to waste.

*****
Dylan woke to the smell of roasting fish. His stomach growled.

It took three attempts to open his eyes. The sun was falling over the ocean, casting orange and gold onto the water.

Sundown. How long had he been asleep?

Where the hell was he?

He shook his head trying to loosen the mental cobwebs and get his bearings.

All he knew was that the beach faced west and he was hungry enough to eat a rock. Or a shell.

Dylan’s mouth was dry and tasted like the inside of a salt shaker. He used his arms to prop himself up into a sitting position.  His muscles screamed with the exertion. A low growl came from his throat. The vibration of his vocal chords caused more pain to ricochet through his body. He collapsed back onto the sand, totally exhausted. He rubbed his head, felt a sting when he found the gash above his eyebrow. His whole body ached.

His left leg screamed. The pain was so intense it made him nauseated. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked down to see that someone had used his T-shirt as a makeshift tourniquet.

No wonder his leg hurt. It looked like it had gotten the business end of a ship propeller. Son of a bitch.

His upper body was covered in sand. He leaned onto one elbow and ran his free hand across his upper back trying to shake off some of the grains. Looked at his feet. Bare.

No shirt. No shoes. Big Problem.

Where the hell was he?

Then it all came back to him. The book, the music. The wave, the drowning. The beautiful woman. It had to be a dream. He’d be at sea too long. Read too many books. Surely it was a dream. Probably a drunken one. He struggled and found his voice. “Ma’am?” The only answer was the lapping of the waves. His shirt, socks and what remained of his pant legs were spread across a rock drying the in the waning sunlight.

“Ma’am?” he repeated, louder this time. He tried to scoot closer to the water but it was too difficult and he gave up after a few feet. He called out again. “Ma’am?”

Her head emerged from beneath the water, hair cascading down her back and barely covering her breasts. The woman who saved his life was even more beautiful in the soft light of sunset.  All of her curves melted into one sinuous, sensual line. “You’re awake,” she said. “Don’t try to move. Your leg is hurt pretty badly.”

Definitely a French accent.

She turned her back to him, reached to the side and picked up a bodice. In the dim light, it shone, like it was made of old leather. She buttoned around her breasts, leaving a slice of her midsection showing.

“We need to stitch your cuts.” She swam to the shore and sat in the shallow water that covered her from the waist down. “I’ll do it after we eat.”

Eat. Food. His stomach growled in reply. “Food sounds fantastic.”

He couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She was beautiful in a way that went beyond the physical. It was an ethereal, otherworldly kind of beauty. He rubbed the gash on his head. Judging by how dizzy he still felt, he couldn’t trust his eyes. That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to enjoy the buzz while it lasted.

She ran her fingers through her hair, tugging the tangles free. Her face was in profile. High cheekbones, a button nose, and full, pouty lips.

Her full breasts pushed at the bodice. His mouth wasn’t so dry anymore. The sides of her breasts spilled out of the leather and begged to be touched. He imagined running his finger along the line that separated them.

He had no idea where the hell he was and only a vague idea of how he got here. The last thing he should be thinking about was breasts. Boobs. Ta-tas. But with ones that exquisite on display, it was hard to get his brain to obey when his body was on full alert.

Her long hair was parted in the middle and the curled tips fell between her the full curve of her breasts. It was the most erotic sight he’d ever seen. In the midst of all his muscle aches, he felt his pants tighten with arousal.

“Something smells good,” he said, trying to divert his attention away from his attraction to her. He wasn’t going to let his dick cloud his thinking.

“It’s snapper. I caught it this afternoon.”

Snapper. She had to go and say snapper. A dozen bawdy jokes popped into his head. The boys on this ship would love the sticky situation he found himself in.

Son of a bitch.

His stomach growled. “Do you live here?”

He looked around. He didn’t see a house or even a shack. Just palm trees, sand and water.

“I spend quite a bit of time here,” she answered.

No boat. No dock. No land in the distance. Maybe it was too dark to see. Maybe there was something on the other side of the island. Maybe he’d bumped his head even harder than he thought.

“How do you get back and forth?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I swim.”

Swim? They must be close to land.  He breathed a sigh of relief. If he could get to a phone, he could call the Coast Guard. The sooner the better.

“Ready to eat?” she asked. 

His stomach growled, louder this time. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ll be out in a few minutes. There’s some fresh water in the bucket beside you. I’ll bring the food to you.”

The bucket was well within arm’s reach. He hadn’t noticed the container before. He didn’t know whether to drink it or use it to wash the salt and sweat off his brow. In the end, he decided to drink first and see what was left. He was careful to drink slowly, remembering the admonitions he’d received in training that drinking too fast would make him sick all over again.

Ten minutes later, he felt worlds better. He pushed himself to his feet and using his good leg, he hopped over to her. When he approached, she jumped, as if she were a little unsure of him. He stopped short of her and raised his palms. “I just came over to thank you before dinner.”

He concentrated on looking into her eyes instead of staring at her perfect breasts. Not an easy task. Breasts as perfect as hers only appeared in magazines. “I have no idea who you are or why you were out in the middle of the ocean, but I’m sure glad you were. Thank you for saving me. I’m Dylan.”

“I’m Syreena,” she said, making no move to rise from the water. “I’m glad I was there, too. The sharks would’ve gotten you,” she said. “They were circling you when I swam through,” she said. “I dove deep and then ascended into the middle of the circle to help you.”

“Swam through?” He propped himself up on his elbows and looked toward her.

She nodded, as if swimming through sharks was something she did every day. “I’m not afraid of them.”

“Where’s your diving equipment? If you were under them, you must’ve had diving equipment.”

She sank deeper into the sand. “I’m afraid I do not understand.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “But French is not easy for me.” He paused for a moment, tried to call up all the vocabulary words he’d learned in college. “Equipement de plongee?” He managed a weak smile.

“Try to explain it in English.”

“Wet suit, scuba mask,” he said, making circles with his fingers around his eyes. “How can you breathe under there without an oxygen tank?” He placed his palm over his mouth and took deep breaths. “You know, all the stuff you need to dive and stay under water for more than a minute or two.”

“I don’t need any of this diving equipment.”

“Are you some kind of superhero? Have I been rescued by Aqua Woman?”










  
 

CHAPTER THREE
Aqua Woman indeed. Instead of being like most mythical mermaids who pulled their lovers to the bottom of the sea so that they could swim together for eternity, Syreena wanted a one-way ticket. Out. Back to land. Houses with chairs. Fine china cups and silver place settings. Pastries.

A whole basket of éclairs.

She also wanted a man with two feet, ears, and lungs who could get her back to Saint-Domingue and make a woman out of her.

Gills, even the temporary ones, were over-rated.

There was no Underwater Kingdom with a smiling king with a charming gray beard. No singing clams or dancing seahorses. It wasn’t the least bit like the fairy tales.

The ocean was deep and wide and mostly empty. Especially when you weren’t a native.

Syreena couldn’t talk to whales telepathically and she had no friends who were starfish or dolphins. She was totally alone and, until Monsieur Gray came along, invisible.

This man wasn’t leaving her island with anything less than a declaration of his love and a promise to protect her. Men didn’t wash up every day. There was no way she was going to waste an opportunity.

“I just wondered how you breathe under water without any scuba gear. Are you a free-diver?” He ran his finger over the gash on his head and winced.

Free diver? Breathe under water?

It hit her with the punch of a hurricane. The man didn’t realize she was a mermaid. 

His French was so bad, her English so rusty, there was only one thing to do: Show him.

Using her arms, Syreena pulled herself out of the water and onto the sand of beach. The Change wouldn’t happen unless she willed it, concentrated on it. “Do you see now?”

The man’s mouth opened into an “O”. “That’s not a custom diving suit is it?” His eyes widened and he shook his head. “This can’t be,” he said, child-like wonder in his voice.

“It is,” she said.

“But …but …I…,” he stuttered. “I’ve been at sea for years and I’ve never seen an actual m-m-m-mer-mer-mermaid.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m the only one I’ve ever seen. I don’t think mermaids are very common.”

He laughed. It was deep and rich, and for the first time since The Change, she felt connected to another living thing. She closed her eyes and just listened to the sound of his voice.

“I’m not always a mermaid. My legs come back sometimes.”

He raised one eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“If I concentrate really hard, my tail changes back into legs and I can be a regular woman for a few hours, usually until I’m hungry again.”

He shook his head. “I must have hit the rail harder than I thought.”

Syreena had been alone for so long, she’d forgotten how strange her story, her reality, must seem. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s real.”

*****
She was the mermaid of his dreams.

He’d had a mermaid fantasy since puberty. He blamed it on a comic book he’d borrowed from a friend.

He could still see the illustrations. Delicious.

Not to mention his fantasies of making love to Daryl Hannah in the movie Splash. The movie was old—he’d watched it on Netflix aboard a Coast Guard Cutter—but the image of that long red tail and that sun-bleached blonde hair tickling her breasts always made him hard as a rock. Harder.

Dylan couldn’t stop staring at Syreena. She’d propped herself against the trunk of a palm tree, her long glorious tail spread out in front of her. In the waning sunlight, the scales were purple and green and blue. Shimmery and flecked with gold and silver. Like a peacock of the sea.

Her hair, having mostly dried, was the color of sunshine and it exploded over her shoulders in perfect corkscrew curls. Her eyes shifted between the green of a piece of sea glass and the blue of the Caribbean. Her skin was tanned to a perfect bronze.

Mermaids didn’t exist.

Dylan knew that. He’d spent the last eight years of his life on the USCGC Campbell, cruising the ocean from Maine to the Caribbean. If mermaids existed, he would’ve seen one before now.

Before this. Before one saved him and towed him to her own island. Correction: cay.

He was dead. He had drowned and this was the nautical division of heaven. He closed his eyes and kept them closed for at least a minute. He counted. When he opened them again, she was still there.

“Mermaids aren’t real,” he said, making another attempt at convincing himself. “This is either heaven, a strangely complex dream or a really elaborate prank.”

“It’s none of those things,” she said. “This is my island, a place to store my things and dry out.”

He shook his head. “Who are you? Really?”

“Syreena. Just like I said before.”

It had to be a prank. Syreena? Was that even a real name?

“You can tell me the real story.”

“It’s too complicated.”

He looked around. Nothing but sand, waves and wind. “I’ve got the time.” The sun was sinking lower and lower into the water turning it the electric oranges and yellows of lava. Help wasn’t coming tonight, if it all. If this shit was even real. Maybe he’d wake up soon but until he did, he might as well let this beautiful mermaid entertain him. There were worse ways to pass the time.

The moon was waning, only giving a hint of silvery tendrils of light to the beach. He’d worry about finding a way off the island tomorrow when he was stronger. Tonight, he was sleeping beside a mermaid. At the very least he’d have an entertaining story for the Officer’s Club.

“I’ll tell you about it,” she said. “But first, you need food and stitches. I need to Change.”

“Change?”

“Shhh, I need to concentrate and get dressed,” she said.

“Dressed?” The hallucination was becoming weirder by the second.

“I’m usually alone and I know that clothes don’t make much sense out here but they washed up on the beach and I’ve grown used to wearing them when I’m in human form.”

He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. Correction: he didn’t believe it now. It was simply the combination of the wicked head injury and the blood loss. But even if he didn’t believe it, he was seeing it. With his own eyes.

It was as if her tail became blurry, fuzzy, shimmery around the edges. Her upper body tensed, as if she were fighting an unseen enemy. She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. He wondered if it was painful.

In less than a minute, she opened her eyes, looked around and pushed herself off the trunk of the palm tree.

Dylan wasn’t sure what was sexier: a shimmering mermaid tail or shapely, tanned legs.

Syreena was tall. The small shimmery skirt she pulled over her hips after The Change began just below her belly button and covered very little. He could see the firm curve of her bottom and itched to reach out and place his hand in that place where her thigh met her ass.

The most beautiful spot on a woman’s body. Correction: one of the top three most beautiful parts of a woman.

He watched her walk to the small fire pit and put the cooked fish on the remnants of an oyster shell.

Syreena sat beside Dylan and handed him the fish. “Sorry. No proper plates.”

He smiled. “Don’t often have dinner guests, huh?”

She laughed. “Nope. You’re the first one in a long time.”

“How did you start the fire?” he asked.

She shrugged. “A spindle stick and some dry palm leaves. I eat mostly raw fish these days but I figured you’d prefer it grilled.”

“A mermaid who can save a drowning man, start fires without matches and switch into legs when her fins don’t suit her. Holy shit. This is some trip. Did you give me some opiate pain killers or something? Pills?”

“Where would I get pills?” she asked. “We’re stuck out here in the middle of nowhere,” she said.

Now she was employing logic.

Dylan took a bite of the fish. It was delicious. He tried to eat slowly but it wasn’t easy. He wanted to scarf it down, beg for more. It seemed like it had been months since he’d eaten.

“I wasn’t always a mermaid. I was once a regular woman, the daughter of a planter. I had fashionable dresses and suitors.” She took a deep breath. “It was a beautiful life.” Her voice was wistful and full of nostalgia.

Dylan combed his brain for mermaid legends. The only thing that came to mind was the Disney version of The Little Mermaid. No help at all.

“How did you go from privileged young woman to mermaid?” The question itself was absurd. He rubbed the gash on his head. The salt had cleaned the wound. The skin felt crusty and raw. “Are you sure this isn’t just some kind of hallucination? I hit my head pretty hard.”

She shook her head. Her curls bounced like loaded springs. “It’s real. My father’s manservant used voodoo to transform me into a mermaid. He was trying to save my life.”

Mermaids. Shape-shifting. Did she say voodoo?

He wasn’t afraid of much, but just the mention of voodoo made every hair on his body stand at attention.

Growing up in Miami, he’d heard plenty of stories from his Haitian neighbors. Nope. He wanted no part of that. Ever.

Dylan’s head throbbed too badly to try and reason it out properly. He wasn’t awake. Couldn’t be. His brain was just traveling through the pages of some fantasy book he’d read at some point in his past.

He finished the fish and put the shell aside. Now that his stomach wasn’t growling anymore, he was beginning to feel terribly sleepy.

He collapsed back onto the sand. He longed for his bunk, humble as it was, aboard the USCGS Campbell. A tub where everything was orderly, organized and squared away. All those years of wishing for a vacation on a deserted island with a beautiful woman and he was marooned with a mermaid, a bum leg, a gash that needed stitches and nothing but a palm tree to sleep beneath.

He should’ve been more careful with his wishes. More specific.

“I should look at your cuts. I have the things I need to fix them.” Her voice was soft, lyrical, like a wind-chime.

He scrambled into a sitting position and raised his hands as if to ward her off. “Look, I appreciate that you put yourself in tremendous danger to save me, but I don’t want any part of the voodoo.”

“I’m not talking about any spells or potions. I was just going to clean it up a bit and stitch it.”

A mermaid with medical skills? What the hell? Seriously. What the hell?

“I’ll be fine.”

She smirked. “The wounds might get infected if we don’t close them.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“I can’t let you do that. I’ll stitch them.”

“There’s no way I’m going to let a mermaid, who knows quite a bit about voodoo, stitch up my cuts.”

“Then, sew it up yourself,” she snipped. She tossed several pieces of string and a small quill, probably from a puffer fish, onto the sand beside him.

Dylan shook his head. Not only was he stuck on a deserted island with a mermaid, but she was hot, French and sassy. And she had him apologizing already. He admired her pluck, not to mention her resourcefulness. She had a fire, a determination and grit that made him smile.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.”

She arched one blonde eyebrow. “Now you want me to fix the cuts?”

He nodded. “Do we have any rum?”

Syreena smiled. “Unfortunately the pirates didn’t leave any on this island.”

“Promise to be gentle?”

She nodded. “As a butterfly.”

Dylan’s leg hurt like hell. His head throbbed as if it were being sliced open with a spoon but if he had to go overboard, there were much worse places to wind up. Especially when he figured in the French Factor.

He chuckled to himself.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing. Just how impossible this seems. Like something out of a story book.”

Syreena exhaled. “I never thought it would be like this.”

Dylan lay back on the sand and stretched his forearm across his eyes to shield them from the blistering sun. “What do you mean?”

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen another human. I’m just in a little bit of shock.”

 

“You’re in shock?” he asked. He opened his eyes and looked over at her. “How about me?”

*****
Dylan knew she was right. He ran his index finger along the jagged edge of the cut and winced at the sting. He couldn’t risk blood loss out here. He couldn’t risk infection either. He picked up one of the quills and poked the end of his finger with it. When a small bead of blood appeared, he was convinced it was sharp enough.

“Bootlace?” he asked, holding up the thin black thread.

“Yes. They were made of several strands twisted together. I separated them. The thread seems to be pretty strong. I think it will hold long enough to help your leg heal.”

Nylon. He was sure of it. While he’d never thought much about the makeup of boot laces, he was glad they weren’t cotton. Natural fibers would break down quickly and might cause more infection.

Syreena retrieved the quills and the thread. Her hands were small and delicate. He tried to ignore the heat of her touch. “We might as well do it now. Then you can sleep,” she said.

“Leg only. Leave the one on my forehead alone.”

She nodded. “It might scar.”

“I can live with that.” Dylan grimaced. “I can’t imagine how this is going to hurt.”

“Don’t imagine. It will only make it worse,” she said. Syreena walked to the water’s edge and rinsed the quill. It was already as clean as it could be under the circumstance but she didn’t want a grain of sand to get into the cut. “I will be quick. I promise.”

He sure hoped she knew what the hell she was doing. “Please do.”

She sat on her knees beside him in the sand. “Trust me, okay?”

Dylan nodded. It wasn’t as if he had much choice. Doing it himself wasn’t an option. He couldn’t bear to even think of trying to jab a pufferfish quill in and out of his leg all while trying to manage the pain. “Okay,” he said. “I will.”

His eyes met hers and it was if time was frozen. Her eyes were familiar to him, yet exotic. New. He’d never seen eyes so clear. The only word he could think of to describe them was crisp. Like an apple. Sharp and sweet and firm. All at the same time.

“You need a pillow,” Syreena said. She looked around. “Sand will have to do.”

She bent at the waist and began scooping sand into a rounded mound. Her breasts were just inches from his nose. Dylan took a deep breath, inhaling her scent. She smelled like salt and sun and woman and it beat any perfume on any shelf anywhere. His body reacted to her and he shifted to the side in an attempt to hide his erection.

“That should do just fine.” She placed both hands on his shoulders and leaned him back on the makeshift sand pillow. “Try to relax.”

His eyes hadn’t left her breasts. He wasn’t sure he could make them. “Okay,” he said. His voice a little deeper than usual. “I’ll try.”

And it was sort of working until she turned the other way and her perfectly shaped ass was now only inches from his face.

There was no controlling his hard-on after a series of very naughty thoughts ricocheted through his brain.

For the first time in his life he wondered if part-time mermaids wore panties while they were on terra firma. He tried to concentrate on the shimmery skirt. Tried to close his eyes. Tried not to reach his hand out and squeeze one of her perfect ass cheeks.

Dylan gritted his teeth together.

“I haven’t even started yet,” she said. “Please. Relax.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, shaded them with his forearm and concentrated on the pain. Surely pain was the opposite of arousal. He sure as hell hoped so.

The tourniquet had slowed the blood flow to his leg so the first prick of the quill wasn’t so bad. More like a mosquito bite than a pin-prick. He felt Syreena draw the thread through and tighten the skin. She repeated the motions several more times, each time more carefully than the last. He concentrated on the sound of the ocean and the comforting rhythm of her breath as she sewed.

“You’re done,” she said. “I didn’t get them too tight. Hopefully they’ll hold.”

Dylan opened his eyes and stared at her. She was sitting back on her heels and looking at him. “That’s it?”

“You were scared for nothing, silly.”

He’d had his share of stitches over the years but they’d never been this painless. “How did you learn to do that?”

She shrugged. “On the plantation, people got hurt. It was too far to go to the doctor unless it was something we couldn’t handle.”

“I’m not your first case, then?”

Her smile was radiant. Her teeth were perfect and white. “Not by a long shot.”

“Thank you,” Dylan said. “I really appreciate it.”










  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
Shortly after Dylan ate his dinner, a mixture of grilled fish Syreena had caught while swimming, he feel asleep.

Before he dozed off, she convinced him to move under the shelter of one of the palm trees. While it didn’t look like rain tonight, he’d been in the sun quite a bit today and she didn’t want to add sunburn to his list of ailments if he ended up sleeping late.

With the day he’d had, he might sleep for a week.

The move had been painful, his groans excruciating. The soreness would probably be even worse tomorrow.

Syreena needed a swim and some dinner.  The fish she’d cooked over the fire for him had smelled strange. Ever since the spell was cast, she’d eaten only raw fish. Every time she got hungry, The Change began. She wondered if she’d be able to eat regular human food again when the spell was broken.

Her dreams were filled with the flavors and textures of the food she remembered from Belle Emilie but when she woke, the desire to taste them was nothing more than a memory on her tongue.

She sat in the shallow water and willed her legs to blur into the muscular lines of a tail. As much as she often hated being a mermaid, there were times, like this one, when the absolute peace of the water was a balm to her soul.

The water was dark and it she could only see several feet in front of her. She touched the amulet, breathing a sigh of relief when she felt the smooth, worn surface.

She wasn’t going far. For the first time since The Change, she had another human being to talk to, to touch. And she liked him. Even if he had been stubborn about the stitches.

Dylan might not know it yet, but he wasn’t getting away.

Even if he ended up being the most insufferable oaf in the Seven Seas, she would learn to like him.

He was her ticket back to civilization.

He just didn’t know it yet.

*****
“It was my father’s manservant, Guillaume who Changed me. He and my father thought that by Changing me they could save me.”

They were eating a breakfast of fish eggs and seaweed for breakfast. Both had risen with the first light, when the sun cast a weak, watery glow onto the water. It was still cool, the heat of the day hours away. A light breeze blew off the water making ruffles in the Caribbean.

Dylan grimaced when he took a bite. “Save you from what?”

Not only could he still see her, he listened to her. He was interested in her story. He had to be the one. Had to.

How long had it been since the day she’d stood in front of her father in the parlor and begged him not to ask Guillaume for help in ensuring her safety? In the beginning, she tried to keep track of the days and months, sure that she would meet her true love and reverse the change but with each month that passed with no sight or sound of humans, she became more and more lax in keeping a calendar.

“The slaves,” she said. “They revolted and took over almost all the plantations on the island. The whole island was on fire,” she paused, remembering the overwhelming smells of burning sugar cane and coffee. She shuddered. “Papa knew it was only a matter of time until they came to our place. He was trying to save my life by hiding me in plain sight.”

“Wait,” Dylan said, shaking his head as if her words made no sense. “What island?”

“Saint-Domingue,” she answered.

“What war?”

“The war.”

“What year did your father change you?”

“1791,” she replied.

*****
If his head weren’t hurting so badly, maybe he could remember some of what he’d learned in history class. The only thing close to that date was the French Revolution. But France didn’t have coffee and sugar cane. French colonies. Caribbean. He combed his brain. Voodoo.

Less than twenty four hours after falling into the drink and he was already missing Google and Wikipedia.

“Haiti,” he said triumphantly. “Your island is now called Haiti.”

“Haiti,” she repeated, the word sounding deliciously French on her lips. “The slaves won then?”

“Yes, they did. The island became independent of France in the early 1800s.”

Her eyes widened. “They are no longer French?”

He shook his head. “No, they’re on their own. They still speak French, though. I’m sorry you didn’t know.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “It has been so long since I’ve talked to another human being. Since The Change, I seem to be invisible to everyone. You’re the first person who’s been able to see me. While I am sad to hear Saint-Domingue isn’t a colony, at least I know my island is not as it was when I left it. It was a frightening place then.”

“It’s not exactly an island paradise, now.” Dylan said. There was rarely any good news out of Haiti.

“What do you mean? Saint-Domingue is the most beautiful place on earth.”

“There was a huge earthquake a few years ago. It destroyed many of the buildings and lots of people died.”

“That explains the rumble I felt. I was swimming and I’d never seen the fish so agitated and skittish. I thought bad weather was coming. All of the sudden, the whole world shook. Like a dog shaking water from his coat.” She trailed a finger in the sand. “Was the whole island destroyed?”

Dylan nodded. “A lot of homes and buildings were destroyed. Thousands of lives lost. On top of all the destruction, Haiti has been plagued by political corruption for ages.”

“Haiti,” she whispered. “Haiti,” she repeated, a little louder this time. “I don’t know if I could ever get used to calling it that.”

“Old habits are hard to break,” Dylan smiled at her and something strange happened to his heart. It fluttered, tumbled. Buzzed. “How did you remember how to speak?”

“I practice. I sit on the beach and carry on conversations with myself, sometimes in English, sometimes in French. I talk to myself in my head while I swim. I wanted to be prepared.” Her words were very deliberate. “I don’t want to forget what it means to be a woman.”

“Do you know what year it is now?”

Syreena shook her head. “I tried to count but I when I realized it might be decades before The Change was reversed, I lost hope.”

“It’s 2015.”

Her pouty lips formed a perfect, sensual “O”. He watched her mentally calculating the passage of time. “I’ve been a mermaid for two hundred and twenty four years? How is that possible?”

If he’d met her anywhere else, he’d have guessed her age to be close to his. A little younger. Maybe twenty or twenty-five. “How old were you when it happened?”

“Two and twenty.”

The accented English made her even sexier. Not only was she the mermaid of his teenage fantasies, she was a French mermaid. Yowza.

Dylan grinned. “Syreena, I’m still trying to believe that I’m sitting on an island somewhere in the Caribbean with a mermaid who saved my life from sharks. I can’t even begin to comprehend the science of mermaid aging but you don’t look like you’ve aged at all, especially when you consider the sun, the salt.” He shook his head. This couldn’t be real.

“I still look the same as I did the day of The Change,” she said.

“How do you know?”

She grinned. “Let me get my box. It’s under that tree,” she said and pointed to a palm several feet down the shore. She rose and retrieved it.

A mermaid with a box of treasures. Sure. It happened all the time. In the movies.

Dylan shook his head, willing himself to wake up. All this had to be a dream, a really convincing dream. When he opened and closed his eyes several times and the scenery didn’t change. If he was stuck in this dream, he might as well see everything there was to see while he was here.

The box was weathered and old. About the size of shoe box, it looked like a tea chest. It was bowed out on the bottom, making the wraparound brass closure impossible to latch.

She reached out her hand, showing it to him. “I keep my most important things in it.”

When his fingers brushed against hers, a curious fizz of electricity crackled up his arm. “Will you show me what’s in it?”

Syreena sat next to him on the sand, her leg brushing against his. More electric sparks.

She looked shy. She lowered her eyes to the sand, her long dark lashes like perfect fans. “I will show you some things.” She opened it slightly and stuck her fingers inside. After some scraping and shuffling, she took out a tiny sliver of a mirror. “I can see myself,” she said.

“Where did you find it?”

“On the beach. It washed up after a storm.” She tilted the silver sliver from side to side casting sunlight in weird directions. “How far are we from my island? How far is it to Saint-Domingue?”

He bit his lower lip. “Depending on how far we swam from where I was tossed off the ship, I’d say less than a hundred miles.”

“That’s not so far,” she said. Her eyes widened. 

“Not unless you count the sharks.”

“They don’t scare me,” she said, wrapping her fingers around the amulet that hung around her neck. “This keeps me safe. You’re the proof.”

Dylan leaned closer. She did nothing to move away.

He itched to take the amulet between his thumb and index finger, but the power of it scared him. “This is a voodoo charm.” Even though he didn’t want to touch it, he couldn’t help himself. His curiosity got the better of him. It felt warm, old. Powerful. A shiver ran from the tip of his finger all the way up his arm.

A circle, about two inches in diameter, it hung from a simple leather strap. Painted onto face of the amulet was the image of a mermaid but totally unlike the images he’d seen over the years. It was primitive, like something he’d expect to see painted on the wall of a cave. The mermaid had the features of an African woman, black curly hair, skin the color of coffee. Her breasts were large and painted in an exaggerated style. Curving around her scaled tail, was a large snake that wound its way up the side of her body, around her neck, and rested its head squarely between her breasts.

Behind the charm, attached to the same leather strap, was a small leather bag, no bigger than a walnut. It was drawn closed and tied very tightly at the top.

“I’ve never seen a mermaid like her before,” he said, moving the charm so that it caught the light. “What’s in the bag?”

Syreena’s face flushed. “Gris gris for protection.”

“Who is the lady?” he asked.

“Mami Wata,” she answered. “Sometimes she’s a mermaid, sometimes she appears to be human, but that’s just a trick. She’s never really human. She loves baubles: jewels and mirrors and necklaces. Mami Wata likes to kidnap handsome men and take them under the ocean with her and then she makes a deal with him: if he promises to remain faithful to her, she grants him riches and good health. The slaves venerate her because she represents material wealth and beauty.”

He squinted and looked back and forth between the amulet and Syreena.

Dylan had never been a stellar student but even he saw the parallels. This whole vision, the beach, the mermaid, the voodoo story, had to be the result of head trauma. Or too much whiskey. But it seemed so real.

He took a deep breath and the clean air of the sea filled his lungs. The sounds of the small, shallow waves lapping on the beach. His finger brushed Syreena’s breast bone. Her skin felt real. The pulse point in her neck looked real.

“You’ve never opened the gris gris bag?” He found it hard to believe that she’d never peeked. After all, she’d had plenty of time. “Not even once?”

She shook her head. “Never.” Her eyes were so earnest he believed her. “I wanted to.” She glanced up at him through her long eyelashes. Her eyes were the color of an aquamarine, but softer. The impish expression on her face made her even more attractive. “But I was afraid that if I did, it would go against the voodoo—”

He raised one eyebrow. “You believe in it?”

Syreena nodded. “You should, too. It saved your life.”

He looked into her eyes. “You saved me. Not this,” he said, dropping the charm so that it landed flat on her breast bone. “Thank you. I’m indebted to you and I always pay my debts.”

*****
His eyes were as dark as a truffle, a rich, warm brown so deep she just wanted to dive into them and never surface. In a world where nearly everything was a shade of blue or gray, the color reminded her of her old life. 

Syreena held his eyes with hers. The moment was frozen, as if in ice. Then he lowered his eyes and let them roam over her body. Her skin shivered where his eyes roamed over it.

She lowered her eyes and looked up at Dylan through her eyelashes. “You don’t owe me anything,” she said. Her voice came out in a whisper.

“Without you I would be shark bait.” He laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“It reminds me of a line from a kids’ movie called Finding Nemo. There aren’t any mermaids in it but plenty of fish. My daughter has watched it at least a million times.”

“A movie?”

“It’s a moving picture with words and music.”

Syreena couldn’t imagine it. “I don’t understand.”

“When we get off this island, I’ll take you to see one. My treat.” He turned to face her. “I forgot you weren’t from the same place, I mean time, as me.”

“Tell me about your daughter,” she said.  She’d been so busy trying to picture what a movie might be like she’d almost missed the daughter part.

Daughter meant wife. Syreena’s heart sank. The one man who could see her, touch her, in over two hundred years, and he already had a wife. 

Dylan smiled. “Her name is Mariana. She’s beautiful. Looks a lot like her mother.”

And Madame Gray was beautiful. Syreena’s luck couldn’t get much worse. 

“She’s lived with her mom since our divorce and since I’m usually at sea, I don’t get to see her as much as I’d like.”

“Divorce?” The word felt strange on her tongue. “What does that mean?”

“It means we’re no longer married.”

“Like an annulment?”

He nodded. “Sort of, except this is from the government, not the church. She’s already remarried to another man.”

Syreena breathed a sigh of relief. “This is a good thing?”

“A very good thing.”

He had that right.

A few hours later, a storm began to blow off the water. Clouds, the color of a deep purple bruise, were building quickly and the wind was blowing them toward the cay. The storm was still at sea but it was heading their way.

Lightning shot through the sky, illuminating the water and the beach in a weird white-purple light. Thunder followed almost immediately. Syreena shivered. She  hated storms even though she’d made her way through hundreds of them, if not thousands, but they still scared her as much as the first time.

The first time.

Only a few days after The Change, long before she’d learned to tell the weather by reading the clouds, feeling the pressure changes in her ears and watching the behavior of the other sea life, a hurricane had blown into the Caribbean.

The sea had been angry, as if the top was sinking to the bottom and all the sand and grit moved to the top.

The terror, coupled with the loneliness, was nearly too much to bear.

“The storm is getting closer. We need to find shelter,” Dylan said. 

“There isn’t any, except the trees.”

He looked around the beach. “But most of the trees are standalone. If lighting struck one and you were under it, you’d be a goner.”

She wrapped her arms around her knees and brought them closer to her body. “Sometimes the storms are scary but I’ve never had the tools to build a shelter. Usually I just swim through them.”

“Not this one. I’m going to pull something together.”

“You’ll have to do it fast.” She glanced at the clouds. “It will be here soon.”

“I know.” 

“Your leg?”

“So others may live,” he recited the Coast Guard motto. 

Syreena had no idea what he meant. Maybe it was a language thing.

He pushed himself to his feet with a groan of pain. “Son of a bitch,” he growled. “That hurts.”

“Please don’t open the cut again,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’ll swim through the storm and you can… “

“We need shelter,” he said, hobbling way from the beach and toward the interior of the island. “I won’t let you weather this storm out in the open.”

“But I can swim. I’ll be okay.”

His eyes met hers. “I’m going to take care of you, Syreena. I’m going to protect you from this storm. It’s not negotiable.”

The amulet warmed against her skin. She reached up to touch it. When she wrapped her fingers around it, it gave off a faint buzz.

*****
It was still hard to believe she was a mermaid but seeing her reaction to the idea of a movie did a lot to convince him that she wasn’t from the present time. Not to mention divorce, which was, in his opinion, one of the great triumphs of civil law.

He hoped he didn’t have to be the one to tell her about The French Revolution. From the way she took the news that Haiti no longer served the King of France, that particular war was going to be a hard one to swallow. The fact that there wasn’t even a French King to serve might be even more difficult to accept.

Dylan had fallen overboard and been saved by a time-traveling mermaid.

Time travel? Not really. It wasn’t as if she’d been plucked from the eighteenth century and deposited into 2015. She’d been on hold, separated from the world for over two hundred years and hadn’t aged a day.

Even weirder than time travel.

The pain in his leg was excruciating. It felt like someone was jabbing a hot knife in the space behind his knee with every step but he persisted, kept putting one foot in front of the other until he reached a small grove of trees several hundred yards from the beach.

He looked around, combed his brain for every bit of information he’d learned in his Coast Guard survival course. One look at the clouds told him he didn’t have time to make a Tee-Pee Shelter. A lean-to would have to do for the night.

He combed the ground for something long enough to construct a center beam. He finally found a branch. From the looks of it, it had been in the sea a long time before it washed up because it was weak and littered with tiny holes.

Since there wasn’t a Home Depot nearby, it would have to do. He dragged it toward the trunk of a large palm and wrestled it into place. His injured leg throbbed with every step. Once he was satisfied it was well-placed, he gathered all the palm fronds he could find.

The lightning and thunder were getting closer and closer together.

“Syreena,” he called over the sound of wind and waves. “Bring me the shirt, the one you used to tie off my leg.”

“Okay,” she answered.

When she reached the grove, he said, “Tear it into strips. I need to lash these fronds to the main beam.”

She nodded and began ripping.

Just as he lashed the last frond the main rib, the first fat drop of water hit the roof of the lean-to.

“Made it,” he grinned. “Just in the nick of time. Welcome to our new home.”

She smiled and he felt his heart jump. His leg hurt like hell, but her smile made it worth every twinge of pain.  “Thank you,” she said.

Dylan held aside one of the fronds so that she could enter the lean-to. He entered behind her. “It’s not Versailles but it will keep us safe from the storm.”

“I haven’t had a roof over my head since The Change.” Syreena breathed deeply. “It’s very nice.”

There was very little room inside the canopy of leaves. There was no way to sit without touching her. Not that he was complaining.

Above the fresh misty scent of the rain, was the scent of Syreena. She smelled like jasmine and sun, like the beach. It was incredibly exotic.

He tried not to look at the way her breasts strained the leather bodice. He also tried not to concentrate on the shimmery skirt that looked like it should belong to a mermaid in a Vegas night club.

But it was hard. Damn hard.

“It feels so safe in here,” she said. “I didn’t realize how much I missed having a roof over my head until this very moment.” Tears welled in the corner of her eyes. “After a while, I tried not to think about my life before The Change. It was too hard.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer to him. “I can’t imagine.”

And he couldn’t. While he’d traveled a lot in the Coast Guard, he’d always had a roof over his head. A place to crash. He’d always had friends and family and shipmates.

Syreena had been totally alone for longer than he’d been alive. By nearly two centuries. 

“Who do you miss the most?”

She leaned his head on his shoulder and sighed. “Papa. Sometimes I try to remember how his voice sounded but as time passes, it is more and more difficult. I also miss Colette. She was my nanny but she stayed even after I grew up. She was like a second mother to me.”

“What about your mother?”

“She died of malaria shortly after we arrived in Saint-Domingue. I don’t really even remember her.”

“I’m so sorry, Syreena.” He kissed the top of her head. “You’ve been through so much.”

She buried her head in his chest and cried quietly. He listened to the storm as it came closer and closer and then passed overhead. It felt so right, holding her in his arms, her head pressed against him.

It felt right in a way nothing had ever felt before.

The shelter kept the rain out and he only noticed one leak deep in a corner. 

By the time the thunder was far in the distance, Syreena’s breath was regular again. “You okay?” Dylan asked.

“I’m sorry. It’s just I’ve been alone for so very long.”

He looked into the blue depths of her eyes. “You don’t have to apologize.”

She smiled. “It’s amazing how much I missed human touch.”

He didn’t mean to kiss her. Before he knew it, his lips were on hers.

Syreena tasted like sun and sand. Her lips were moist and supple and he loved the feel of her. She was soft and firm at the same time.

He threaded his fingers through her hair and cradled the back of her head in his hand.  Dylan pulled her even closer to him. While he’d kissed his share of girls, this was something new. Something totally different. He couldn’t get close enough to her, couldn’t kiss her deeply enough.

She gave off a soft moan and he felt himself grow hard. A lifetime of mermaid fantasies culminated in this moment. He ran his fingers along the skin of her back and marveled at how smooth it was. Her full breasts pushed against his bare chest and it was the most erotic feeling in the world.

Syreena broke the kiss and pulled back to look at him. Her eyes were large and clear and in them, he saw all the beauty of the sea. The beauty he’d been chasing for as long as he could remember. She smiled.

“Now I know why people want to kiss,” she said quietly.

“That was your first kiss?”

She nodded.

“Could’ve fooled me.”

The storm broke overhead, the thunder so close it seemed directly overhead. Syreena shivered and he pulled her close to him. She tucked her head into his chest and he marveled at the feel of her hair ticking his chest. “It’s okay,” he whispered into the crown of her head. “You’re safe.”

“I’d rather be swimming. I feel safer in the water.”

“But we have shelter now and we have each other.”

Her shaking slowed. “I haven’t seen a storm in so long.”

He tilted her head up with his index finger. “Let’s watch this one, then.”

Lighting bounced off the water turning it into a wash of neon blues and purples. The rain wasn’t far behind and the large drops pounded the fronds of the roof but Dylan and Syreena stayed dry.

“That’s amazing,” she said as a blue-white jagged slice of lighting split the sky. “Look at all those colors. They remind me of how my Papa described fireworks.”

“You’ve never seen fireworks?”

Syreena shook her head. “No. My father saw them, though. It was one of my favorite stories. When I was just a child, not quite a year old, Mama and Papa went to Versailles to celebrate the marriage of Marie Antoinette to Louis XVI. He used to describe it to me when I had a hard time sleeping.”

The mermaid sitting next to him had been born before Marie Antoinette became the Queen of France. He shook his head. The whole scenario was unbelievable.

“Papa said the spectacle lasted half an hour. Mama didn’t care for the noise or the smells, but Papa said it was wonderful.” Her eyes danced in the low light, sparkled, shimmered. 

“Maybe I can take you to see some fireworks if we ever get off this island. There’s a nice display in Boston on the Fourth of July.”

Syreena turned to him, her face backlit by the crackling lighting. “That would be magical.” Her eyes were child-like and full of wonder. “If only I could tell Papa.”

Dylan placed his hand on the small of her back. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

“I’ve missed Papa every day. Wondered what happened to him.”

“Maybe he escaped and died a natural death.”

“I hope so,” she whispered. “He deserved that.” She snuggled closer and Dylan wrapped his arm around her.

“We’ll get out of here. I’ll find a way.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

When the storm finally passed, Syreena looked at Dylan. “Thank you. I’d forgotten how beautiful storms could be.”

“You’re safe and dry tonight. Let’s get some rest.”

She curled up beside him, her pelvis tucked into his. Her ass was perfectly shaped and he loved the feel of it rubbing against him. He fought an erection, tried to think of every unsexy thing he could: crochet, sub sandwiches, Walmart. It didn’t work. Thankfully, Syreena fell asleep quickly.

While she slept next to him, he worked on devising a plan to get off the island. His leg, while it still hurt like hell, would be fine in a couple of days. Fine enough to stage an attempt at getting the hell off this island and back to civilization.

With the storm, the Coast Guard might not have had the opportunity to launch a search operation. Depending on the conditions that caused the rogue wave that knocked him overboard, coupled with the storm they’d just weathered, it might be tomorrow before they could start looking in earnest.

Dylan would do his part. He’d spent most of his adult life aboard a Coast Guard cutter. He could navigate by the stars as well as anyone. As soon as the clouds cleared, he’d try to get a better bearing on where they might be.

For tonight, sleep was what he needed most.

He wrapped his arm around Syreena’s waist, breathed in the scent of her hair and tried to ignore his hard-on. Again.

It was a long time before he dozed off.










  
 

CHAPTER FIVE
Syreena opened her eyes and realized she was still in the shelter. She ran her fingers down her hip and realized she still had human legs. Usually she had to Change every few hours but for some reason she’d been able to sleep all night in her human form. Her stomach growled and she knew it was time for a swim. It was time to trade her toes for fins again.

She left Dylan sleeping and went for a quick swim. After her breakfast, he was still sleeping so Syreena grabbed his clothes from the rock where they had been drying. She’d intended to put them under a stone so they wouldn’t blow away but when she began to fold the shirt, she discovered a hard lump in the breast pocket.

She unbuttoned the pocket and found a small silver rectangle. It was bendable but retained its shape. Curious. There was some sort of closure. It was silver and had little metal teeth. Syreena took the metal tab between her fingers and pulled.

The package opened, as if by magic.

A Syreena couldn’t believe her luck. A book!

A book!

She stifled a squeal. She didn’t want to wake Dylan, mostly because she wanted a few uninterrupted minutes to read. She was torn between wanting to dive in and read it all at once and limiting herself to only a chapter at a time so it would last longer.

Diving in won. 

She plopped down into the sand and opened it to the first page.

The reading was slow, not because the book wasn’t incredibly exciting (it was), but because she was so out of practice. The fact that it was in English slowed her down even more. Many of the things they talked about were unfamiliar to her. Cellphones, laptops, Mini Cooper. She planned to ask Dylan about it as soon as he woke.

Syreena flipped the page and began chapter four.

“Enjoying it?” Dylan looked down at her.

Syreena jumped and placed her hand over her heart. “You scared me,” she said. “When did you start walking without groaning?”

He shrugged. “A good night’s sleep seems to have really helped.” He ran his finger along the stitches. “It’s still a little sore.”

She put the book down on the sand. “I’m glad to hear it’s only a little sore.”

Dylan sat on the beach beside her. “I think it’s going to be okay. Maybe I’ll go for a swim later. I feel grimy.”

“The water is nice today but you might want to keep the cut dry for a couple of days. I was thinking about a walk along the beach to see if anything washed up in the storm yesterday.”

“Some trinkets to add to the secret treasure box?”

She giggled. “A ruby necklace would be nice.”

“Or an emerald?” he teased.

“That would be fine, too.”

“Let me have a quick swim and then I’ll walk with you.”

She nodded. “That will give me time to get through this chapter.”

“I don’t have a change of clothes, so I’ll have to go in my birthday suit,” he said, rising into a standing position. He winced and Syreena glanced at his leg. No redness. No signs of infection but it still looked painful.

“Birthday suit?” she asked.

He winked. “Au naturel.” His voice was low, like a growl. She felt her face flush. “No peeking.”

Indeed.

Though she’d spent some of her early childhood in the best drawing rooms of Paris, life in Saint-Domingue was much more relaxed. On a large sugar plantation, overrun with African slaves, she’d seen more than most women of her age and station.

But she’d never seen a man denude. 

“Cover your eyes,” he said.

“I’m reading. I won’t look. The book’s more exciting anyway.”

“Liar.” Dylan laughed. He turned his back to her and allowed his shorts and underwear to drop onto the sand. “How can you resist?”

Syreena dropped the book. Mon Dieu! His backside was so perfect he’d made Michelangelo’s David look soft and flabby. Symmetry, musculature, skin tone. Perfect.

“What do you think?” he asked, looking at her over his shoulder.

She couldn’t think in French, much less English. “I… I… ,”

“You peeked!” he said, mocking offense. “You bad girl!” With the laughing admonition, he limped toward the water.

*****
Dylan couldn’t go back into the water.

As soon as his toe touched the salt water of the ocean, he jumped backward as if he’d hit a wall. It wasn’t the temperature. The water was nearly as warm as a bath. He took a deep breath and tried again. He couldn’t force himself to put his toe back into the water. Not even here, where it was only a sliver of an inch deep. Something was terribly wrong. It was if he was suffering from some kind of weird paralysis.

His heart hammered in his chest.  He took a step backward. His hands were shaking. Fear crept across his skull in a web of tingles.

What the hell?

He’d been around water his whole life. He’d had a pool in the backyard of his childhood home in Miami. He’d been a lifeguard in college. He’d been at sea for the better part of eight years in the Coast Guard.

Dylan knew what to do when it came to the ocean. 

But now, he couldn’t even stick his damn toe into the drink.

Ridiculous. Stupid. Unacceptable.

He tried again. This time, even though every cell in his body screamed for him to back away, stay in the sand, he slowly walked out until the water lapped just above his ankle bone. There was no way to explain the terrified feeling racing through his veins, paralyzing him.

Dylan stepped backward.

Tried again to stick the other foot in. No luck.

Maybe it was too soon. 

“Are you alright?” Syreena called from the beach.

“Yeah. Fine,” he called back. “Just thinking maybe I shouldn’t try to swim with this bum leg. If it starts bleeding again, I might have a problem.” There was no way he was telling a mermaid he was having issues with water. It was temporary. Just a little shell-shock.

“Want to take that walk now?”

“Not until you put your pants back on,” she answered. 

“Deal,” he said. “Close your eyes. I’m coming for my shorts.”

Syreena had the grace to lower her eyes demurely. As if she hadn’t been watching him the entire time he walked toward her.

He stepped into his shorts, stiff with the salt water, and zipped the fly. “Ready?”

“Can I look now?”

“You’ve been looking the whole time.”

“Have not,” she replied. 

“Can’t fool me.” He offered her his hand and pulled her to her feet. “Which way?”

She pointed to the beach leading north. “Let’s walk that way. There’s a little cove up there where things like to wash up after a storm.”

He didn’t want to let go of her hand. It was so small, so delicate. “I’m following you,” he said, letting go one finger at a time.

The beach was wide and the sand was so fine it felt like flour beneath his feet. The sun was near its apex and his shoulders burned with the heat. For the first time since he’d landed on this island, he felt dry. The water was so blue it looked fake, like a retouched calendar.

The cut still hurt when we walked. He was taking it slow, walking in the dry sand out of reach of the water, while Syreena combed the beach for interesting finds. The water. What the hell had that been about?

“Look at this,” she said, dashing back to the water line. The excitement made her voice sound child-like. “I can’t believe it!” Syreena bent at the waist and picked something from the sand. Dylan tried not to stare at her ass. The shimmery skirt was just long enough to make it hard to see anything but short enough to make him hope.

“What is it?”

“It’s a ring!” She dipped it into the water and ran back to him. “Look! A diamond ring.”

It was an engagement ring. A large diamond, catching the rays of the sun, was set into a gold band. “Any inscription?” he asked.

She wrinkled her brow. “Inscription?”

He reached out his hand. Turning the ring over and over in the light, there was nothing on the inside of the band. “Nope. Blank.”

It was just as well; it wasn’t like they could find the owner anyway. They were, after all, in the same boat as Gilligan only without the Professor or the radio.

“It fits perfectly,” Syreena squealed, placing it on her ring finger.

A chill ran up his spine. He wasn’t sure exactly why.

*****
After the walk, Syreena went for a swim. When she returned to the beach, Dylan was drawing in the smooth sand, using a scrap of seaweed as a pencil. “I’m working on plans for a raft.”

Syreena, still a little shaky from the change, sat just outside the shade of the shelter. “Think you can build one?”

He looked up at her with his chocolate brown eyes. “I had to build one when I did my Coast Guard training but that was a long time ago.”

She stood over him and looked down at the scribbling in the sand. “What does all this mean?” she asked.

Dylan loved math. The order, the predictability. Math was black and white, practical. Dependable.

“Just some calculations. We’ll need a raft that will support our weights. Since we have no idea how long it will take us to get to—”

“Saint-Domingue?”

He nodded. “We’ll need shelter. I’m thinking we’ll need a raft that will support at least four hundred pounds. I weigh 195 and I’m guessing you weigh about 120. I don’t want to cut it too close.”

“I weigh only a hundred pounds.”

Women hadn’t changed that much since 1791.

Dylan continued. “There isn’t enough wood here to make much.” He shook his head. “It seems like an impossible task.”

“I could swim and find the things you need. You wouldn’t believe what’s on the ocean floor.”

He bit his lower lip. “I never thought of that. Hmmm. I’ll make a list.”

A couple of hours later, a light bulb went off in Dylan’s head. Water bottles. They were everywhere. Surely they could find enough to build a raft. In his life aboard a Coast Guard cutter, thousands of water bottles had passed through his hands and yet he had no idea how much water they held. 

What he did know was Archimedes’ principle, or the law of upthrust. It said, “A body immersed in a fluid is buoyed up by a force equal to the weight of the displaced fluid.” Just a complicated way of saying one pound of water will support one pound of weight.

He tried to remember the weight of the bottles. As best he could recall, they weighed about a pound each. It was rough math but he’d have to make it work. If he’d known he was going overboard, he’d have brought a calculator and a pocket knife. And a map. A huge map.

“Have you seen any water bottles?” he asked Syreena.

She looked up from the book in her hand. The book that was so exciting it landed him on a tropical island with a French mermaid. “What do they look like?”

“Plastic, clear, about this tall.” He estimated the size with his hands.

She nodded. “I see them everywhere. They’re used to carry water?” She wrinkled her brow. “That’s silly.”

This wasn’t the time for an argument on the genius, or lack thereof, of twenty-first century mankind. “I need some. A lot of them, actually.”

“How many?”

“Several hundred.”

Syreena sighed and placed the closed book on the rock beside her. “Then we’d better start looking.”

*****
Before Dylan asked for the bottles, she’d seen them everywhere. They washed up on beaches, bobbed in the water, sank to the bottom filled with all sorts of junk Syreena didn’t recognize. Didn’t want to recognize.

She and Dylan had been combing the shore for a long time and they only had a handful of bottles to show for their work. 

“This is going to take weeks. Maybe months,” Dylan said. He kicked the sand with his toe.

Syreena understood his frustration, after all she’d been trying to get home a lot longer than he had. “We’ll keep looking. Sometimes a bunch wash up at once.”

“But we need hundreds.”

“I’m sorry you’re stuck here with me.”

He stopped and turned to face her. “It’s not you, Syreena. I couldn’t ask for a better island mate. It’s just that I’ll lose my job if the Coast Guard thinks I’m AWOL.”

“AWOL? What a funny sounding word.”

“It’s an acronym. It means absent without leave.”

“But you didn’t leave on purpose. You were thrown overboard.” Who would jump off a perfectly good boat in the middle of nowhere?

“That’s true. I just need to get back.”

“Me, too.”

“Let’s keep looking, then.”

By the time the sun washed the water into the color of burnished gold, they had a total of twenty-six bottles. At that rate, it would take two weeks just to find the bottles. But what was two weeks when you had over two hundred years under your belt? Fins. Whatever.

*****
Dylan couldn’t stop thinking about the way Syreena tasted. The way she smelled.

He got a hard-on just thinking about the way she spooned next to him at night.

But he couldn’t indulge his mermaid fantasies. His main goal was getting the hell off this island and back aboard his cutter. Even though Syreena was beautiful and charming and he’d love to spend the foreseeable future on an island with a mermaid who cooked amazing food and looked like a MAXIM cover model, his commanding officer would be wondering where the hell he was.

AWOL was not how he wanted to end his career.

Dylan kept a close watch on the sky. No helicopters, no boats. If the Coast Guard was searching for him, they were evidently looking in the wrong place. He combed his mind for an alternative solution. If the Coast Guard wasn’t coming to him, he’d have to find a way to go to the Coast Guard.

The water bottle collection operation was unpredictable at best. Some days they only found a couple, other days they found ten or twelve. He was beginning to doubt they’d ever find enough to build a raft. He hadn’t even begun to tackle the question of how he was going to tie the bottles together or craft a platform.

Even with the raft, would he be able to get onto it?

Where would he go on the open ocean without a map? Without a place for water stores?

Son of a bitch.

“Are you alright?” Syreena asked. 

He looked up at her. “Yeah. Fine.”

“You don’t sound so fine. Do you want to talk about it?”

Dylan shook his head. He’d been on the island for nine days and every day he’d tried to get into the water and failed. Miserably.

He couldn’t bear to even wade, much less swim. He’d used water from the discarded barrel Syreena used to collect fresh rain water to bathe. 

It was time to try again. “I’m going on a walk. See if any more bottles have washed up.”

“Want company?”

“Nah. Thanks.”

When he was out of Syreena’s sight, he walked to the edge of the surf and inched forward until he was sure the next wave would catch his feet. When it did, he jumped backward as if he’d been burned. 

He had to get ahold of himself. He had to get off this island. 

Aquaphobia wasn’t helping.

*****
Syreena didn’t know very much about seduction. While living on a sugar plantation was a far cry from the life of an aristocratic Frenchwoman, she’d still been very sheltered. She knew very little about what when on between a man and a woman. The kiss she and Dylan shared in the lean-to was one hell of a crash course.

Just being close to him made her body burn. It was uncomfortable and exciting all at the same time. He made her feel warm and liquid, like she was the most beautiful person on the face of the earth. She planned to use his attraction to make sure he got them off this cay.

Her body was telling her that there was much more to the relationship between and man and a woman than kissing and she had to figure it out. Quickly.

For now, Dylan was the one.

She’d worry about the rest later.

Syreena retrieved her box and opened it. It was filled with all her most prized possessions, and it was her only toolbox. Maybe a little attention to her toilette was the place to begin. It would be difficult. After all, before The Change, she’d always had Colette’s help. Colette had helped her dress and undress. She’d fixed her hair, put on her jewelry.

Syreena hadn’t had many formal occasions, or any other kinds of occasions, in so long she’d nearly forgotten the excitement that fluttered in her chest when it was time to get ready for an occasion.

Dylan certainly was an occasion. The occasion.

She might have limited resources, but she had to make Dylan fall in love with her. She had to seduce him.

Her whole body tingled with the idea.

 After settling herself on a large rock, she opened the box and took her small mirror and a comb that had washed up. There wasn’t much she could do with her curly hair, but she took the comb and ran it through her hair, smoothing it as she went.

She checked the mirror and liked what she saw. Next she chose a fragment of a red ribbon, bleached to a dull brick by the sun, and tied the sides of her hair back. Without the hair spiraling onto her face, her eyes looked much bigger. Clearer.

If only she had something to tint her lips.

By the time she finished, Dylan was back from his walk. She’d cooked some mussels and warmed some seaweed. The food smelled really good to her and for the first time in ages, literally ages, she was going to eat cooked meat.

She hoped she could hold it down. 

“I cooked dinner,” she said, pulling the mussels off the fire and checking them to make sure they all opened. “I’m going to eat with you.”

Dylan raised one eyebrow. “You are?”

She nodded and sat next to him on the sand. She placed the large shell they used as a plate between them. “Bon appetite!”

The first bite was delicious. Her taste buds rejoiced at the salty, warm taste. “Délicieux!” she proclaimed in her native French. She took another from the place and used her fingers to pry the mussel from the shell. “Taste,” she said, slipping it into his mouth.

His tongue caught the side of her finger. It wasn’t by accident. He trailed it along slowly making her aware of every millimeter of skin. A delicious shiver raced all the way up her arm. “Délicieux!”

Dylan made the word sound naughty and Syreena liked it.

“Are you talking about the mussels or my finger?”

“I’m not sure. Come here,” he said. His voice was low and it vibrated something deep in Syreena’s belly.

She dropped the shell and scooted closer to him. Heat rippled off his body and she ran her fingers along his bare chest. He shivered at her touch. Syreena looked up at him through her lashes.

His lips brushed hers. This kiss was different. It was softer, slower and she eased into it, delighting in the way it made her body feel languid and warm. Dylan ran his tongue along her lower lip, stopping to nibble lightly along the way.

Syreena kissed him back. His gentle kisses made her more confident and she mirrored what he did. When she ran her tongue along his lower lip, he moaned. “Kissing just isn’t enough,” he whispered onto her lips.

Maybe seducing him wasn’t going to be so difficult after all.

Dylan put one hand behind Syreena’s back and used the other to gently lower her onto the sand. The sand was warm beneath her back and she liked the weight of him on top of her. He moved from her lips, dropping a line of hot kisses along the length of her neck and across her chest.

His touch was so light, so tender it set her teeth on edge.

He stopped kissing her and looked deeply into her eyes. “I can stop,” he whispered.

Syreena shook her head. She didn’t want him to stop.

He nodded at her answer and ran his index finger along the top of her leather bodice. Her nipples tightened at his touch. Down below, underneath the shimmery skirt, a wetness soaked her. The anticipation was so sweet it nearly hurt.

He unsnapped the bodice, snap by agonizing snap, stopping to taste every inch of her that was revealed. When he reached the last snap, he tugged the garment free and tossed it aside. Her breasts were bare to the night air and her nipples were so hard they ached.

Dylan took one between his thumb and forefinger while he nipped at the other with his teeth. Syreena cried out at the exquisite pleasure. He kept both hands on her breasts as he moved down the line of her flat stomach and then he licked a circle around her belly button.

Syreena arched her back and he slid her skirt off her hips. “You are so beautiful,” he said in a voice that sounded more like a growl. “You’re like a fantasy come true.”

“So are you,” she said.

His lips met hers and heat blazed between them. There was a desperation, a hunger that wasn’t there before.

Dylan pulled away just long enough to slide his shorts off his hips and onto the sand.  He balanced his weight on top of her and it felt right perfect. She felt his manhood brush against her belly and she shivered. It was so large. So hard.

He took it in one hand and rubbed it against her. Her body reacted to him instantly. She was warm and wet and she liked it.

It was divine.

“Are you sure?” he asked again.

She kissed him in response. It was a hard, demanding kiss. She meant it.

“I can’t wait another second,” he growled.

And then he was inside her. She gasped. It was pleasure mixed with pain. He filled her completely and even though it hurt a little, it was the most magnificent sensation she’d ever felt.

She arched her back and squeezed his ass with her hands. Syreena loved the flexing of his muscles as he moved against her. “That feels wonderful,” she moaned.

Dylan began slowly, thrusting in and out of her in a lazy rhythm. He swiveled his hips from side to side, rubbing against her in just the right spot. After placing  a hand on either side of her, he bent so that his lips blazed against hers. Every inch of her skin burned for his attention, his touch.

“Oh, Dylan, I love the way you fill me up,” she said.

He thrust faster, bringing her to the brink of something she’d never even imagined. His lips never left her. They were on her neck, her lips, her breasts. His touch made her whole body feel like it was made of liquid.

And then she was flying, above the water, around the sun. The whole world dissolved into soft, filtered images.

Dylan pumped harder and she felt his muscles contract. His release came shortly after hers and he lay on top of her, his nose nuzzled between her jaw and shoulder bone.

“Oh, God,” he said. “That was amazing.”

*****
The next morning, Syreena woke feeling more rested than she had in two hundred years. After making love to Dylan, she’d fallen asleep in his arms. For the first time since The Change she was happy to wake up in the middle of the ocean.

Dylan was still sleeping so she turned onto her side and looked at him. He was so handsome. In the soft light of the morning, his olive skin made him lookhe looked like an Adonis. His eyelashes were jet black and so long Syreena was envious.

A bubble of hope started deep in her stomach and made its way up to her heart. Maybe there was something more powerful at work here, something so ancient she couldn’t understand it. The man who was thrown overboard could’ve been anyone. An old man. A cruel man. A dumb man. But Dylan was none of those. He was kind and smart and close to her age. 

Maybe he was the one.

Not just the one to get her off the island but the one. Like Mama and Papa. Two halves of the same heart.

Since the first night, when he’d built the shelter to protect them from the storm, she’d stayed in human form all night. She wasn’t swimming nearly as much as she did before he came. Maybe that meant something.

After a breakfast swim, Syreena dressed in her skirt and bodice. It was time to look for bottles.

The soft light of the morning, along with the breeze, made the island look new, sparkly. She’d left the shelter without breakfast and her stomach grumbled. The ocean was calm, like mirrored glass, and Syreena decided to go for a swim.

She shucked off the bodice and the skirt and tossed them under a palm tree.

Out here, clothes made no sense, especially when no one could see her but they’d washed up separately and she’d worn them to preserve at least some of her modesty, even if she was invisible. Thankfully, she’d had them when she found Dylan. Otherwise the situation would’ve been even more awkward.

Being stuck on an island with a mermaid was difficult enough. A naked mermaid would’ve been impossible.

The water felt wonderful on her skin. She smiled when the salt stung in places where Dylan’s stubble had rubbed her skin. After just enjoying the shallows for a bit, she focused her mind and prepared for The Change.

Nothing happened.

Syreena refocused.

Still nothing.

The Change had always been easy. From the beginning, she’d been able to switch back into her fins within just a few minutes. She touched the amulet that hung between her naked breasts and tried again.

Nothing.

Syreena had been ready to ditch her fins years ago but now that the option wasn’t available to her anymore, she was scared. What if she needed to swim through a storm? How was she going to make it back to Saint-Domingue without being able to swim?

For as long as she was stuck out here in the middle of the Caribbean, she needed fins.

Was it the love making? Had that sucked all the power out of the amulet?

After a couple more tries, she gave up and decided to try The Change later in the day. For now, she needed to find some materials for the raft.

On that account, she hit the jackpot.

Judging by the sun, it was past midday when she walked back to the small beach where the shelter was located. Dylan was hovered over his sand-drawings again, scribbling with a stick.

“I found fifty bottles,” she called. “Just around the neck of the cay.”

He looked up from his work and smiled. Syreena instantly warmed to him. In all the right places. “That brings our total to three hundred six.”

“Just a few more days and you should be able to start construction.”

“If I can figure out a way to tie them together,” he said. He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Maybe you can find some string later.”

Syreena didn’t want to tell him. She wanted to try again tonight before she told him that the mermaid fins might be a thing of the past. “We have your boot laces.”

He shook his head. “Not enough to be of much use.”

She stood over him and he wrapped one arm around her leg. His fingers trailed along the sensitive skin on the inside of her thigh. “Last night was …,” his voice trailed off and he grinned. He pulled her closer and kissed her softly on the lips.

“Magnifique,” she finished for him.










  
 

CHAPTER SIX
Syreena wasn’t herself.

Dylan should’ve known better than to sleep with her. Despite the fact that she was nearly two hundred and fifty years old, she was young, naive. She’d been a virgin. He felt like the biggest heel in the world. He should’ve taken the time to explain things to her, make her understand what was happening.

But the taste of her was just too much.

He watched her walk along the shore, dipping her toes in the water every few feet. He should go talk to her. Ask her how she was feeling.

With a groan he rose from the sand and walked toward her. “You okay?” he asked when he reached her.

She nodded. “Fine. How’s the leg?”

He looked down and ran his finger along the sutures. “Healing nicely but it’s still a little tender.”

“I did pretty good work, then.”

“Excellent,” he said. “Listen, last night, I didn’t plan for that to happen. I should’ve–,”

“I planned for it to happen,” Syreena said. “You didn’t like it?” She held her hand up to her forehead to block the sun. In the half-light, her eyes shifted between blue and green. The diamond ring on her finger caught the sun’s rays and flickered.

“I liked it,” he admitted. “I liked it a lot.”

She smiled. “Then everything’s okay?”

“Better than okay. Magnifique,” he said, borrowing her word. “You just seem a little different today and I wanted to make sure you weren’t upset about anything.”

She bit her bottom lip. “I’m okay.”

He took her small hand in his. “Want to look for some bottles?”

“You romantic devil.” She swatted at him with her free hand. “You know just how to keep a lady entertained.”

They walked down the beach in the opposite direction she’d gone this morning. The cay was long and narrow and walking all the way around took the better part of a day. The found two water bottles and a cut-crystal perfume bottle.

“It’s so pretty,” Syreena said. “It looks almost new.” The bottle was nearly half full. Syreena put it close to her nose and sniffed. “I can’t smell anything.” She frowned.

“Here,” Dylan said, taking the bottle into his hand and pressing down on the spray. “Like this.” Surprisingly, it still worked. The scent of vanilla and lime poured into the air. Syreena skipped through the mist.

“Did I get some on me?” she asked.

Dylan leaned in and took a sniff of her neck. “Mmmmm,” he said. “Good enough to eat.”

On the way back to the shelter, Dylan looked out into the blue of the Caribbean and prayed he’d see a ship. Something. He needed to get off this island and with his aquaphobia getting worse, he wasn’t sure how he was going to talk himself into getting onto the raft.

Lost in thought, he wasn’t paying attention to where he was walking. When the surf licked his bare feet, he cried out.

Syreena placed her hand on his arm. “Did something bite you?”

Dylan shook his head. “Just stepped wrong. Still some soreness in my leg. I’m okay.” He hoped she didn’t hear the lie.

He hoped his fear would cure itself before he had to tell Syreena.

*****
Syreena wasn’t an engineer but she knew incredible bounty when she found it.

A huge fishing net had washed up onto the island overnight. There was enough string in it to make several rafts. She pulled it along the beach, kicking up sand as she half-skipped, half-ran back to Dylan.

“Look what I found!” she yelled. “It’s perfect!” She placed the net on the sand in front of Dylan’s drawings.

He picked up one end of it and looked it over. “It is perfect. The only thing we need is a way to lash them together once we put the bottles inside.”

“I have an idea.”

An hour later, her fingers were sore and bleeding but they had lashing. Syreena remembered a vine growing in the center of the island and she used a sharp shell to cut large sections of it off the trunks of the trees. She’d brought it back to the shelter and stripped the leaves from the vine. A large pile of naked vines, three to five feet in length, lay piled at her feet. 

“Is this enough?” she asked Dylan.

He was systematically opening all the water bottles and draining every drop of water from them. “I think it will be.”

“Why do the bottles have to be completely empty?”

He looked up at her and her heart beat a little faster. She was becoming more and more attracted to him each day. And each day, concentrating on The Change became more and more difficult. Just the idea of raw fish made her stomach threaten to flip over.

“My math isn’t exact. Every droplet of water, no matter how small, adds up. We want the most buoyancy we can manage.”

Syreena still didn’t quite understand but she didn’t have to. She trusted Dylan.

“When I’m sure they’re dry, we’ll close them all back up, divide them into two piles and tie a section of net around them. They’ll be like pontoons.”

“What about a platform?”

Dylan shook his head. “Still working on that.”

“There’s a large metal plate just a few hundred feet off the beach, on the ocean floor. Maybe I could bring it back and we could try it.”

He chewed on his bottom lip. “Depends on the weight of it but it’s worth a try.”

Syreena had forgotten she wasn’t quite the mermaid she used to be. She hoped she could pull it off. “I’ll dive for it tomorrow. It’s already getting dark.”

Maybe tomorrow, when she woke, she could concentrate enough to bring about The Change.

“Night time is the right time,” he said in that growly voice she was beginning to love.

“The right time for what?” she asked batting her eyelashes in an exaggerated way.

“Come over here and I’ll show you.”

After Syreena went to sleep, he eased his arm out from under her and walked outside to the beach. He lay back the sand and studied the stars. It had been a long time since he’d studied a star chart but he remembered enough to quickly located Polaris, the North Star. This far south, just over a thousand miles from the equator, it was low on the horizon. Luckily, it was a clear night and he spotted it after only a couple of minutes.

If only he had a proper chart and a calculator. He’d even settle for a sextant and some notebook paper.

All he had was his hand. He used his outstretched fist to take a rough measurement. He remembered, from a book he’d read aboard the boat, that the angle of an outstretched fist was approximately ten degrees. In just a few minutes, he’d found North and estimated his latitude.

He tried to remember the course of the Coast Guard Cutter, tried to figure out where he was when he went overboard. They’d sailed between Cuba and Jamaica with Cuba on the port side. They’d been heading southeast which meant Haiti must be to the east.

While there was no way to be extremely accurate, they could sail by night and navigate using Polaris and his outstretched fist.

Dylan took a deep breath. Haiti. Of all the beautiful Caribbean islands, she had to be from the one that wasn’t safe, stable. He had no desire to visit Haiti, especially after the destruction of the 2011 earthquake, but Syreena insisted on going back there.

The things men do for love.

Love. The word froze in his mind.

He couldn’t fall in love with a two hundred and fifty year old mermaid. He wasn’t in love with her. Attracted to her? Yes. Fascinated by her story? Absolutely.

In love? Nope.

If she insisted on Haiti, he’d take her there. He could find a phone, call for help and find a way back to his tub.

In five years, this would be a pleasant dreamlike memory. Nothing more. A story he’d tell his Coast Guard buddies after too much rum. Not that any of them would ever believe it was anything more than a story he made up just to impress them.

If Syreena could find the metal sheet and it was light enough to use, they could be off the island in a matter of days. She’d finally break the curse and he’d be back on active duty.

Not all relationships were meant to last forever.

He wasn’t sure if that realization made him happy or heartbroken.

*****
Syreena was up early the next morning. Making love to Dylan was like a magical sleeping draught. After the nights they’d shared, she no longer worried about her bodice and skirt. She was totally comfortable being au naturel with Dylan. Any modesty she might have possessed was a thing of the past.

She wanted to try The Change while she was rested and alert. She walked past Dylan and said, “I’ll be back.” He’d found a breadfruit tree in the center of the island and he was eating a large one for breakfast. “I’m going to see if I can find that piece of metal.”

“Be careful,” he said, chewing on a large bite. He swatted her naked fanny as she passed by him.

Syreena giggled with delight. “I’ll be back soon.”

In the shallows of the water, she closed her eyes and concentrated on her tail. She imagined the iridescent scales, the feel of the muscular fins. It took a while, but she finally began to feel the gentle tugging and fusing she’d become so familiar with over the years. The Change. It was happening.

When she opened her eyes, she was shocked at what she saw. Her tail wasn’t nearly as shiny as it once was and it looked weak. Small. Withered.

It scared her. While Syreena had been ready to give up her fins for a long time, she didn’t want to be stuck out here in the middle of the ocean with no way to get the things she might need from the ocean.

Being a mermaid made a lot of things easier. Like finding food, resources she could reuse and keeping safe in a storm.

She had to find the metal plate and she and Dylan had to get off the island. This might be her last swim as a real mermaid.

Syreena swam into the shallow water, flicking her tail behind her. Her fins weren’t very strong and she had to exert herself just to swim past the jagged reef that ringed this part of the island and into the deep. Since the first time Dylan kissed her, she’d spent more and more time on land and her fins had suffered.

She fought her way to the bottom, foot by agonizing foot. She swam along the sand, never slowing to pay attention to the fish or the coral. Syreena was on a mission and she had tunnel vision.

Only a few minutes into her swim, she felt like she wasn’t getting enough oxygen, as if she wasn’t swimming fast enough to keep water moving across her gills. She’d never felt that way before. Swimming as a mermaid had always been effortless, now it was a chore.

She was beginning to lose hope of ever finding the piece of metal when light reflected off something tucked partially beneath the sand. She swam over and used her fingertips to wipe the sand away. She’d found it.

The only thing left was to get to the surface with it.

She pulled it free and kicked as hard as she could with her tail toward the surface.

Halfway to the top, she knew something was terribly wrong. One glance down at her tail, and she knew she had to get to the surface fast. After centuries of wishing, her dream was coming true. At the worst possible time.  Syreena wasn’t a mermaid anymore.

And if she wasn’t a mermaid, she couldn’t swim.

Before The Change, the deepest water she’d ever been in was the bath. She wasn’t sure she could make her legs work like fins but she didn’t have any choice. Her muscles burned like they were on fire. It took every ounce of determination she had to fight her way to the top. She was determined not to be the mermaid who drowned.

When she broke the surface, she gasped. Air rushed into her lungs making her feel light-headed. She cradled the plate against her chest, rolled onto her back and tried to slow down her breathing. No doubt she looked like a winded otter.

The cay wasn’t far. She had to get there.

By the time she walked onto the beach, she was exhausted. Dylan rushed out to meet her. “What happened? Why are you so tired?” He took the metal plate from her and tossed it onto the sand.

Syreena shook her head, unable to explain. She was so short of breath she wasn’t able to talk. She collapsed onto the sand. Dylan sat beside her and wrapped his arm around her.

 Then the realization hit him. “You didn’t have to Change.” She looked up at him and their eyes met. “I don’t understand,” he said.

“I don’t think I’m a mermaid anymore. I never learned to swim before The Change. Without my tail, I’m in big trouble.”

*****
While Syreena dozed in the sand, Dylan moved the piece of metal to his staging area. He’d already made the pontoons using the empty water bottles and the net. The metal was thin and light and if he could find a way to use the remaining vines to lash it to the raft, it should work perfectly.

As he worked, he wondered about Syreena and her inability to Change. She’d told him several times about the spell her father and his servant had cast. There were only two things needed to break it:  she had to find a man who was her equal and her protector, and she had to return to the place where the spell was cast and drop the amulet in the ocean.

Neither of those conditions had been met.

Oh, Christ.

What if they had been met?

Dylan shook his head. He wasn’t her equal. She was the daughter of a wealthy plantation owner. Her father had been at the wedding of Marie Antoinette. Syreena was privileged, a French aristocrat. He was a kid from Miami who’d gone to college on scholarship.

On the other hand, whatever spirits were watching from above might count he and Syreena as equals. He designed the boat, she found the missing materials. She found and prepared the food, he built the shelter.

They were, kind of, equals.

Oh, fuck.

He didn’t intend to be her protector. That, too, just happened.

He couldn’t be the one. Wouldn’t be the one.

He didn’t have time for love. He had a career, a daughter.

A daughter he intended to spend more time with as soon as he touched solid ground.

“Ouch,” he yelled. The edge of the metal plate cut a gash into his finger. “Son of a bitch.”

Dylan still wasn’t convinced this whole experience wasn’t some kind of hallucination. A lucid dream. Something other than reality.

He was so busy trying to figure out how the hell he ended up on an island with a mermaid who needed to get back to eighteenth century Haiti, he didn’t realize Syreena was standing right behind him.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“Fine,” he grumbled. “We can leave as soon as I get this shit all tied together.”

“Did I do something wrong?” she asked. “Are you upset with me?”

He looked up at her and hated the way his body instantly reacted to hers. He was old enough to know better than to think with his dick but when he was around Syreena, he couldn’t help it. She was everything he’d ever dreamed of in a woman. If only she were really just a woman.

Even if they broke the mermaid curse, she was still a product of eighteenth century Haiti. The world was nothing like the one she remembered. There were computers and smartphones and credit cards. Television and radio. Electricity and cars.

Syreena would have a lot of catching up to do, an adjustment period she couldn’t even begin to imagine.

What would they have in common in the real world? If anything?

Dylan shook his head. “I’m just frustrated with the raft,” he said.

He could tell by the hurt look in her eyes that she didn’t believe him.

He ran his fingers through his hair. It was the longest it had been since college. “It’s more than the raft.” He sat down in the sand and gestured for her to sit beside him. “It’s about what’s going to happen when we get off this island and return to civilization.” Dylan picked up a shell and tossed it back and forth between his open palms.

“What is going to happen?”

“I’ll get you home and we’ll go our separate ways.”

She flinched. “But why? I thought we, well, I thought we meant something to each other.”

He heard the tears in her voice. “This has been wonderful, amazing. Like something out of a dream but it won’t work in the real world.”

Syreena’s eyes were large and bluish green. “Why?”

He didn’t know how to explain it. “We’re just from different worlds.”

“But the spell,” she said. “I can’t break it if—” She placed her hands over her eyes. 

“We leave tomorrow night,” Dylan said. He heard the coldness in his voice and hated himself for it.

*****
At first, when she’d saved Dylan from the sharks, she’d decided that he was the one. No matter what. Whether he was cruel or stupid. Hateful or silly. He was going to be the man who helped her break the spell.

She was going to force him into the role of protector. Equal.

It hadn’t happened according to plan.

Syreena had accidentally fallen in love.

And now Dylan wanted nothing to do with her once he got her back to Saint-Domingue.

For the first time since The Change, she wished for her fins. She’d spent more than two hundred years praying for full-time legs, and now, when she really needed a swim, she had legs that didn’t want to morph into a mermaid tail.

A good swim would’ve cleared her head, helped her to rein in her emotions but that option wasn’t open to her. She settled for a walk along the shoreline. Looking for things that might have washed up in the surf might take her mind of Dylan.

She was still tired from the desperate swim to the beach. She walked slowly and tried to concentrate on the beauty of the island, the way the sunset turned the sand the color of a ripe peach. Anything and everything but Dylan.

She’d been a fool to believe his feelings for her were anything more than convenient. He hadn’t been alone for centuries. His life wasn’t that far removed from the now. He had a family, friends, and shipmates. But now, with her ability to swim fading, getting back to civilization was more important than ever. Without being able to dive, she’d starve quickly. There wasn’t much more than a few breadfruit trees on the island and she couldn’t stomach the thought of eating small lizards and frogs.

The warm Caribbean water lapped at her toes. The water was calm and after an hour of walking, she’d found nothing more than a handful of interesting shells. It would be dark soon so she turned and walked back toward the shelter.

Her last night on the island.

With any luck, in less than forty-eight hours, she’d be on her way back to Saint-Domingue. She had no idea what she’d do when she got there. Once she tossed the amulet into the ocean, there was nothing more on her list. Simple mathematics told her that no one she’d known at Belle Emilie would still be alive. Her name, and her father’s name, would’ve been long lost to the ravages of time.

Alone. She’d spent two hundred and twenty-four years in the ocean. The only person who had the ability to see her, in all that time, had been Dylan and he was bowing out.

What if she was destined to spend the rest of her life alone?

Tears welled in her eyes at the thought. She was so weary. When Dylan had fallen into her arms, she’d thought the loneliness was over, but now, being in love with someone who didn’t reciprocate the feeling, was an even deeper kind of loneliness.

She was nearly back to their part of the island when she stepped on something.

It was dry beneath the sole of her foot but it didn’t feel like sand. It felt ropy, muscular. She looked down and screamed in terror.

*****
The scream was so loud Dylan ran toward it before giving it a second thought. It was high-pitched and primal. His spine tingled and he felt a rush of adrenaline. It still wasn’t easy to run on his injured leg but he reached Syreena in good time.

She’d stopped screaming.

Dylan quickly saw why. Wrapped around her left leg and making its way up her body was a large snake. It looked like the Boa Constrictor his college roommate had in a terrarium in the dorm. But Dylan was no expert. The Coast Guard didn’t spend a lot of time on snake training.

He hoped like hell it wasn’t venomous but it didn’t change his plan of action. The snake was scaring Syreena and he didn’t like it. The sight of the brown and black undulating pattern running down the reptile’s back activated some caveman buried deep within him. No harm would come to Syreena. Not on his watch.

“Be still,” he said in the lowest voice he could manage. “And be quiet.”

Syreena barely nodded, the terror clear in her tight expression.

He crept towards her slowly, keeping his movements tight and controlled. He remembered his roommate always instructed him to remain relaxed around the snake. The snake slithered slowly up the side of her body.

All he had to do was grab the head of the snake. Quickly. Decisively.

“I’m going to grab him,” he said when he was nearly beside her. “Stay calm.”

The pulse point in her neck throbbed.

He grabbed the snake’s head and used his other hand to unwind it from her leg. It was easily five feet long and all muscle. It quickly wrapped itself around his forearm. Looking at it more closely, he breathed a sigh of relief. He was sure it was a Boa Constrictor just like the one in college. They were placid snakes. Non-venomous.

“Are you okay?” he asked Syreena.

She nodded. “I was afraid it was going to bite me.”

Dylan shook his head. “I would never let that happen.”

“I’ve never seen a snake except in pictures, paintings.” She shivered. The snake seemed perfectly content to stay on Dylan’s arm. He released his grip on his head and let the snake flicker its tongue to test the air. “They terrify me.”

“This one isn’t venomous. He kills his prey by strangling them. A bite from him would only feel like a pin prick.”

“How do you know it’s a monsieur?”

Dylan laughed. “I don’t. I also don’t know what he was doing this close to the water.”

“What do you mean?” Syreena arched an eyebrow.

“My roommate in college used to have a pet snake just like this one. I’m no expert but I remember that he ate mostly mice. They aren’t sea snakes.”

“A pet snake?”

“The world is quite different from the one you left in 1791.”

As if a lightbulb had gone off in her head, Syreena’s eyes widened. “It’s a sign,” she whispered. She took a couple of steps toward Dylan and bent at the waist to get a closer look at the snake. “It’s a sign from Mami Wata.”

Oh, no. She hadn’t mention voodoo in several days and Dylan liked it that way.

“The snake was probably just thirsty.”

She shook her head. “Snakes probably like fresh water like everything else.”

Syreena had point.

“Mami Wata sent Danballa to help us.”

He knew better than to ask but he did anyway. “Who is Danballa?”

She looked at him as if he were totally ignorant. “He’s the serpent god who created the ocean when he shed his skin. He protects the young and the helpless. We are certainly helpless,” she said.

“And you think Mami Wata sent him?”

“Of course she did.”

“But I thought you were a Catholic.”

She shrugged. “I am but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in Mami Wata and Danballa. That would be foolish. Mami has kept me alive and safe all these years. She’s as real as Jesus.”

The mixture of Catholicism and Haitian Voodoo was interesting and while would have loved to discuss the finer points over a meal and a bottle of wine, at the moment, he had a five foot long snake on his arm and a two hundred and fifty year old used-to-be mermaid standing in front of him.

“I’m going to put him on a tree closer to the center of the island. I’ll be back.”

“Do it quickly. It’s almost dark.”

Dylan didn’t know what was scarier. The interior of the island after dark or the fact that he’d jumped in to protect her only an hour after he’d convinced himself she wasn’t the girl for him.










  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
Syreena wanted to be asleep before he returned. Even though he’d come to her aid and removed the snake, things were still different. There was a tension between them that had never existed before the discussion of what would happen after they reached Saint-Domingue.

He didn’t want to be with her.

Her heart was sore from the hurt. These days and nights on the island with him had been magical to her, as magical as any fairy tale and yet they seemed to mean nothing to him. In just a few short hours, she’d lost her fins and the man she thought was the one for her. The one Mami Wata had sent to be her companion, the one who could save her from the loneliness.

She took one last look around the cay and tried to memorize all the details. If Dylan’s raft worked and she somehow made it back to the beaches of Belle Emilie, where this whole thing began, she had no idea what might happen next. She might never see this place again and in a way, that made her sad. This small cay, probably not even a speck on any map, had been her home. It had also been the place where she’d fallen in love.

It would always hold a special place in her heart.

But it would be so nice to see Belle Emilie again. She wondered if anything looked the same, if the house was still there, if any one related to the people she’d known was still on the property.

When, if, she got back to the place where it all began, should she throw the amulet in the water even though she knew she hadn’t completed one of the requirements?

What if nothing happened? What if she threw the amulet into the water and she was neither mermaid nor woman? What if not abiding by the terms of the spell landed in her some sort of unoccupied territory?

Syreena lay down on the sand beneath the makeshift shelter and tried to force her mind to stop racing. Sleep. She’d think about the rest tomorrow.

*****
Dylan sat outside the shelter and studied the stars. He was taking a big chance. A cobbled together raft, no real map except the sky. A woman who couldn’t swim. A Coast Guard Officer who was terrified of the water.

What choice did he have?

They had to get off the island.

After watching the stars move around Polaris, he felt a little more confident about his navigational calculations. By this time tomorrow, they’d be on the raft, in the dark Caribbean trying to find their way home.

Dylan and Syreena spent the next day making sure the raft was ready. They didn’t talk much. It felt like there was nothing left to say.

Dylan was terrified. No matter how many times he’d tried to ease himself back into the water, his fear didn’t diminish at all. He spent most of the morning talking himself into the trip on the raft.

Around midday, Syreena asked, “Are you sure we have to travel at night? Wouldn’t there be a better change of someone spotting us during the day?”

“If they spot us, you’ll never get back to Haiti. We have to start out at night.”

“How long will it take us to get there?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I think it’s about eighty miles east southeast. Depending on the winds and the currents, it should take two or three days at most.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for helping me.”

He’d just broken her heart and she was being kind. “Thank you.”

Then there was nothing more to say.

By sunset, they were ready to cast off.

Dylan looked at the water, the seemingly endless stretch of it spreading to the horizon in every direction. His heart raced. Despite the breeze, of sweat popped out on his forehead. He could almost hear the blood rushing through his veins. 

It was now or never.

Without him, Syreena couldn’t navigate. She needed him and he needed to get over his irrational fear of water. 

What kind of sailor was scared of the sea?

A cowardly one. He summoned up all the courage he could find and said, “It’s time.”

Syreena stepped onto the raft carrying only her box and a handful of breadfruit for the trip. There would be no way to fish from the raft and since The Change was nearly impossible now, they both wanted to make sure they had enough to last a couple of days. Dylan had stashed a dozen or so extra water bottles full of fresh water near the back of the raft.

On the raft, with a paddle in his hand, his fear went into overdrive. More than anything, he wanted to jump off and race back to the cay but he couldn’t. He had to make this happen.

There was no other way.

Syreena held onto her box and Dylan used the paddle he’d crafted from a piece of wood washed onto the beach to navigate through the coral reef and into deeper water. The water was yellow and orange, the soft crests shining like jewels.

“Once the sun sets and we can see the stars, I’ll feel better about navigating.” He tried to take deep breaths, reassure himself that everything was fine. He wasn’t going into the drink. He wasn’t going to drown.

The raft was small. He’d kept his fear from Syreena the whole time they’d been on the island. He had to keep it to himself for a few more days.

Syreena kept her eyes on the water. “I can’t wait to see what it looks like now, after all these years.”

Dylan didn’t want her to be disappointed but he feared she would be. He had no idea what it looked like when she left, but years of political and economic strife had taken its toll. Two hundred and twenty four years was a long time.

What would she do once she got back?

His heart squeezed. He couldn’t just leave her there. Not in a dangerous place like Haiti, especially when she was totally unfamiliar with everything. He wasn’t that kind of guy.

He would never be that kind of guy.

******
The stars looked like a magical blanket. Thousands of them, like tiny pinpricks, twinkled down on the raft.

“There it is,” Dylan placed his paddle on the raft and pointed at the sky. “See the Little Dipper?”

Syreena looked up but she wasn’t sure what a dipper was supposed to look like. “I don’t know one star from the other.”

“Come here,” he said.

She didn’t want to stand close to him. The hurt was still too raw. Over the past few weeks, she’d become so familiar with his body, his smell. Being too close to him would just reopen the wound. “It’s okay.”

“Syreena,” he said. 

Even the way he said her name made her sad.

She shook her head.

“I was wrong,” he said.

“About what?”

“There’s no way I’m going to leave you alone, to fend for yourself in an unfamiliar world.”

“I don’t need your pity,” she said with a little more bitterness than she intended. “I’ll figure out a way. It’s no different than the way everything was new after The Change.”

“It is different,” he said, picking up the makeshift oar. “You might not be safe.”

“I wasn’t safe after The Change.”

Dylan sighed. Even in the pitch black dark, she knew he was biting his lower lip. He always did that when he was nervous or upset. “I won’t leave you.”

Syreena felt her face flush. “I won’t let you stay. Not if you don’t love me. I’d rather be alone than be pitied.”

As much as she loved Dylan, that was the truth.

“It’s not pity,” he said through gritted teeth.

The sound of the water lapping against the boat was soothing and Syreena felt herself being lulled to sleep.

She might have slept all the way to Belle Emilie if she hadn’t felt something crawling up her leg.

At first she thought it was a dream.

It wasn’t.

*****
Syreena had been asleep for a couple of hours when she bolted upright and screamed. Her sudden movement rocked the raft and Dylan struggled to keep his balance. The raft tossed from side to side and before he could adjust, he was in the drink. Again.

The paddle went with him. He lost his grip and it sank like a stone. 

Dylan sputtered and pushed himself to the top. Everything was dark. With only a quarter moon, even out here without any ambient light, he couldn’t see the raft.

Thankfully, he heard Syreena.

“Dylan? DYLAN?” she yelled. He heard the desperation in her voice and even though he was freaking out, his heart hammering in his chest, he had to answer her. “The snake. The snake is on the raft.”

“I’m here. Keep talking. I’ll swim toward your voice.”

His pulse pounded. He was absolutely terrified he was going to drown. He had to get back to the raft, back to Syreena. She needed him.

“Dylan, over here. Over here.” Her voice was his only lifeline. He wasn’t going to worry about the lost paddle until he got back to the raft. Couldn’t worry about it.

The snake. It couldn’t be the same one. That was impossible.

Syreena kept calling until he felt the reassuring pontoons brush against his fingers. He only had to hoist himself up and he’d be safe. Safe.

If you considered being on a raft with a hysterical woman and a snake without a paddle in the middle of a dark ocean safe.

He pushed himself onto the raft and Syreena touched his hand. “Are you okay?”

Dylan coughed seawater out of his throat. “Where’s the snake?”

“Right here,” she said. “Around my neck. I think it’s the one from the beach.”

What in the fuck?

“No way,” he said, feeling his way across the raft toward her. “It couldn’t be.”

“I’m telling you, Dylan, it’s the same snake.”

“How can you tell? It’s impossible to see anything out here.”

“I just know. He feels the same.”

“I’ll throw him into the ocean.”

“No,” she said. “It’s Mami Wata’s familiar. He’s here to help us. We can’t harm him. That would make Mami very angry.”

Son of a bitch. He sank to his knees and put his head in hands. He’d fallen into the water, lost the paddle and nearly drowned and now Syreena wanted to keep the snake as a pet.

“What are we going to do without a paddle?” he asked.

“We’re going to let Mami Wata lead us.”

Too much. Entirely too fucking much. “A snake will lead us?”

“Yes,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

By the time dawn broke, they saw it. On the horizon was the shadow of land. The sun was coming up behind it highlighting the greens and browns of the island. 

“Is that?” The snake was still wrapped around her neck, its head resting between her breasts. She looked like the white version of the woman on her amulet. Syreena was beautiful, exotic. With the early morning sun turning her hair the color of spun gold, she looked like a goddess.

Who the hell had he been kidding? What man in his right mind would ever let this woman slip through his fingers?

Dylan, who’d been awake all night lamenting the loss of the paddle, rubbed his eyes and looked. “That’s the right direction,” he said. “But I can’t imagine that we’ve traveled far enough. We’ve only been on the water ten or eleven hours.”

He hadn’t mentioned it to Syreena but Dylan was concerned that getting to Haiti was only part of the battle. What if they found the island and ended up on the side opposite Belle Emilie?

The snake raised his head and pointed it right in the direction of the land. “The snake says we’ve nearly reached our destination.”

“I hope he’s right. We lost all the breadfruit when the raft tipped to the side last night.”

*****
It was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.

As the raft floated closer and closer to the island, her heart sang. Even after all the years of swimming alone, she’d have known the gentle curve of the beach anywhere. It was the beach where it all began.

“It’s Belle Emilie!” The snake’s tongue tested the air. “You brought us here, didn’t you?” she asked him.

Dylan put his hand on his forehead to shield his eyes from the midday sun. “Are you sure?”

Syreena smiled. “I’ve never been surer of anything.” She touched the amulet that had hung around her neck for so long. “This is where we’re meant to be.” She hadn’t meant to say that exactly.

“It is beautiful,” Dylan said.

The beach was deserted. From the water, about a hundred feet from shore, no houses or buildings could be seen. It was just a pristine white beach curving like a quarter moon. It looked exactly the same as it had the day she left it.

All those years ago.

When the raft was a few feet from shore, Syreena hopped off and waded to the beach. “I’m home,” she yelled. She knelt in the sand, the snake still wrapped around her neck, and kissed the ground. She turned back to the water, tears of joy streaming down her face. “I know you’re not staying, but you should at least look around for a few minutes before you leave. We need to at least say goodbye.”

She didn’t want to say goodbye. She wanted to take his hand in hers and lead him through the paths that led to the house. Bordered with blooming trees and brimming with chattering, colorful birds. Syreena wanted to share her home with him.

The feeling wasn’t mutual.

“It’s okay,” she said after several seconds of silence passed. “You don’t have to come ashore. Thank you, Dylan, for everything.”

It killed her to yell goodbye across the water. She didn’t want to lose him at all but she wouldn’t hold him hostage. She’d figure out something on her own.

Syreena took a deep breath and blew him a kiss across the water.

*****
He’d been a fool.

Everything he’d even wanted in a woman was less than a hundred feet from him. The only thing separating him from his wildest dreams was some lousy seawater.

Dylan dove in.

Syreena swam out to meet him.

In the shallow water, he took his mermaid woman into his arms and kissed her as if his life depended upon it. Snakes, water, time. None of them were a match for what he felt deep in his heart. “Syreena,” he said, pulling his lips from hers. “I was a fool. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

“Follow me to Saint-Domingue,” she said.

Dylan took her hand and followed her onto the beach. He watched as the

The snake made its way down her side, onto the sand and then into the scrubby brush a few feet from the water.

“I think it’s time,” she said. Her smile was so open, so genuine. “Finally.”

“Better late than never.” Dylan took her hand in his and they turned to face the water. “Let me help.” He stood behind her and untied the leather strap securing the amulet. He handed it to her. “Ready?”

She took the charm into her hand and rubbed its weathered surface. “Ready.”

Mami Wata, still attached to the gris gris bag, skipped on the surface twice before she fell into the deep.








  
 





Author’s Notes

 

1. You can make a raft from water bottles and net. Not only is it possible, but these guys did it. 

http://www.instructables.com/id/Project-rRaft-Building-a-Raft-out-of-Water-Bottl/?ALLSTEPS 

 

2. Divorce became legal in France in 1792, a year after the Slave Uprising in Haiti. It’s highly unlikely that Syreena would’ve understood the concept as until this time the only way to get out of a marriage in France was through an Annulment from the Catholic Church. They weren’t easy to get. Just ask Henry VIII. 

 

3. Marie Antoinette was met by fireworks in several cities along the route from Vienna to Versailles to celebrate her marriage to Louis XVI. There was a firework show at Versailles after the wedding in 1760, a year after Syreena’s birth, which lasted more than half an hour and included, among other fireworks, at least 2,000 Roman candles. 

 

4. Coast Guard Cutters routinely patrol the Atlantic seaboard and the Caribbean. The missions vary but often times these boats are drug enforcement and surveillance vessels. 

 

5. The modern zipper was in invented by Gideon Sundback in 1913. 

 

6. Mami Wata is an interesting figure. Thought to have originated in Nigeria, she’s known for her beauty, her materialism and her seduction of human men. She’s often spotted walking around markets carrying expensive baubles with her. Most images of Mami Wata include a snake, often wrapped around her neck with its head resting between her breasts, which is a symbol of divinity. In African and Afro-Caribbean legends, she often kidnaps men and takes them to her underwater realm. In exchange for wealth, she demands faithfulness from them. If they refuse, she’ll make sure the fates bring them ill-fortune. The men often return to land totally dry, richer, more attractive and more virulent. While it sounds like a heck of a good time, especially if you’re having trouble making the mortgage payments, it’s probably not a good idea to jump off a cruise ship in hopes she will capture you. You can read more about her here http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mami_Wata 

 

7. Haiti (Saint-Domingue) was the first independent nation in Latin America and the Caribbean. It gained independence from France in 1804 and is the only nation in the world which gained its independence as a result of a slave revolt. 

 

8. I’ve woven parts of Mami Wata throughout the book. Extra points if you spot them.

 

9. Haiti is one of the few places in the world where there are no species of snakes that are dangerous to humans. There are some snakes there, most of which are non-venomous, but snakes are not a concern in this island nation. With Syreena’s exposure to voodoo and her likely limited exposure to the fields and wooded areas, she might not have ever seen a snake in real-life. In her era, snakes would’ve been associated with the mystical and paranormal. 
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The Water is Sweeter by Eli Constant
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When the land becomes a desert, the water will quench your soul

 

Orphan Lena McMillan used to think that what she shared with Truman Kent was real. Now she sees their relationship for what it really is- controlling and abusive.

She has to choose to die slowly from ‘love’ or say goodbye to the family she’s always desired. Leaving scares her though, so much so that dying seems like her only option.

But fate won’t let her quit life and Truman won’t let her quit his love. Not without a fight.

Under the layers of a lonely childhood and an adulthood romance gone wrong, a starfish holds the key to Lena’s parentage and the answer to the mesmeric ocean dreams that haunt her.

If she can find the strength to leave the only life she knows, Lena will discover the truth. And she will find a new world, one that will cleanse her of the memories of false love and abuse.

One that will finally lead her home.








  
 





Goodbye

 

Two couples, eight temporarily transformed legs between them, stand in the sand—on the beach that the humans call Tybee—hating the feel of the grittiness between the ugly toes connected to the awkward feet connected to the gangly legs that have replaced their beautiful, scaled, and shimmering tails tonight.

 

“I don’t know why this is still necessary.” The woman’s voice is high and girlish—melodic, almost like a child’s lullaby. Her hair is blowing in the sea breeze, individual garnet locks catching fire in the light of a near-distant beach lantern.

“It’s tradition.” The voice that responds is a low, throaty bass, but it is still musical—in the way a cello is musical next to a flute.

“Traditions can change, Eldoris.”

“The whole world is changing with the tide, Medina. Sometimes it is nice to have constants.”

The second couple stands silent, worry lines etching their smooth, pale faces. Indeed, of the four gathered adults, not a one looks like they have spent more than a few hours under the sun their entire lives. They are translucent and other-worldly.

“This is not a constant—we’re choosing to make it that way. I don’t want to leave her. No, I won’t leave her.” Medina, despite the high nature of her voice, sounds fierce, a mamma dolphin protecting her babe.

“Do you still think that I want to leave her? We’ve talked about this over and over. This is the best thing for her—the selfless thing.”

The second couple continues their silence but shifts uncomfortably. Eldoris realizes that he has spoken in a way that puts down the choice his friends have made for their own unborn child. 

Silence falls across the entire group like a great shadow now.

 

Not too far away from the couples, a lone man runs along the docks. He is tall, lanky; headphones blast music and drown out the world around him. The sight of the “human him” causes both women to clutch at their stomachs. Four hands rest on two pregnant bellies that are large and fully to term.

“This feeling… it’s awful. Why? Why do we have children if we aren’t going to raise them ourselves?”

“Would you rather our daughter stay underwater, Medina? Helpless, tailless, gill-less? Keep her alive in an air chamber until she’s old enough to transform? What kind of life would that be for her?”

“Others are doing it…” But the woman’s voice is melancholy, as if she knows that both choices for her child are terrible ones. “Laira and Njord are keeping theirs.” Her left hand points half-heartedly at the woman next to her. Jealousy sprouts like insidious seaweed inside her stomach and floats about in digestive juices and the remnants of fish and mollusk.

“It’s not easy for us either, Medina,” Laira whispers. “We won’t get to hold him, feed him, comfort him… And when the time comes…” Her hands still protectively around her belly, Laira cannot finish her thought. No one needs her to.

When the time comes, Laira and Njord will have to watch while their own child is killed. He will drown as the air chamber fills with water. He will die to bring on the change. 

“But you’ll get to see him! You’ll get to see how he grows and changes, and you’ll get to love him.”

“Through a barrier, Medina, and rarely. And that will be his entire life until he’s ready—a small room with little to do and precious little company. You’re giving Meri a chance to really live, to make friends—albeit human ones. She’ll have experiences and memories.” As Laira’s voice rises, it is apparent that she isn’t sure if she and Njord are making the right decision. Her mate places his arm around her shoulder and kisses her on the cheek.

“We all can only hope we’re doing right by our children. There is no option that comes without risk or sacrifice.” Njord speaks softly, his voice a pleasant baritone that reminds the air of what it’s like to be touched by a spray of sea.

 

Silence is once again an oppressive shadow. This time, no one attempts to banish the quiet.

Because it is time—time for Medina to birth the baby, time for the goodbyes, and time for the acceptance that the baby’s return to the sea is not guaranteed. Every merchild’s transformation is different: some are ready too soon, some too late, some never. Riva, a gifted singer within the mer-community, has been waiting eleven years for her twin sons to return. Medina cannot imagine worrying and pining for two children.

As the child slips from her—an almost painless event that Medina hates, because at least great pain would give her keener memory of her daughter’s first moments—a single, musical wail flows out into the night.

“She’s beautiful,” Laira whispers, holding the baby as Eldoris ruins the tether between his mate and child. Njord hums the ocean song, the one that has celebrated the dual joy and sadness of merpeople births for centuries.

“We love you, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. We love you. Come home to us.” It is Eldoris’s voice. A single tear rolls down his face, dangles from his chin, and then falls onto his newborn daughter’s forehead. It sits there for a brief moment, glistening on the surface, and then it sinks into Meri’s skin, leaving the ghost of a jade shimmer. Medina adds her own tears to her mate’s, but hers are unrelenting things, salty and grief-laden.

 

After her tears are spent, Medina stands for the longest time, holding and rocking her daughter with the two perfect human legs. She repeats a hundred times, “Please come back to us soon, my little one.” It is a prayer sound that must reach heaven, because there is no greater angst and love than that of a mother for her child.

 

“It’s time, Medina.” Eldoris’s words are gentle and kind, but they are also stern and tinged with a note of finality.

“For the first time in my long years, I wish I was not what I am.” Leaning down, Medina places Meri on the beach. She is plenty far away from the sea and someone will find her soon. It never takes long. Merbabies can cry in a way that draws a human to them. Most merpeople leave their babies further inland—near dumpsters, in back alleys, on doorsteps. But Medina cannot imagine leaving her precious daughter somewhere so human, so dirty.

The beach is where her Meri belongs, near the ocean and her family.

 

Before the four return to the ocean, Medina leans down yet again and places a newly-made starfish pendant of silver and pearl, connected to a sea chain of kelp and coral, across the beautiful pale baby skin of her Meri—who will soon be nothing but an orphan in this different world that is so necessary and brutal.








  
 

Chapter 1



The First Change
I dip lower into the bathwater, wishing to wash every bit of the awful day from my body.

 

So much went wrong. Everything. And none of it was within my control to prevent.  I float so low in the deep tub now that only my face from the nose up is exposed to the chilly bathroom air. I sink even lower, as far as possible, allowing my bare back to hit the bottom of the cast iron, claw-foot tub. My hair floats around me, a maroon halo with a life of its own.

I just want to sleep. Stay beneath the water permanently.

I don’t want to face another day like this one… and with what happened, tomorrow is going to be so much worse. Why did I say yes? Why…

Lifting my hands out of the water, I grip the edges of the tub and force my body, which is trying to float away from the cool surface of the bathtub’s bottom, to push back downward. I don’t want to come up; I don’t want to breathe.

As my eyes close, my mind realizes that my body needs oxygen; it is begging for it, but I am too far gone within my own self to respond. So I ignore the ache in my lungs that is quickly morphing into an intense burning.

Around my head, the floating strands of hair begin to change. Until they are not hair at all, they change. Burgundy seaweed undulating in the saltiness around me. And atop the crimson seaweed is a coral crown. Where am I? My mind begins to tire, its functions slowing down because I am not breathing. If not by conscious choice, basic instinct should force me upward and out of the water, into life, but there are no instincts here, no need to breach the waves above. The waves…

Eventually, my grip weakens, my hands slide into the water, my body lifts from the smooth bottom, and I float—a dead, beautiful mermaid in the wetness that seems to be expanding larger and larger by the second until it is a great sea without horizon.

 

I am swimming now. Cutting through the water with ease, my arms are tucked against my sides; I speed toward some unknown draw in the distance. I give no thought to my legs, how they feel fused behind me, how they beat up and down methodically, propelling me through the water with untapped power.

The water feels wonderful, its saltiness filtering through my gills. It is a sensation that is so hard to describe—the feel of a dolphin’s wet skin, the flavor of salted potato chips, and the gritty and pleasant texture of sand.

 

“The water’s out of her lungs. Why isn’t she breathing?”

A frantic voice carries through the water; it is desperate and sad, but strangely, beneath that desperation is a thin thread of relief that makes no sense to me. Yet it is still nearly enough to make me turn around and abandon whatever is calling me forward. For a fleeting moment, I feel a hard, ridged surface against my back. But that doesn’t make sense. My back is sliding through the water with the rest of my body. It is facing toward the surface above. Or is the surface below me? I don’t know anymore.

“Clear!”

Paddles press against my chest, hard and unrelenting. They send a shockwave through my body; it pulses in the water around me, a different kind of current that is unnatural and jarring. And now I do not want to turn around and face such pain. I am here in this different place to escape agony and terror and grief… that much is obvious to me when everything else is confusing and peculiar.

“Clear!”

Another shock and I can no longer swim; around me, the ocean begins to dry, shrinking into a desert. The vibrant seaweed “hair” and coral crown have returned to wet and dull human hair. The tile against my back is now familiar. I hate that familiarity. I want the water back. So much.

“We’ve got a pulse!” The voice is triumphant, a sharp counterpoint to the very poignant sense of loss building inside my body.

 

“Leave me alone,” I mumble, my chest aching. “Just leave me alone.”

“Lena, what the hell were you thinking?” The male voice is so close to me, but I refuse to open my eyes, refuse to face the reality that I am back here, on dry land, where everything is ruined. “You promised me. You promised me that you would never try something like this. You aren’t allowed to leave me, Lena.”

And those are the words, the reason that I should never have said yes. You aren’t allowed to leave me, Lena.

Like I am a prisoner, chained to a hellish “happiness”… one that many other girls would die for. Maybe I did promise him, but that was so long ago, after I was caught with a sharp razor at my wrist, hiding in a dark closet—when I had left Truman and he’d left me and everything was shit and I’d just needed to feel. But then he had come back to me, like the end of some epic, cinematic love story, and I’d been his again and he’d been mine. And I hadn’t wanted to hurt myself anymore.

 

But promises are made to be broken, especially when love begins to hurt like hell.








  
 

Chapter 2



Resurrection
I don’t want to wake up. I don’t want to wake up. 

 

Bright afternoon light is pouring into the room. The night was terrible: an endless parade of nurses and doctors—all at Truman’s expense, I am sure. After the unpleasantness of darkness, I should welcome the light with open arms. I do not welcome it, that damn illumination that seems to scream “you’re still alive, Lena!” In fact, I want to punch it with my thumb tucked beneath my fingers so it breaks as I make brutal contact.

 

My brain hurts, pins and needles eviscerating gray matter behind my closed eyelids. If they knew how I really felt, they wouldn’t poke and prod me, insist I get up and walk around. But they don’t know how I feel. No one does.

Truman has been by my side nonstop, breathing down my neck every minute like his entire world revolves around me. A long time ago, maybe that’s what I’d wanted—a man who put me at the center of everything. Now, all I want is to be free—free from Truman, his family, and their expectations.

 

Yesterday, he’d asked me to marry him. He’d gotten down on one knee, dirtying his expensive suit, and he’d said those words—those four little words that sent my entire world crashing down: Will you marry me? And then his family had appeared, crawling out from nooks and crannies like the eavesdropping, ever-present parasites that they are. All so faux-loving and touchy.

And then I hadn’t known what to do. I hadn’t wanted to embarrass Truman or myself, ruin what should be a happy moment. So I’d said yes. I’d said yes and I had instantly known it was the worst kind of falsehood. It was the kind that betrayed my own body, rather than someone else’s.

No one understands. That’s why I’d stopped trying to explain a long time ago.

Truman is strong, good-looking, and sometimes thoughtful. But he is also clingy in the way that a man possesses. He wants to know where I am at all times, who I am with, when I’ll be home. I am tired of the constant checking in. It is suffocating, like I am walking around with a plastic shopping bag over my head, my lips adhering to the recycled material and then puffing away from my mouth until it once again collapses against my face. Maybe it would be easier if the bag tightened, kept me from ever drawing another intake of air.

 

His family, my “friends”—they all say he does it for me, to help keep me safe, safe from myself… Me—the orphan who had once cut herself to feel and escape oblivion for a little while. 

So I am the victim and the victimizer. And Truman is my white knight.

But the real truth is that I’ve never wanted to hurt myself more than when I am with Truman. In the past year, our love has become my kryptonite. He is killing me.

Killing me with kisses.

And I don’t know how to leave him. Or even if I should leave him.

He is in my head; he has taken root. His words have burrowed into me like tendrils, sucking away the marrow of my confidence. I am not strong enough, I am not skilled enough, I cannot make it on my own. Those sentences are a looped audio in my head.

 

“Lena? Are you awake?” Truman’s mouth is at my ear, his hot breath an acrid thing, stinking of hospital coffee and cherry tobacco. He only smokes when he is truly stressed and his façade is cracking. I secretly love the smell, because it is the smell that means Truman isn’t his perfect self, he is less-than, out-of-control, and more real. And that makes me feel sane for no longer loving him, this wonderful man that every women fawns over.

They don’t see him for what he is, though.

A controller.

A handsome, sensual, possessive controller.

“Sweetheart, wake up. I’ve brought your ring. I love you, Lena. Please wake up.”

I close my eyes tighter, hoping he will believe that I am still asleep. I have never been a good liar, but now I try harder to lie than I ever have. Despite my quiet state, I feel him slide the silver band crowned with the large diamond onto my ring finger. I have to suppress a shudder that threatens to give away that I am feigning sleep.

Eventually, Truman gives up and leaves the room. Perhaps to have another go at his pipe or to call his mistress—the one he doesn’t think I know about, the one he’s hidden so well from everyone else in his life so that he stays perfect in their eyes. She isn’t the first. I doubt she will be the last.

Yet I am the one he’s asked to marry him. Why? Because I am weak, easy to manipulate. I’ve never seen her, but I know that the other woman is strong—stronger than I will ever be. And Truman cannot control her, so he will not make her his wife. I am Mrs. Lucky.

The engagement ring feels heavy on my finger, like it carries the weight of a white picket fence, charming house, and three bonny children pulling at my skirt hem for attention.

***
I don’t know how much time has passed.

For once, Truman has not shown up again quickly. He has left me alone. I like the aloneness. It doesn’t make me want to hurt myself. Not anymore. Truman is my new oblivion, my dark closet, my razor blade. Once, I’d cut myself at his absence, now I cut myself at his presence.

 

“Time for your vitals.”

I must have fallen deeply asleep again. The pins and needles are back, ready to remind me what it means to still be alive. I hate the reminder, almost as much as I hate Truman’s incessant Post-It Notes at home, colorful and everywhere, invading my space and keeping me in a life of schedules and to-do lists. I can only imagine that there is a new note at home, large and pink and garish: “plan our wedding.” Like I would need a reminder of that. A reminder that I have pledged to marry a man who loves me in his own way… which will never be enough for me, never be real and true.

And again, I don’t want to wake up, but the lights come to life in the private hospital room anyway. They shine through my still-closed lids, bright and unyielding. I want them to stop, but they won’t listen to my mental shouts. No one listens. I just want out, out of everything. 

“I’m going to sit you up. I know you’re probably still groggy. If you feel nauseous, let me know. I can give you something for that.”

This nurse sounds nice—not bossy and cruel like the last. Reluctantly, I part my eyelids and she smiles. It’s a wonderful sight, wide and displaying a mouth of straight, white teeth against rich, dark skin. Like cocoa dotted with floating marshmallows. And suddenly, I am thirsty. Thirstier than I have ever been. I taste salt water on my tongue and I gag, coughing violently.

My whole body is shaking and the nurse immediately places a hand on my back, rubbing it gently. “You’re okay, just let it pass and then we’ll have some water.”

The coughing fit goes on for several minutes. When it finally stops, I apologize. “I’m so sorry,” I croak out. The residual salt in my mouth gives me snapshot images of coral reef, of cleaving quickly through dark blue wetness, of another world that leaves a yearning in my belly.

I look at the nurse now fully and she looks at me. She seems taken aback when she looks into my eyes. Most people are; they’re unusual—as unusual as Liz Taylor violet. Only mine are not lavender; my eyes are a bright and gold-flecked cobalt. My third foster mother used to say they reminded her of a glitter-filled water globe, the way the metallic seems to float inside the iris.

“Now, don’t you have the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen?”

I smile slightly, embarrassed, but I’ve heard the words before so they do not affect me as they once did. “Thank you.”

“They’re just like the ocean, aren’t they? I swear, I’ve never seen their equal.”

This too, I have heard before. “Thank you,” I breathe out again, my throat still sore from coughing. It is almost a shame—that I am numb to compliments that should bring me a kernel of joy.

“Oh, goodness! How about that drink? Here.” The nurse holds a thick plastic straw to my mouth and I take a long draught.

My lips release it quickly as the cool water shoots down my throat and seems to settle inside my lungs instead of where it belongs. The cough wants to come back, but I fight it. 

“See, isn’t that better?” Her kind words are a blessing and I am grateful.

“It helped. Thank you.” I hesitate, reading her name tag for the first time. “Vera, could I have something warm to drink instead, though… maybe hot chocolate?”

Vera smiles then, but it’s apologetic. “You’re on clear liquids ‘til the morning, but I’ll see if I can’t sneak you up something. Won’t hurt you none, Ocean Eyes.” Her own eyes are twinkling now, reveling in her cleverness.

Ocean Eyes. Something about the endearing name seems familiar, like someone who once loved me had called me that. But that is impossible. I don’t remember my family—what they looked like or sounded like or where they were from—so it is impossible to recall some sweet nickname my father or my aunt might have called me.

As Vera is leaving, she turns around abruptly and looks at me. It is so fast an action that it surprises me. “I almost forgot.” She walks back to me, and in her hand is a long silver chain.

“This seems particularly fitting with those peepers of yours.” Vera smiles again, the expression still so full of kindness.

I know the necklace; I’ve worn it all my life. My middle name is carved into the back in flowing script. Meri. The silver starfish pendant is shabby and bent, half the decorative pearls missing, and the original chain is long gone, but I love it nonetheless.

I love this priceless yet worthless starfish, because it is all that I have of whatever home I came from.

“Where did you find this?” My fingers grasp the delicate jewelry and I fumble about, trying to unhook the clasp so I can thread it around my neck, where it nearly always is except for when I am showering. The drainage grate has such large holes in the master shower in Truman’s condo. I always worry I will lose it—that the chain will break and the starfish, and everything it means, will be whisked away down pipes and out into the ocean nearby. Maybe it would be a beautiful symmetry, to lose the sea-themed necklace to the sea.

“Your fiancé had it. He gave it to me as he passed the nursing station. Asked me to give it to you.”

“Where did he go?”

“Home to shower. He tried to wake you to say he was leaving, but I guess that sedative is still making you sleep pretty heavy.”

“I thought I had it on…” My voice is a whisper, so I don’t expect to be heard. The necklace is a dead weight in my hand now; it anchors me.

“Nope. He said you always take it off when you’re bathing and then they found you…” Vera’s words trail off, as if she is embarrassed to bring up the fact that I tried to drown myself.

“In the bathtub.” I finish the sentence for her, letting her know that I am okay; she doesn’t have to walk on eggshells. “I normally keep it on in the bath, though. So strange.”

I begin to fumble with the clasp again, and finally Vera takes pity on me.

“Here, give that to me. You just lift that pretty red hair of yours.”

I obey, handing her the necklace and lifting my maroon locks away from my shoulders. She has the chain around my neck in seconds. The weight of the starfish against my chest is soothing, no longer too heavy against my palm. Yet having it there is another reminder of something that dances along my subconscious, teasing me. Something about salt water… the ocean… swimming.

“Thank you,” I murmur, lost in thought. I feel I have thanked this woman more times than I can count. But she deserves the thanks; no one has ever been so kind to me. I know it is her job, but still… the kindness seeps through my pores and into my body, snaking toward my heart, nearly prying away some of Truman’s hold on me.

“Course, Ocean Eyes. Now you try and rest again. I’ll be here until six, and then back in the morning.”

“Oh… that other nurse won’t be back? She was kind of…”

“A sourpuss?” Vera smiles. “Yeah, Beverly doesn’t have the best bedside manner, that’s for certain. Now close those eyes and sleep some before that handsome man of yours comes back.” With that, the lights in the room die out and I am plunged into beautiful, bearable darkness.

 

As the door to my hospital room clicks fully closed, I whisper, though no one is around to hear me, “I don’t love Truman.” Tears begin to build at the corners of my ocean eyes. I do not fight them. Their saltiness is a strange, comforting river down my cheeks. 








  
 

Chapter 3



Daydreamer
I’ve been in the hospital two days now.

 

The hours seem everlasting; the ticking of the large white-and-black clock hanging over the dry erase board is more akin to a hammer slamming against an anvil.

The psychiatrist says I am sane, because I have convinced him that I did not mean to harm myself; that I was simply tired, so very tired, and the tub was so warm and soothing. Truman is satisfied with this news. This news that I am sane. I wonder if he would marry me if I was damaged—a moody bipolar or a suicidal schizophrenic? Would one of these labels free me?

But I am none of those things.

I am sane.

Sanity seems a terrible thing to me now.

Because it means I cannot reflect on that experience in the tub, when the salt water flowed past my transformed body, and consider it real.

Truman had even brought up my history to Dr. Lenderman, the doctor he flew in from a mental health hospital in Florida… Port St. Lucie, or something like that. He has dragged into the light the singular red mark in my life ledger, the one that sent me to counseling. Truman and I had broken up after six months of being together and, feeling lost and unlovable and generally confused, I’d taken my foster father’s straight blade from his box cutter tool, and when he’d come looking for it, he’d found me curled up in my closet with an angry line of shallow engravings running the length of my left inner forearm.

When Truman had heard what I’d done, he’d rushed to the hospital; we’d made amends, cried, hugged, kissed. The foster family wouldn’t keep me after that incident, despite my going to a counselor, and no one else wanted me. So I went to a group home and almost had to transfer schools.

The lines on my arm had healed after some time, leaving behind pale white scars that could only be seen under certain lighting, but the gouges beneath my skin, the emotional effects, those would never really heal.

I’d just been trying to fill that emptiness then.

I hadn’t been trying to kill myself.

Afterwards, Truman had made me promise never to hurt myself again.

 

Here in this private patient room with sparse furnishings, my mind wanders back to that closet repeatedly, and each time I firmly tell myself that I wasn’t trying to end my own life. But the truth is, if my foster father had missed the blade later rather than sooner, I have no idea what would have happened. Would I have sliced the sharpness against my wrists, away from the palm and toward the crook of my elbow? Carving the correct way, the way to do the most damage, the way to bleed out faster… Would I have really done it?

Maybe.

Maybe is almost as terrible a word as sane. Why does it seem more and more innocent words are becoming sinister nowadays?

 

Yesterday, Vera promised that she’d be back this morning; that it would be her shift again. I’ve been looking forward to seeing her smile and hearing my new, yet somehow old, nickname of “Ocean Eyes” again. The minutes tick by slowly; like slugs across a Salvador Dali painting, they melt downwards instead of toward the horizon. So the waiting is interminable, endless, infuriating.

 

Vera does not come. I continue to wait for her, but at eight o’clock, when the sun has fully risen and is spying into my room from between the blades of the cream blinds that I have insisted stay closed, a new nurse comes in. Her name is Maureen and I immediately dislike her, even though her face is decorated in deep smile lines that illustrate an innate and frequently used kindness.

As she busies herself about my room, I see the new, fresh flowers sitting on the mobile dining table that is now pushed against a wall and not in use. They are tall and happy things, sunny and yellow, almost as luminous as the bright orb outside my window. And I find that I also hate them.

I hate the flowers and the nurse; I hate the way their presence forces the room to feel cheery. It disturbs the stillness in my head. I close my eyes, but only halfway, which allows me to ignore everything and fall back into the persistence of memories hidden in closets and razor-sharp blades.

I am not insane. I am sane. I am not insane. I am sane.

There is no bath here, just a large, tiled shower. If there was a tub, I would sink into it, push myself to the bottom, and see if the apparition of sea and the deep crimson, coral crown reappear. I want to know if I will be once again drawn to something in the oceanic distance.

 

The tip of a thermometer is pushing against my lips and I start. Apparently Nurse Maureen has been trying to get my attention. Vitals. I don’t bother to apologize for being lost in thought, but I open my mouth and let her depress the length of the medical tool against the bottom of my mouth. I lower my tongue against it firmly. It is too far inside my mouth and it juts against my frenulum, which makes my gag reflex flare. This woman is not Vera; she does not have the loving bedside manner. My dislike for this new nurse grows, like rampant weeds in a poorly-tended garden. Perhaps the smile lines are ghosts from long ago; perhaps this woman does not use her kindness now.

Nurse Maureen and I do not exchange any words while she draws my blood and repositions my bed. She works in silence and I have no desire to know her better.

Soon, her tasks are finished. And, to my surprise, I am alive. I am vital.

As she leaves, the nurse—I’ve decided to stop thinking her name, because I have no care to remember her once her shift is over and she has left me—speaks. Her tone is not unkind; it is neutral, and I get the impression that she does not like me any more than I like her. “The doctor just started his rounds. He’ll be in shortly.”

Maybe this nurse feels the way Truman’s mother feels—that I am a self-indulgent little girl, craving attention. I’d heard her say those very words to my… my fiancé outside this room, as if the thin curtain pulled closed could muffle her grating, nasal voice. Even whispering, I could hear her clearly.

 

“This is ridiculous, Truman. You’ve taken this affair with her too far. She’s a self-indulgent little girl. She just wants attention. Can’t you see that? How could you ask her to marry you? She’ll never be the type of wife you need. She’ll never be a good mother.”

 “I don’t want children. I am marrying Lena, flaws and all. Live with it. I need her, Mother.” (Flaws and all. Because that’s what you say about your soulmate.  I had wanted the conversation to end there, but it hadn’t.)

“Why, Truman? Why do you need her?”

(He doesn’t need me—that had been the obvious answer.)

“I have a plan, Mother. Just stop prying.”

“A plan? Stop being vague, Truman. It makes you sound like your father.”

“I’m nothing like him. Don’t ever say that. Don’t you ever say that.”

(But he did sound like his father last night.)

“Of course you aren’t actually like him. You haven’t lost everything and nearly put your wife and son in the poorhouse. Your father… I don’t even want to speak about him anymore.”

(The uncomfortable silence that followed Peggy’s words lingered for so long that I dozed off. When I’d awoken again, I’d heard Truman say something that made no sense to me.).

“…everything. It was a sure thing. The condo might have to go, the car, everything. So don’t you see? I need her.”

(He doesn’t need me. So… why does he need me?)

 

And the conversation had finally ended and I knew that I had missed important bits… things that could alter everything in my head and life.

***
I am alone in the patient room again. There is no reason to abandon my thoughts for reality. Some of the images that pass through my brain-scape are nightmarish, but others are beautiful and ethereal. I can almost feel slick, mineral-laden water against my skin. The silky halo of my hair undulates behind me as I swim. And I never move my arms. They rest by my side and my legs kick in a fluid, ballerina-esque motion, propelling me toward…

 

“Afternoon, Ocean Eyes.”

The hope in my heart dries out, returning me to dry land.

But this time I do not mind waking, and I don’t hate the cheerful rays flooding into my hospital room. “Vera,” I breathe out, my voice raspy again. The film of salt water on my tongue has returned. It makes no sense… “You’re here.” It’s as much joy as I can imagine, still caught between my blissful illusion and wakefulness.

“Yes, I’m here.”

“You weren’t here, though—not this morning.” I realize instantly that I do sound like an indulgent child now. Maybe Truman’s mother is right about me.

“Well now, no, I wasn’t. My eldest grandson missed the bus and I had to drive him to school.”

I feel embarrassed. I’ve only just met Vera and I am acting as if I am the only thing in the world she should care about. I have forgotten that she has a life outside of this hospital. Swallowing, I force a weak smile. “Does he miss the bus often?” The question is so unimportant, and such a meager attempt to make up for my selfishness, that I almost laugh. I’m glad I don’t, though, because with my current mental state, a single laugh might morph into uncontrolled mania.

“More often than is convenient.” And now I do laugh with Vera. Her words and the expression on her face let me know that I am forgiven.

We talk for a while after Vera takes my vitals; the conversation is so pleasant and disarming. It has been a long time since someone has just sat down and talked with me without pressures or ulterior motives. Vera has laughed so many times. The sound is beautiful, melodic and nearly effervescent—like soda bubbles rising to the top of a glass and popping merrily at the drink’s surface. It makes me think of someone else’s laugh. It is a sliver of a remembrance tucked in the back of my brain—where early childhood pictures and people reside. I’ve no idea who in my past has had such a laugh. Perhaps it is a figment of my imagination. Perhaps I am just wishing there was such a woman.

While we sit together, I realize that I love this woman, Vera. Which also makes me realize that I honestly, without a doubt, do not love Truman. This is healthy, what I am doing here with Vera—exchanging funny stories, favorite foods, bucket list desires.

All Truman and I exchange are responses for spoken and unspoken commands. That is not love, no matter how handsome and charming a man he is. Because handsome and charming do not outweigh kindness and companionship.

My oblivion.

 

Vera is calling my name. “Ocean Eyes? Ocean Eyes? Where have you drifted off to?”

I blink several times to clear the fog that has settled so thickly over me. It slowly retreats and I grimace. “Sorry, I sometimes do that. Zone out, I mean.”

“I prefer to call that sort of thing daydreaming.”

“Daydreaming.” The word is a low-pitched murmur from my mouth. That does sound infinitely more pleasant than “zoning out”. That’s what I am.

 

I am not sane after all. 

A daydreamer. The worst kind of insanity.








  
 

Chapter 4



Release
They are releasing me today; the morning light is just greeting the songbirds outside my window. It has been a week since what Truman has been calling “the incident.”

 

I’ve had daily sessions with Dr. Lenderman. I am still sane in his eyes, but the secret I have recently discovered is locked inside my chest, put away so that no one can see—see that I am a daydreamer and actually insane. I have realized that it is not the worst kind of insanity, as I’d originally thought. It is the most wonderful sort of madness. I am round the bend. I am a girl in a fantasy world following a rabbit with a timepiece. Except I do not have legs and a cornflower blue dress.

I have a mermaid’s tail and a crown of coral.

Standing in the flowing wetness, I can almost feel my legs begin to fuse.

 

The hot water from the shower hits the subway-tiled floor and blossoms up in a mushroom cloud of steam. I love the hurt of it, scalding my shoulders and back, but it is not like the bath at home: I do not have the urge to lower myself and let the beating water envelop me until I can no longer breathe.

I feel slits at my neck opening and closing rhythmically. Gills. I have gills. But when I really focus on the sensation, the skin on my neck is smooth and human again.

 

Needing shampoo and conditioner, I open the small waterproof bag of fresh toiletries that Truman brought to me last night.  There are travel-sized shampoos, soaps, face washes. I notice how careful he has been, which bothers me immensely. I am still not allowed a razor, so the sight of the light pink can of shaving cream nearly brings me to tears. It’s as if Truman is mocking me, pointing out my flaws in a passive aggressive way that no one else would see as cruel. Because, in reality it is a harmless, bubblegum pink can of beauty product.

It is innocuous.

Truman’s charm is wearing thinner and I can see him clearer and clearer. I do not believe he is trying in his way to protect me. Not anymore.

Pushing the feelings and thoughts down into my stomach, I turn off the water. As soon as I do, the last of the billowing fog rises to the ceiling and dissipates. When the last wet drops splash against the floor, dizziness unexpectedly grips me. My damp, slick body leans against the tiled wall and I slide downwards until my butt rests against the smooth surface, still so warm from the blistering water.

I sit, naked as a fresh-born baby, save for the starfish around my neck. My eyes are closed tightly and my hands grip my legs loosely, which are pulled toward my chest protectively. Prickly hairs on my calves bring the absence of a razor back to the forefront of my mind.

The dizziness does not want to leave me; instead it is kudzu, growing every minute that I remain motionless. Soon I will be a derelict building concealed by a parasite that grows a foot per day.

 

A singular droplet of water hits my calf. It surprises me, since I thought all of the water had been spent, that the showerhead above me was dry. I had been wrong; there was just one more teardrop to empty the pipes. And that is all it takes. That singular tear. And I am there again, away from this world and into that other one that was once so wonderful and welcoming.

 

The deep, red seaweed is a damp curtain against my back. I love the feel of it, silky as I run my fingers through the strands, and they stain my hands so that they look sunburned. The weight of the coral crown atop my head is a comfort.

This time I am not swimming. Instead I bob up and down, the ocean a tranquil sheet of glass around me. It is night and the stars are diamonds in the sky; my eyes are set upon them, superglued to the beauty of their twinkling. The sight captivates me for a long time, until something brushes against my legs below and my gaze is drawn downward.

A fish, golden and green, brushes against something silver and glinting beneath the water. Curious, I disturb the ocean’s peace and lower myself until only the top of my head is exposed to the moon rays and starshine.

I am the silver.

In place of my legs is a mermaid’s tail… or what I imagine a mermaid’s tail to look like—so similar to the children’s illustrations and animated movies of my youth. It is an expanse of tiny fingernail-sized scales set one upon the other like silver shaker shingles on a beach house. And silver is a misnomer; they are not just silver, they are iridescent. They are mother-of-pearl, changing hue according to the light filtering through the undersea vibrations. It is beautiful. I am beautiful.

Beautiful. Strong. My own controller.

The fish is yards away from me now, watching me with interest.

A fish is watching me with interest.

I laugh, expecting the action to only bring life to gurgles and bubbles beneath the water’s surface. Instead, my ears hear a sound much like a chorus of glass bells ringing in unison, creating a dainty, happy tinkling that increases in intensity and fills the space around me. I startle in surprise, my hand clamping down against my mouth, but then I laugh again, because the sound is the most wonderful thing I have ever heard.

It is the sound of my own happiness, an elation defined by me and only me.

My curious fish nudges me now. It seems he is also drawn to my laughter.

“Can I call you Flounder?” My words form; I hear them clearly. It is so strange, to be able to talk to myself underwater. Each time I speak, I feel an odd sensation on either side of my neck. My fingers find their way to the source of oddness and I feel rigid lines opening and closing. My gills. I’d subconsciously known that they were there before—when I’d let myself die in the bathtub—and I’d consciously known they were there in the shower, but now I am feeling them with fingertips that seem to shed a shimmering dander as they move through the water. Feeling them is different from knowing.

Smiling, my eyes find the fish again. He is darting about in front of me, trying to attract my attention. “So, Flounder it is. Shall we find a sunken ship? I need a new dinglehopper.” I go to laugh, excited to hear the sound one more time, but the fish is rising and falling in front of me in a whole body nod. It is too much for me—that my new friend can understand my words. In that flash, the flash of my brain being overwhelmed by the fantasy, I am pulled away.

 

The salt water vanishes.

I am just sitting on the damp floor of a shower, and now the tiles are cold against my nakedness and I shiver violently. I shake partly from the coolness, partly from the loss of so much wonderment.

 

I thank God that it is Vera that finds me there without a stitch of clothes on, physically quivering and mentally catatonic. I’ve been there for a while, it seems. My hair is dry, maroon frizz; I can feel the fuzz of it against my shoulders and back. It grates me like sandpaper, rubs against my psyche painfully. Vera is soothing, murmuring to me that everything is okay, asking me to stand and move with her. But my body does not want to change positions; it seems that I have left all of my courage and self-awareness back in my pretend world of mermaid tails and curious fish.

Flounder stole my courage when he nibbled at my scales beneath the waves.

Laughter rips through the air; it is manic and loud. Vera startles.

In an instant I realize that it is my laugh, and quickly my lips clamp together firmly, arresting the sound and leaving the space around me in a state of silent confusion. Vera is looking at me. She is looking at me like I am crazy. Just like everyone else looks at me. Having her stare at me so is a terrible thing. I want her to continue to care for me with those kind hands and judgment-free eyes.

“I’m so sorry.” It’s a whisper that sounds so strange after the cackle.

Vera’s face goes slack, as if she has just realized the expression on her face and how it shames me. “Don’t apologize,” she says firmly, her mouth a hard line. “You surprised me is all.” Her hands are buttresses, clasping my upper arms and helping me to right myself. In a matter of seconds, she has wrapped a too-small towel around my body. It barely covers me from chest to groin. We walk together out of the bathroom and the hospital room air feels too dry.

 

I am facing Vera now; she still helps support me. And I need the support, because my legs are shaking like leaves in a stiff breeze. I hate how much trouble I am causing for Vera, for Truman, for Truman’s family… for myself.

 

“I’m not crazy. I promise I’m not crazy.” I expel the words quickly; they embarrass me.

Vera’s face melts into unassuming kindness and her hand reaches up to cup my chin. She grips it firmly, making me gaze into her eyes and not look elsewhere. But I want to look away from her so badly, because what if she does not believe me now? What if she no longer thinks of me as a daydreamer? Maybe she’ll stop calling me Ocean Eyes.

I am not insane…

“Listen to me, Ocean Eyes. I don’t believe for a second that you’re crazy. But there’s something shimmering about you, a lightness in a dark world. It surrounds you like an amber halo. It makes you different. This world snuffs out brightness and specialness, stuffs it into a cage, and puts it behind bars. Don’t let that happen to you. Don’t let evil put a barrier between your body and life.”

I open my mouth to speak, to ask her about the shimmering light that she sees, but we are no longer alone. Truman has stepped into the room quietly. I have no idea how long he’s stood there, but he is staring at Vera, unhappiness plastered across his face like an ill wish. I wonder if he heard what she said.

I wonder if he is the world, ready to snuff out my brightness. That would be more terrible than him being my personal oblivion.

Truman clears his throat and his eyes travel the small distance between Vera’s face and my own. “I was just checking on you. Everyone’s coming over around five to welcome you back.”

“Everyone?”

“The family, a few folks from my firm, the rowing team, the usual crowd.”

Sucking in a breath, I feel my legs begin to give way. But Vera is there, so close to me, and she does not let me fall. “I’m just getting out of the hospital, sweetheart.” My voice cracks on the word sweetheart, and I swallow loudly before continuing. “I hardly think it’s the best time for a party.”

“It’s not a party, Lena. Just a few people joining us for an early supper. And Dr. Lenderman said getting you back to a normalized routine and active social life was the best thing for you.” 

I stare at him, wondering how I can get out of leaving the hospital. But I know there’s no hope—short of actually trying to kill myself and getting tossed in a padded room. I must go to that condo I share with the man I do not love. “I’m sure it will be nice, Truman. Thank you.”

He nods briskly. “I’ll be back after lunch.” Then, just as briskly, Truman turns around and disappears.

I sigh heavily, glad that he is gone.

Vera pats me on the arm, as if she understands. I hope that she understands. I need someone to understand. “Are you steady enough to stand without help?”

“I think so.”

Vera releases me and I immediately begin to sway dangerously. She grips my waist quickly.

“Um… maybe not.” My cheeks are flaming red. “Sorry.” We hobble together the short distance to the adjustable bed and I sit down on the edge.

 

Laid over a taupe chair in my hospital room is a nude body shaper and strapless seersucker dress. Out of all the items Truman could have brought for me to wear on my home-going, he brings me this. He knows I hate it, that the dress material chafes my underarms and the blue and white pattern goes poorly with my skin tone. It’s tight around my wide hips and the bodice is comically loose. When I wear the stupid thing, I feel like a piece of poorly shaped fruit, my top half too small, and my bottom half too large. At any moment while wearing it, I am convinced that I might morph into a chubby human bowling pin and be knocked down by the large tri-holed ball that is Truman.

I’d tried throwing the dress out months ago, but he hadn’t let me.

He loves this dress on me. The dress that I hate.

But I have no choice but to wear it. Someone has come in and packed all of my things away. Was it Truman? Was he here in the room as I lay drooling on the shower floor? Had he looked in and seen me?

Had he seen me against the tile, crippling beneath the weight of my world?

Had he cared?

 

“You look lovely, Ocean Eyes.” Vera is smiling so widely now, I almost believe her. She walks toward me and her hands reach for my neck to straighten my necklace. “There, you’re perfect now.”

The material against my body is sandpaper, though, and the “almost” belief is banished by the discomfort. Perhaps if the dress was silver, a series of sequins one atop the…

Suddenly I see visions of fish and seaweed, of golden rays of light filtering through turbulent waters. It is ethereal, breathtaking. I am swirling about in the water, part of the kaleidoscopic colors, so full of life and energy. Please make it real. Please do not let this end. The words fly through the darkness of my brain like an arrow through a ring of fire, and for a brief and blissful second I feel my prayers will be answered.

“Ocean Eyes, you’re daydreaming again.”

As quickly as I was plunged into the vision, I am released. It makes me miserable and angry; a hot geyser builds in my body like a pipe under too much pressure. I am ready to burst. But I cannot break down again. Yet I am also not recovered enough to be happy—even fake happy. So I settle on sullen, an emotional island that calls to me often.

“I hate this dress,” I grumble, channeling a petulant, ungrateful child.

“Why?”

It’s a simple question enough, but for some reason the artless nature of it annoys me.

Why? Well, why the hell not? Shouldn’t I be allowed to hate on a whim? Love after long contemplation? Run away if I very well feel like it? Shouldn’t I be allowed to do whatever pleases me without having to explain to God and the entire freaking world why?

Pushing the mental impetuousness downwards, deep into my belly where I know it will be destroyed by acidic juices, I answer with a lie. “I’m not sure why. I’ve just never found it very flattering.”

“Well, you’re wrong, Ocean Eyes.”

“I usually am.”

Vera’s eyes tighten at that, crinkling at the corners. I’ve ruined the moment now, mocked her kindness with my self-deprecation that served little purpose but to call attention to my low confidence. I hope that she does not compliment me again. I don’t deserve it.

 

Lunch arrives as Vera sets the television on my favorite channel. I don’t feel like eating, even though the food has gotten progressively better over the past days. Not that it’s actually getting better; I am just becoming used to the overcooked vegetables and underseasoned meats.

“You need to eat. You missed breakfast.” Vera is by my side, pushing the rolling table closer to my belly as I sit in bed. “I’ll be back in a jiff with a cup of coffee.”

This makes me smile, because my beautiful nurse walks out of the room without asking how I take my cup of joe. She herself does not even like coffee—not that she’s actually said she doesn’t, but I can tell.

I’ve never had someone make such a concerted effort to learn so much about me, like how I only like unsalted butter in my dark roast. I love the bitterness of the strong, black, steeped grounds, and it is complemented by the butter rather than hidden by flavored creams and sugar. Two days ago, she’d brought in four whole sticks and commented that she’d bring in a dozen more just to see me smile so brightly.

Even after all this time together, Truman still thinks I like french vanilla creamer and extra sugar.

That’s the way he likes his coffee.

I am not him, no matter how hard he tries to meld me into an extension of his body.

As I take a sip from the cranberry juice cup on my tray, my gaze flits quickly to the window and partially opened blinds. A plane is going by, large and mostly white with a speck of cobalt to complement the pale sky.

I wish I were on it.

 

Maybe because it is my release day, it feels suddenly strange to be having lunch in the hospital, dressed nicely as if I’m sitting at a fancy table at one of the five-stars Truman insists on going to every weekend. Yet here I am, my underarms already feeling raw from the boning in the dress’s corseted bodice.

Lifting the lid off of the plate to reveal the food beneath, I find myself suddenly sick. My stomach fluids roll about erratically, a marble in a child’s labyrinth toy.

Today, the slight man in blue scrubs has brought me fried flounder.

Pushing the table away with a hard shove, I swing my legs over the side of the hospital bed and I run for the bathroom. I’m not going to make it. The wave of nausea gives way to an eruption of foamy yellow bile. When I fall to my knees, my abdomen muscles contract as my insides try to exit my body.

And that’s when Truman enters.

When I am on my hands and knees, bowing before him, throwing my guts up, that’s when he comes back to me with all his dark blond hair that curls at the temple and diamond-flecked hazel eyes.

My puke looks like fresh chum on the deck of a boat; I see flecks of red within the daisy-hued liquid. Truman moves a step forward, as if to help me, but the single step is all he advances. He doesn’t like this side of relationships. The ugly side.

Sure, he talks a big game, takes care of me when eyes are watching.

But holding a woman’s hair back as she vomits, as she is at her most unattractive… Truman would need a formidable audience to motivate him for that task. I’m thinking the Pope or possibly President.

He is the only one here, though—the only one available to help me. And, God, I do not want his help. I do not want to seem any weaker in his eyes. Part of me still wants to break down, though, and beg Truman to help me, but when I look up at him, I see the obvious unease on his face, the way his lip is curling up at the corners with disgust.

“Can you please get the nurse, Tru? And maybe a ginger ale?”

He nods. “Of course.” And he bolts. My request is an offering to him, releasing him from any obligation to clean up my mess.

 

Vera arrives quickly. She kneels next to me and wipes my mouth with a cool cloth and offers me ice-cold ginger ale. “I’m thinking you might not want that hot coffee now.” Her words are kind and her hand moves gently, swiping the washcloth over my face twice more.

 

No, I do not want the coffee. I want nothing. Nothing.








  
 

Chapter 5



Homecoming
Part of me wants to leave, return to the hospital and stay there, but Truman’s hand rests against the small of my back. His fingers move in gentle circles, coaxing me forward.

 

A chatter dances to us, prancing across the floral notes filling the hallway air. It should be spices—cinnamon and star anise and vanilla—in this hall. I can only imagine what Truman’s mother has changed while I have been in the hospital.

 The volume of noise increases the closer we get.

A small gathering. The usual crowd. It sounds like a herd of elephants waits in the kitchen. Heels click across the hand-scraped hardwoods. The murmur of voices is a buzzing that grows louder as we approach. It causes my intestines to bind, contracting into an uncomfortable ball. I need the restroom, but a pit stop is unlikely.

We’re nearly at the entry; the door is ominous, painted a deep gray that contrasts starkly with the white trim. I’d chosen the color, redoing all the doors while Truman was at a conference. I thought it was such a rebellion, but then he’d come home and hadn’t even noticed. The joke is on me, because now the door color is dark and depressing. I ardently wish I’d chosen a happy shade.

“I really wish you’d put on a touch of makeup. You look so pale.” I can feel his frown; it’s a presence all on its own—one I’ve become well used to.

“You were driving so fast, Tru. I would have ended up with mascara all over my face.”

“You could have managed a little blush. That doesn’t take a skilled hand.” He is right; I’ve never been very good at applying makeup and I’ve always liked the freckles on my face. They thicken over summer, until I am a walking connect-the-dots by autumn.

Truman’s hand is pushing the door inward and I swallow. The lump in my throat stays in place; it is the twin of the twisting knot in my belly.

 

And then, before I can take a last deep breath, we are among the herd, being pushed and pulled in too many directions. It is a tornado of patterned blouses and preppy polos. The colors whirl past me in quick succession and I feel my eyes begin to cross, because I am trying so hard to concentrate on everything at once. I am hugged and complimented and twirled about the room until I am nauseous. But then I am thankfully forgotten and I can escape, move to the corner of the room, and hold the half-filled wine glass against my chest like a safety blanket.

There they are, the “usual” gang. If they are so usual, why do I feel so out of place? This is Truman’s condo, my home where I should feel at ease, but I am miles away from feeling at ease. On this late afternoon, it feels as if I have stepped out of a landing craft and onto the surface of another world. And this new world is an extension of the Truman oblivion—dark and lifeless, yet somehow undulating with the shadows of sentient beings that haunt my peripheral vision.

My hand raises the cabernet to my lips and I take a small sip, as if I am a tentative robin that has recently discovered a new pool of water. Is it safe to drink? Is it clean? The thin trickle of wine slides down my throat and burns in my belly. I will it to dissolve the writhing, uncomfortable mass there. Instead, it mixes with it like a noxious gummy-worm cocktail.

The sensation is discomfiting, but also reminds me that I am alive. That I am doing exactly what Vera has told me not to. I am letting a barrier be erected between my body and the world.

 

Leaving the crowd and chatter behind me, I walk toward the bedroom I share with Truman. The bathroom calls to me and I go to it willingly. No signs of my episode remain now; more than likely, Truman has had our cleaning woman scrub away the pools of water and soap residue. It should have been blood I left behind, not brown sugar body wash. Crimson would have been strikingly dramatic against the crisp white towels and pale tiles.

I am not suicidal. I have no reason to be suicidal. My life is good. So many people wish for a life like mine. Mental words that I do not believe. I am honestly wondering whether I do want to die. I’m a fucking coward. And I hate that I feel the need to apologize for mentally cursing.

 

Sitting on the edge of the tub, I can feel the coolness of its surface through the thin material of my dress. My underarms are well and truly chafed now, and I am at that point where pain becomes a dull sensation. I am numb to it; I am numb to life.

The overhead light sends rays downward; they dance and play with the chrome fixtures around me. Before I realize what I am doing, the dress that I hate is stripped from my body and lying on the floor. I prefer it there, in a crumple of blue and white. There are hateful red lines on my torso from the dress’s boning.

Goose bumps begin to sprout along my arms and legs. Where I am sitting, in the thin nude body shaper, the cool air from the vent in the ceiling blows directly on me. Warm water would fill the bathtub quickly if I turned the faucet handles. Then I could sink into it, the chill would be gone… and then I could dunk myself fully below the water.

And be gone.

The tears are at first singular, drop by drop, and then they are suddenly pouring from me, so forceful that a thousand beavers could not have built a dam to stay them. Soon, the front of what little I am still wearing is soaked wet from crying. My fingers trail against the body shaper’s material, and when I pull them away and look at them, I see the oddest hint of bluish green shimmer.

 

“Lena?” It isn’t Truman’s voice calling me from the bedroom. I’ve left the bathroom door cracked open, but part of me wishes I’d shut it tightly and locked the handle. Too late now. A hand is pushing the door fully open. Peggy, perfectly polished Peggy, is standing looking at me, her eyes wide and judgmental. I can only imagine what she sees.

Disheveled auburn hair, see-through shaper, chipped nail polish, red-rimmed eyes, and a swollen face. The woman her son is going to marry is a mess. Part of me feels I should smile, but I do not care enough what this woman thinks to manage the gesture. If it were Truman standing in the doorway… yes, there is still a morsel of me left that wants his love so much. For him, I would smile.

Peggy shakes her head slowly as she looks me up and down; her mouth is a hard line. “I’m going to say this only once, Lena. My son sees something in you—loves you, even—but you’ll never be a part of our family. My grandmother’s ring on your finger means nothing. You’re only a placeholder until he comes to his senses and finds someone suitable.”

It’s funny, because as she speaks, I feel nothing. Everything she is saying is true. I know that I will never marry Truman, even though I have just admitted to myself that part of me still wants his love.  “We’ve been together since high school, Peggy. More than eight years. When are you going to get over it?” I don’t know why I speak like this. I have never stood up to her and her cruelties.

And that fact is apparent in Peggy’s face. She looks at me with surprise and disdain, all mashed together until she is ugly despite the hundreds of dollars she has spent on plastic surgery and Botox over the past decade.

“A flirtation, no matter how long and ill-advised, is still a flirtation. My son feels obligated to you, because you are an orphan, because you are a charity case. You keep in mind that when Truman first stooped to dating you, it was to lash out at me and his father. You weren’t the first act of rebellion, but you will be the last.”

I do not fight her this time. I have no words. What she says is a gut-punch. Never try to one-up a woman who has spent her life putting others down.

 

I’m alone in the bathroom again; Peggy did not linger after saying her piece. The voices in the kitchen are slowly dying away. I hear the condo door opening and closing. There will be a mess in the kitchen—there always is after a gathering of Truman’s friends, and Truman doesn’t clean so it will stay there the rest of the evening unless I clean it myself.

 

My butt is throbbing; I’ve sat on the edge of the cast iron tub for so long. Slowly I get up, rubbing my bottom to relieve the soreness. I do not feel like running a bath now; I do not wish to see if the beautiful world beneath the water will disappear. Peggy has left ugliness and bitterness in her wake, and the crests of the waves it creates are so high, I fear that it will swallow my illusory world whole if I try to summon it now.

And also, if I try to call the ocean and it does not appear, then I will only be the sad fiancée with the heirloom ring, living on borrowed time until I am replaced with someone more suitable.

 

I wrap my thick cream robe around my body and venture out into the stillness of the kitchen and combined living room. Everyone has left—even Peggy. The absence of her is a small victory. She has said her piece and gone. This makes her power, her words, diminish a bit and I can almost feel my heart lighten a little. Then I realize that “everyone” also means Truman. He is gone, left me without a goodbye. Should I have expected a goodbye? I left the party without imparting that comfort to anyone…

Sighing, my body moves on autopilot into the kitchen area and my eyes take in the expanse of countertop, which is now covered in used plates, half-eaten stuffed mushrooms, avocado slices atop tomatoes and cheeses.

An overwhelming part of me wants to leave the food there, the trash and crumpled napkins and lipstick-stained glasses. Let everything stay there. Let the food begin to brown and rot overnight. But I know that I will lie awake in bed for hours if I ignore the mess.

Gathering the soiled napkins, I depress the trashcan lever and watch the white paper disappear into the black hole. The china is next. It makes no sense to me—why Truman would have used the plates that must be lovingly, painstakingly washed and carefully dried to preserve the hand painting on the surfaces.

But maybe it is Peggy’s doing. She set up this gathering, coordinated the food. Was it some form of punishment? To make my inevitable cleaning of the kitchen a larger burden than it needs to be? I almost feel paranoid. Surely she is not so petty and vindictive. Then I let loose a giggle, because it is Peggy. Of course she is that petty and vindictive.

 

I let the sink water run awhile, waiting for it to get warm. It takes a few minutes, which gives my mind time to wander. I’m beginning to realize that an idle mind is not a safe thing for me right now. Brilliant coral clouds my vision, cobalt water, sunlight bouncing from wave peak to wave peak.

“Shit!” I gasp. The tap is steaming hot and I yank my hand away, which is now an angry red rather than its usual porcelain. I normally like the feel of scalding water, but this has surprised me with unexpected pain.

For the price Truman paid for this condo, gold should come out of the pipes, not water that is slow to warm and then raging hot without warning. Adjusting the water temperature until it is a step above lukewarm, I begin to wash the dishes carefully, using the softest side of the green sponge in the sink.

The repetitiveness of cleaning the plates is soothing: my body can continue to scrub and rinse and dry while I watch the bronze clock above the sink tick away the seconds of my life. When I am on the last plate, I refocus and my heart stills.

My hands and wrists are silvery-green.

Truman will never forgive me if I have ruined his great-grandmother’s wedding china, with its lovely blue-green vines and fading purple flowers and silver flourishes. Setting down the last plate atop the drying mat, I examine every inch of the dishes I have washed. But they are fine, all perfectly patterned and as beautiful as the day they were designed.

Moving so that I am fully illuminated by the Edison bulbs above the island, I look at my hands. They are still an unnatural hue, but the shade is fading, disappearing beneath my normal skin color. It is as if I have sat on a beach, the kind with the sand that leaves you silvery and glittery after you’ve brushed the grittiness from your body, but this special sand is not only shimmery, it also colored.

I stand there transfixed, watching my fingers and palms and wrists until the blue-green is completely gone.

“What are you doing?”

My body jolts, so startled am I by Truman’s presence. “Did you see my hands?” I look at him curiously, a taint of desperation in my voice. I want to know if it was real or if I am being the daydreamer again.

“What the hell are you talking about?” His gaze moves from my face to my hands and I see a tightening at the corners of his eyes, as if he is hoping there is something actually wrong with me. I know in that moment that he doesn’t believe the doctor; he doesn’t believe that I am sane, despite what he said at the hospital.

“Nothing… it was nothing.” I murmur the words, feeling deflated. I am not insane, but I am the daydreamer again. I crave the reality that is not real at all.

“I’m going to bed. Are you coming?”

“I need to put the food up first.” In that moment, I love the leftovers; they give me a reason to stay here a little longer and wait for Truman to complete his nighttime ritual of face-washing and moisturizing. Perhaps he’ll be asleep by the time I am done, and then I will be saved any intimacies.

“Leave it.”

“You know I won’t sleep if I do that.”

“Always have to have things neat and tidy, don’t you?”

“Would you rather I left everything out to spoil? Wake up and have our jellied toast next to rotten tomatoes?”

“We have a maid, Lena. Every morning.”

“Marianna shouldn’t have to clean up this kind of mess, Tru. We don’t pay her enough.”

Truman grumbles something as he turns away from me and stomps into the bedroom. I feel triumphant; I’ve won this battle, as silly and unimportant as it is.

 

I take my time putting away the food and cleaning the platters. By the time I enter the bedroom, Truman’s soft snores fill the space. The sound is heaven to my ears.








  
 

Chapter 6



Love me tomorrow
The morning comes quickly and as I begin to wake, the smells that surround me are confusing.

 

In the days that I was gone, Peggy threw away all of my cinnamon candles and vanilla air fresheners. I suspected as much when I’d first arrived back home and walked into the hallway of the building. Pale purple reed diffusers and fancy glass spray bottles have taken their places in the bathrooms and living room. They make me feel like another piece of myself has been stripped away, which is silly. They’re only scents, only flickering wicks and aerosol comfort.

But the whole stupid house smells like honeysuckle and freesia.

I play with the starfish pendant as I lie in bed, trying to reassure myself that the house does not matter, it is not who I am. The change of smell continues to confuse my sleep-addled brain and make me feel lost, though, like I have not arrived home at all.

 

Banging in the kitchen draws my attention away from the condo’s aroma.

Truman is upset with me for having abandoned the welcome home party so soon. He is banging around the kitchen; the smell of coffee wafts to me and mingles with the floral notes. They do not meld harmoniously at all. Truman has used the single-serve espresso machine and not the large French press. I can tell by the gurgle of the machine. There’s a reason for this: he does not want me to come out for a cup; he does not want to tiptoe around morning niceties.

It makes me feel like I cannot leave the room and reaffirms, like the freesia, that this condo is not my home. The feeling of homelessness is not strange to me, yet it chafes against my insides. Like water across stone, it strips away the cuts and bruises of adulthood and returns me to my youth of foster families and group homes.

I would not return to my childhood for all of the money in the world. And I do not want to stay in this adulthood I have made for myself—despite Truman’s wealth.

Yet I want to leave the prison of this room, demand a cup of coffee, and tell Truman what his mother said to me in the bathroom yesterday. My mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water as I remain motionless. And that stunted, unfinished desire reaffirms that a part of me, even if it is miniscule, still wants Truman to say that Peggy’s words are untrue; that he will marry me, that nothing will stop him.

But that would be something a true love would say, not a false love.

So I am just a fish, parting my lips and clamping them shut again because I cannot breathe.

God, make me the stone in the water, make me smooth again, make me strong for my future, not for my past.

 

“I’m going to work. Your breakfast is in the microwave.” Truman pokes his head into the bedroom; his eyes are cold, staring at me.

I am sitting up in bed now, lounging really, against fluffy pillows and the summer green comforter. My eyes see him, but my brain is still arrested by thoughts I cannot banish easily.

“Did you hear me, Lena?” He walks into the room, stands beside the bed, and waves a hand in front of my face rapidly.

I blink and swallow. My vocal chords are sore, like I’ve fallen into the ocean and drunk my fill.

Salt water in my mouth again.

My eyes tighten at the corners, as if the soreness in my throat is some untapped strength that helps me ignore the part of me that still loves this handsome man who is so empty inside. “Yes. I heard you.”

He seems surprised at the hardness in my voice; it’s a sharp paring knife this morning when normally it is a butter knife, edge dull and harmless. I see the Adam’s apple of his throat rise and fall as he swallows, uncertainty playing across his face. He opens his mouth, closes it again, and then opens it once more. Ha, who’s the dying fish now, Truman?

“You need to make an effort, Lena. You need to make an effort for us. I can’t do this alone.” 

A million retorts flit through my brain, but my short-lived resolve falters. “I am trying, Tru. I promise I am.”

“Try harder. I don’t want to lose you.” He rubs his eyes roughly and then shakes his head sadly. “Marianna won’t be here until ten today.”

I want to ask why, but I also don’t want him to stay any longer. So I just nod and say “okay.”

 

As he leaves the room, a pain in my chest is my response to his words. He has already lost me, because he has never had “me.” He has had the idea of me, molded and dressed to fit his world, but that is an empty shell with no substance at all. The realization makes me question if the real me is worth a real life—one with that substance that is lacking.

I want to bury myself beneath the blanket after I hear the condo’s front door close. I want to hide from everything, much like I’d so recently buried myself beneath the water in my tub to escape my perfect life and perfect fiancé. Then I hear a voice in my head that cannot be ignored. It is rich and lovely and full of conviction; it makes my fingers grip the pendant around my neck. It is Vera’s voice reminding me to live.

 

I force myself up to embrace the day. I know where I want to go now and who I want to see. Back to the hospital. Back to the woman who calls me Ocean Eyes. Vera will help me build strength so that it is not fleeting and short-lived.








  
 

Chapter 7



Gutted
My feet move, one foot in front of the other, helping me get to the bathroom.

 

I want to wash my face. It feels grimy, like I’ve sweated all night and there is a salty film coating my skin. There is a Post-It Note on the bathroom mirror. It makes me want to scream. Truman and his damn Post-It Notes.

 

Lena, please try.

 

My fingers grip the bright yellow and I rip it away angrily, toss it into the trash, and try and forget it is there. It taunts me, though, as I wet the bleach-whitened cloth and dampen my face and neck. I scrub the grainy paste into my pale skin, forcing it into my pores with an unnecessary violence as if I wish to rid myself of every freckle and God-given blemish. When I wash the grit away, my skin is bright red and blotchy. The hue does hide my freckles.

And then I am sad, because I have always loved my freckles.

The soothing lotion I use afterwards smells like vanilla and it makes me glad. Peggy has not tainted this with her flowery scents. It’s another little victory. As I inhale deeply, the yellow of the Post-It Note catches my eye again. And I realize that this is the only note I have seen in the condo since returning from the hospital.

That’s unusual. They’re normally everywhere.

I’m not sure what it means, that Truman has relented finally on his obsession with the neon reminders that speak of his controlling personality, but I am glad about it. Maybe I shouldn’t be; maybe it should indicate to me some great change in our relationship, like he is starting to give up on me and us. But I ignore anything it might indicate, because I find that I do not care to dig deeper.

I am just happy to have a break from them.

I take my time getting ready, pick out my favorite billowing floral blouse and palazzo pants. The outfit increases the look of me ten-fold, the material swirling loosely about my too-thin body, but I feel free in it, comfortable and myself. Before leaving, I write a note on the grocery pad in the kitchen for Marianna, telling her that I’m sorry I missed her today and that I am looking forward to seeing her. She is a lovely person and she’s teaching me Spanish.

Actually, she’s trying to teach me Spanish. I’m terrible at languages and cannot roll my “r”s to save my life.

***
I find it so odd to walk back into the hospital as a visitor rather than a patient. It’s nearly as odd as that last lunch, fully dressed and readying myself mentally to journey home to the life that is beginning to feel so foreign.

I was only an occupant inside these sterile walls for a matter of days—a string of long, cyclical moments involving a sun rising, a moon rising, the pair of celestial settings that change the hours from day to night—yet it feels like I was here forever. Inside myself I feel tormented, a poet who is weaving sad words together until they make no sense; yet in their nonsense, they deliver the world to me somehow.

Finding my way back to the nurses’ station nearest my hospital room takes me longer than it should. You would think I would have learned my way around this place of internment, but each hall looks identical, with faux stone tile, pale blue walls, and fluorescent lighting. Finally, I see a wall map. I am here. A star indicates my position. I may be here, but I am not a star. Stars are bright, beautiful, blinking balls of fire dancing in the heavens. The poet awakes in my head again. I tell him… or her… to shut the hell up. I don’t have time for stupid words.

 

There it is. I place my finger on the map, caressing the icon for the psychiatric ward. Easy access to head shrinks and limited access to anything sharp or long enough for a makeshift noose. I’m not even on the correct floor of the hospital. Brilliant.

 

“Excuse me?” I should speak louder, but I find myself shy, half-hoping that no one here will recognize me; the other half of me hopes that someone will, though—that they will look at me, smile wide, and comment on how well I seem. I’ve put on makeup—mascara, even. Truman would be pleased. Not that I’ve done it for him. I think, for some reason, that I’ve done it for Vera. I’m not attracted to the older woman. No. That’s not it. Yet, she is the first person in a long time to make me feel genuinely special and beautiful.

I want more of her.

Like I want air to breathe so that I am no longer that suffering fish out of water.

 

I do not see Vera as I approach the nurses’ station. So I wait patiently for the young nurse to give me notice. She is texting away on her dainty pink phone. It is bedazzled, which makes me nearly roll my eyes. “Um…” I read her nametag quickly. “Amy?” I wait a second and then clear my throat loudly. “Excuse me.” This time, my “excuse me” is not a question, it is a demand; and I surprise myself with how forceful I sound. That’s twice today… three times in the past two days, that I have stood up for myself like I am worth more than two dollars on a red-light district street corner.

The woman looks up, pushing an unruly blond curl behind her left ear. “Yes?” She is annoyed. Like she has any right to be. Excuse the hell out of me for making you do your job.

“Is Vera working today?”

“No.” She looks back down at her phone and my body feels suddenly boneless and squishy. I’ve lost my reason for being awake today. It is an awful feeling.

“Oh…” The forcefulness has drained from my voice. “Will she be here tomorrow?”

“Yes.” The nurse doesn’t even look at me this time. The rudeness further deflates me. It should make me mad. Why can’t I be stronger?

No. I won’t be defeated. “Before I was discharged, Vera gave me her phone number. I’ve lost it and I’d very much like to call her.”

“Cell or home?” She looks at me again, her eyes closed partway as if she does not trust me.

“Um… her cell number.” God, my voice is so weak.

“Vera doesn’t have a cell phone. Only a pager and a landline.”

A pager… no one still uses a pager. “Oh… ok. It must have been her home number then. Can I leave her a note, please?”

“Sure.” She hands me a small white pad of paper with the hospital logo on it and a black pen. My note is short—name, number, and a thank you. When I give it back to the young nurse, I turn away immediately. This way, I only have to hear her crumpling the paper and tossing it away instead of having to see it too.

My ruse has failed. I have failed.

 

I am devastated, gutted, and guilty for some reason. I am all the words that can break my spirit and leave me in ruin. That paring knife in my voice, the one I’d used to be forceful with Truman before he left for work, has left my mouth and cut me so that all my insides trail behind me as I walk.








  
 

Chapter 8



A Piece of Happiness
When I’m feeling out of sorts, I often walk along the beach and most mornings, I run on the dock. It wakes me, fills me up, and satisfies the emptiness inside. I love the smell of being so close to the vast ocean, so salty and somewhat dangerous in its undeniable beauty.

 

The ocean is angry today, breaking against the shore with a determined vengeance, as if the sand has somehow offended.

Each time I am here, my sandaled feet planted against the graying wood of the dock, I think about how the beach wears away, one grain at a time, disappearing into stormy waters, just to be refreshed when high tide builds again, allowing the salt water to encroach further inland.

It is a give and take. A relationship. My arms are crossed against my body and my hands grip my elbows more firmly.

“Lena?”

The person says my name four more times before I am yanked out of my reverie. A hand is on my shoulder. At first I expect it to be Truman, even though I know it is not his voice.

When I am able to focus, dark brown eyes and matching hair that is pulled back into a long ponytail come into view. I am surprised by who it is; I’ve seen him so many times—we’ve even exchanged a few words—but I had no idea he knew my name.

“Connor?” I force a smile. “I didn’t expect to run into you.” That was stupid. Why wouldn’t I see him here? He works only around the block at the small café and book shop called Deacon’s Place. Truman and I have been there together before, but we never sit and talk. Truman rarely has time for that sort of thing.

Connor seems unsure of himself for a moment, shuffling his feet left and right, his large and tall frame hovering over me.

I notice the large to-go cup of coffee in his hand. Pointing, I smile wider—or I attempt to. “I would think you’d never want coffee outside of work. You must get sick of the smell.”

He smiles also now and his teeth are straight and bright white; they make his face joyous. I always notice people’s teeth, because mine used to be so shabby. “I’ve never been fond of coffee, but this,” Connor holds the cup out to me, “is for you. I saw you out here walking and you were kind of holding your arms and looked cold.”

I reach out for the coffee and our fingers brush. The sensation sends an unexpected jolt of electricity through my body. It travels from fingertips to toes. I don’t know what to make of it. I’ve never felt such a feeling before. I experienced the butterflies when I first met Truman—they used to flit about in my stomach—but then they had died, fluttering down to the pit of my stomach to rot along with poorly-chewed food and soda and that piece of gum I’d swallowed in tenth grade that would take so many years to dissolve.

Taking a sip of the coffee, I can’t help but smile again. It is wonderful. Just the way I like it. “Thank you. It’s perfect.”

“Well, you’re my only customer who takes it that way. Most people prefer butter on the scones, not in their coffee.”

For the first time since meeting him so long ago in the café, I look at Connor closely. He is older than I am, maybe more than a decade older; the crow’s feet along his eyes tell me that. His dark brunet hair is only just kissed by silver. I find I don’t mind it there. It’s reassuring. He is unquestionably handsome. I find him more handsome than Truman, even. It’s not right to think that. My smile falters. As my expression changes, so does Connor’s, as if his happiness depends on my own. That makes no sense. He barely knows me, really.

We stand for a while, each shifting about and unsure.

I want to fill the silence that has come between us. “How long have you worked at the coffee house?” Really, Lena? You couldn’t think of anything better to say?

Connor tries to run his fingers through his hair, no doubt a nervous gesture, but he only succeeds in mussing up the espresso brown strands, pulling some from the neat ponytail. “Almost five years now. I opened it with my twin brother.”

“You own it?” I sound surprised, but why should I be? Because Connor doesn’t look like he’d own a business? Because I pegged him as a lowly barista? I’ve been around Truman and the “usual” crowd too long.

But Connor takes it on the chin. He would never fit in with Truman and his friends. I find that this fact makes me like him even more. “My mother says I look like a hippie and is always threatening to shave my head while I sleep. I’m just not the suit-wearing type.”

“Does your brother work with you still? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that looks like you there…” I trail off, because I see the way Connor’s face falls, the smile disappearing, the crow’s feet around his eyes dissolving.

“He died two years ago—not too long before you came into the café for the first time actually. That big fifteen-car pileup near Garden City on Route 15. No one should have been on the road, the rain was coming down so hard you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, but Deacon was stubborn.”

The morsel of happiness I’ve felt talking to Connor is gone. I’ve caused him pain. I hate myself. “I’m… I’m so sorry, Connor. Was he… did he… I mean, did he die instantly?” God, I’m being so insensitive.

“This is going to sound strange. It still sounds strange to me. Deacon drowned.”

I look at him, puzzlement changing my expression. “Drowned?”

“Yeah, when emergency response got there, his entire Porsche was filled with water. I mean, the car was banged to hell, but he drowned. Only my brother would drown in a car accident. But he did love the water.”

“God, that’s awful. I can’t even imagine. Is it hard for you?” I blush, feeling the heat rising in my face. “Of course it’s hard for you. That was stupid.”

“No, it’s not stupid. I’m okay now. I moved Mom in afterwards. She was pretty torn up. And I keep in touch with Deacon’s girlfriend still.”

“You moved your mom in?”

“She was living with Deacon before. Dad left her when we were in college—just disappeared. Mom says he never really wanted kids, not really, and she always knew he was a tad relieved that they weren’t able to conceive. Adopting us was for her, mostly. I don’t even think she resents him for finally leaving.” Connor pauses, his eyes trained on the water, his expression a thoughtful one. “Doesn’t the ocean just sing to you some days? Or is that just me?”

I look where he is looking, at the sea and all its roiling and cresting, and I agree, it does sing to me. It is singing to me now.

When Connor clears his throat to speak again, a smile follows. “Anyways, he didn’t leave her with much and she never really worked. I told her she can live with me forever, as long as she keeps me swimming in her lasagna and fresh bread. I’d let just about anyone live with me if they made a mean lasagna.” Just like that, his smile returns.

“Oh, is that right?” I banter back playfully, and somehow I am even more drawn to him now that I know he is like me: an orphan. At the same time, I am also slightly jealous—at least he has a mother who loves him. And a father who abandoned him. And a brother who died. I chide myself mentally, feeling all sorts of childish and selfish.

“Yep. I’m a happy man as long as I have a full belly. Say… don’t suppose you’ve got a knack for Italian? Mom could use a sous chef.”

I laugh loudly, my head tilting backwards of its own volition. I am reminded of the chorus of bells when I laughed underwater. When I dreamed I laughed under water. I swallow the sound, afraid I might snort and look foolish.

Connor is looking at me, almost into me, as if my laugh has opened the way to my soul.  “You’ve got a great laugh.”

“Thanks,” I respond awkwardly, not knowing what else to say. Nervously, I down the rest of the coffee in one go. It is still quite hot.

Connor is staring at my neck now, at the starfish there. It has captured his attention and I know why: the silver and pearls of it are no doubt sparkling in the sunlight. I love it so much, even though it is a material object that can easily be destroyed, which makes it somewhat meaningless in the scheme of life and love. But sometimes even the most trivial objects can hold meaning that is infinitely dear and important.

Connor’s fingers move to it and he holds the little sea creature between pointer and thumb. “This is really beautiful. Did…” His voice trails off, and I wonder if he is going to ask if Truman has given it to me. I want him to know that it is mine by right, that no one has given it to me.

“It’s the only thing I have from…” From? “… wherever I came from, I guess.”

His eyes meet mine and they cut into me; he is searching for the soul beneath the skin and it makes me both scared and elated.

 

I begin to walk. I’m not sure why, but standing still is not an option now. I do not expect Connor to follow, but he does. As I pass a trashcan, I pause to throw away the empty to-go cup. This gives Connor time to catch up and we continue walking side by side until we find an empty bench. A foot of space exists between us when we sit down. And we talk. We talk for hours, inching together until the foot of space is no more, until the sun begins to set and the sky is an eye-assaulting parade of bright colors.

***
It is when the pinks are fading, melting into stoic dark blue, that I realize the time—realize that Truman will be at home waiting on me and wondering where I am. Subconsciously, I’ve kept my left hand in my pocket most of the time that I’ve been with Connor. It’s only now that I let the dying light sparkle against the engagement ring on my finger.

It catches Connor’s eye and I can see that he’s confused.

Sadness fills me.

“I have to go,” I murmur, averting my eyes.

Connor’s hand reaches out and sets gently against my left forearm. “Life is always going to be too short, Lena. All we can do is find our own little pieces of happiness.”

I can’t look at his face, because what he says stings my heart. I think of his brother. I think of death. I think, not for the first time, that dying would be preferable to leaving Truman. To leaving the family I’ve craved for so long. I don’t want to be an orphan again.

“Today has been really nice, Connor. I can’t believe I’ve been coming to your shop for almost two years and we’ve never really talked. Actually, I really can’t believe I’ve lived here all my life and your coffee shop was open three years before I even discovered it.”

“We’ve talked and I’m just glad you found the shop at all.”

“No. We really haven’t talked.” I look at him; I want him to feel what I am feeling.

“Well… we have now, and I hope we can talk again.”

 

“Truman asked me to marry him.” I drop the truth on the bench between us and the weight of it causes the metal to bow downward. I am sad to realize that the foot of space is back, that we have moved away from each other again.

“I sort of figured that. Ring’s a dead giveaway.”

“I wasn’t trying to lead you on.”

“I know that.”

“Why did you sit here with me all day?”

“Why did you sit here with me all day?” He repeats my question back at me.

I only have one answer, and it is not one that I’ll voice. Because I haven’t found my little piece of happiness yet.

 

Standing up, I brush my pant legs, trying to smooth out some of the wrinkles from sitting too long. “Thank you again for the coffee.” I try to smile, but I can’t manage one this time.

Connor says nothing. His hair is fully out of the ponytail now; dark, shiny strands dance around his face playfully and streaks of bronze-brown come alive and highlight the few strands of silver. His lips part, as if he has thought of the perfect goodbye. But then his mouth closes and I feel a twisting in my heart.

 

“Bye.” The word is a whisper that floats behind me as I walk away, a tiny grain of sand carried on a wave that may not return to shore.








  
 

Chapter 9



It Shimmers
“Where the hell have you been?” The words greet me as I walk through the door and into the condo.

 

I am not startled. I expect this reaction. “I just lost track of time, Truman. You could have called me. 

“Called you? On what?” He holds up my black smartphone; his grip on it is so tight that I expect the screen to crack at any moment.

“Truman… I’m sorry. I thought I had it with me.”

“I was worried sick, Lena. You just got out of the hospital. I thought… I thought the worst.”

“You thought I’d tried to kill myself again.”

“No, Lena. I thought you’d succeeded.” He drops my phone onto the sofa cushion and then collapses onto the dark tan material beside it; one hand covers his face as he leans forward. I think he is crying. Surely, he isn’t. Truman does not cry.

I am right. Truman sheds no tears. He is leaning back now. His head resting against the top of the couch, his hair somehow splays out above his head in a perfect semicircle of gold. He is picture-perfect. “I don’t know what to do with you, Lena. What else can I do? Just tell me. What else can I possibly do to make you grow up and see that what we have is worth your time? This is the best you’ve ever had. I want you… but wanting you isn’t going to keep us together. Don’t you want this? Don’t you want a home?”

There are the words that punctuate Truman’s most callous flaws. This is the best you’ve ever had. I want you. Don’t you want a home?  Love doesn’t highlight the sadness of the past; it revels in the beauty of today and tomorrow. Love doesn’t want, it cherishes… it… it wraps its arms around you and holds you loosely, so that you’ll always know that it is there, ready and waiting whenever you have need. And, in turn, you offer your own embrace, freely given and without threat of abandonment.

He wasn’t always like this. Our first months together were wonderful. Our first months together… and, yet, I have stayed with this man for years, well past those blissful initial months.

 

“I won’t stay with you forever, Lena. You have to show me you want this as much as I want it. You can leave. I won’t stop you. You can go out into the world and find whatever it is I’m not giving you. You’d be a fool—a damn fool, Lena, but I wouldn’t stop you.” When he claims that he won’t stop me, there is an undertone of falsehood in his voice.

 

Love does not strangle you with strong hands and staple you to the floor with harsh words. 

 

“I do want this, Truman.” I try to look at him, but his eyes are the color they get when he is concealing anger with a façade of apathy. They are piercing and icy. So I look at the white porcelain sculpture atop the sideboard. It is hideous, shaped like an elk, the antlers dipped in silver. Another encroachment by the tasteful Peggy to go with her oil diffusers and tiny guest soaps shaped like seashells. My mind goes to that small sterling dish in the guest bath, now filled with realistic conchs and moon shell soaps. I realize I actually don’t mind those. I find them darling.

I hate that I find them darling. Stupid Peggy and her posh little knickknacks that make me want to hurl. I have the urge to walk over to the elk, pick it up, and smash it into the display case which holds Truman’s various work awards and degree plaques. It is like a little worship temple for his ego. The espresso shelves, each lit with a string of LED lights, each hold a piece of his confidence.

But I know that if I attack the case, I will then walk into our master closet and take all of his precious suits, color-coordinated shirts and pocket squares, elaborate ties and expertly-shined shoes, and I will toss them all off of our large balcony, watch them float toward the busy street below and be devoured by oncoming traffic. It would cause an accident; I had no doubt about that. Cars would pile up, horns would honk like angry geese…

My thoughts trail off and I find a vision of a face replaces the anger.

Connor. His brother Deacon. A fifteen-car pileup that changed everything.

So, no, I will not destroy anything tonight. Tonight I will be Truman’s Lena, simpering and apologetic.

“You’re right, Tru. Please forgive me. I will keep trying.”

He stands; the smile that is plastered across his face is forced. When his arms embrace me, I want to push him away but I do not. When his fingers trail down my back and play with the loose material of the palazzo pants, I do not stop him. The ring on my left hand is laughing at me.

I can hear the diamond’s voice as it shrieks with joy. It is not my best friend. It’s a monster, expertly hand-cut and incredibly ugly. It is proof that all that glitters and shimmers is not gold and precious.

***
We are in the bedroom now. I only wear the billowy blouse and life-worn starfish necklace and Truman wears nothing at all. His body is beautiful—perfect, even. But I do not want to touch it, not like I once did. It does not blind me to his faults—that taut stomach, the muscled thighs and calves… they are not enough of a shield. Even when he turns around, wanting to catch a glimpse of himself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror inside our walk-in closet, I feel no fluttering from the long-dead butterflies he used to make come alive with only a smile and “hello.”

I wait for him, my body resting against the plush comforter, my lower half exposed.

He is at the foot of the bed. His lips brush against my calves. Higher. His teeth nibble at my inner thighs. Higher. As much as I do not want it, I still feel the tingling of my body responding to his touch. It is in rebellion, wanting things that my heart and mind do not want. I shudder as his mouth works hungrily.

An unwanted ecstasy. A disturbing desire. A climax that feels so wrong.

 

He is lying beside me now. His hands pulling up the material of my shirt. Sitting up, I let him pull the blouse fully over my head. My bra is already long gone.

“Take this off.” His fingers play with my necklace.

I shake my head; I don’t want to remove it. It crossed my mind on the drive home that perhaps it is magic; perhaps it is the thing that is taking me from one reality to another. That is silly, though. Stupid.

He doesn’t ask me a second time to remove my starfish; he allows me this small show of boldness.

“I don’t know why you love me, Tru.” I am shivering now, suddenly cold, fully aware of my nakedness. Naked in so many ways.

“I’ve wanted and loved you from the first day I saw you, Lena.”

Why does want always come before love, Truman? The question remains inside my head as he grips my waist and pulls me closer to him. As his fingers trace up my spine, I let my mind wander back to a time where Truman consumed me and I was earnestly happy in his arms.

 

Before I can react, he is unclasping my starfish; it is falling toward the floor to land in a pool of silver and pearl against the berber carpet. So I am not allowed my small victory after all. A gasp escapes my lips as he pushes inside of me and I close my eyes tightly so that I can freefall into memory.








  
 

Chapter 10



When We Met
A charity case.

 

That’s all I am to this school, to whatever socialite do-gooder has made it their week’s mission to give X number of state wards scholarships and access to a “better” education. My current foster family said it is an opportunity I shouldn’t pass up, that it will give me a future. What do they care? I’ve only been with them three weeks and I can already see it in their eyes—they are ready to be rid of me. I’ll be amazed if another family will take me in. I’m nearly sixteen, an undesirable age for fosters and adoptions.

 

I feel like I am walking around with the word orphan tattooed on my forehead, much like it is tattooed on my heart—a constant, aching reminder of the family I’ve never known. The family I’ll likely never know.

I keep my head down and it makes me mad—the shorn locks, courtesy of my newest foster mother, provide no curtain of protection. It’s so short—a lopsided bob cut at chin level that does nothing to flatter my face. I have to keep the left side pinned back to make it look even remotely even.

My first class is calculus. I hate math, so I am not surprised that the torture of my first day here is compounded by my first class being the worst, most frustrating subject that ever existed. Stupid Fibonacci and Euclid and Fermat. Stupid everyone that ever thought of anything to do with math. Stupid creator of math.

I am so lost in my own thoughts, my demonization of all mathematicians who have ever lived, that I do not see him.

 

We are a jumble of arms and legs and flying paperwork. “Jesus, watch out!” I quip; my voice is high-pitched and angry.

“You ran into me, princess.”

“Did my designer clothes give it away? Daddy said I should try and act normal here, so the common folk don’t get agitated.” The words expel from me; I mean them to be sharp and stinging, but instead they sound like a joke and he snorts with repressed laughter.

We are still entangled. I’ve yet to see his face fully, but his clothes are rich, expertly aged with rips in the dark jeans and fading around the elbows of his tailored, salmon-colored dress shirt. It is not the school-approved uniform, the monochromatic palette that washes me out so severely.

He stands up, our bodies finally separated, and hovers over me. Light floods in from a nearby window and makes the dark gold of his hair come alive. His eyes are brilliant, dancing things. I am mesmerized. And ashamed.

Ashamed of my shoddy haircut and secondhand uniform.

But he is smiling down at me and the look of it is genuine and beautiful. I want to bathe in it, let the warmness of it wash over me in endless waves. I’ve never been looked at like that. I don’t want it to end.

It ends, though. The sun is shadowed by a passing cloud, and although he is still smiling at me and he is still handsome, the moment has passed and I know it will not return.

“No. I’m definitely right. You’re a princess.” He puts out his hand, the fingers spread wide. It is an invitation, only I am too nervous to accept. All my wit has abandoned me now that I see him fully. “Well, if you’re suddenly a mute, then that will be a welcome change from the gossipy prattle of the bimbos here.”

He leans down now and takes my hand. I want to pull it away, but there’s something about his forwardness I find appealing. I do not like being forced to do things… it’s a way of life in the foster system… but when he pulls me to my feet, I find that this sort of forcefulness is somehow securing.

We are standing next to one another; he keeps a hold of my hand a bit longer than necessary.

He’s a playboy, I decide. He’s found prey in me—the new girl. Should this make me pull away? Race to my dreaded calculus class and never look back?

My hand is released; he clears his throat. “What’s your name?”

Flexing my fingers, I find that I miss his hand already. I swallow, nervousness arresting my voice.

“So you have gone mute. Well, that’s all right. I know a bit of sign.” And then he stands there in front of me, the stragglers in the hallway, the janitor emptying the can near the girls’ restroom, and he begins to wave his hands about manically. His facial expressions change too, suddenly and comically shifting from happy to sad to anxious. I begin to laugh. I can’t help myself.

 

And that’s when I fall in love with this boy, so funny and rebellious, standing outside what I now realize is the principal’s office, surely in trouble for wearing jeans and a bright-colored shirt instead of his uniform.

 

I can’t stop laughing. I do not realize how loud I am being until he has stopped acting like a fool and returned to his simple, open smile. His teeth are perfect. I stop laughing, because my bottom teeth are crooked, sad things that desperately need a dentist.

“Lena. My name is Lena.”

“Just Lena? No middle or last? That’s quite mysterious.”

I can’t stop the small smile that stretches my mouth, but I keep my lips closed to hide my teeth. “Lena Meri McMillan.”

“Lena Meri.” He sort of whispers my name, and his fingers find their way to a stray maroon lock of hair that has escaped the clip. “You’re not like other girls, are you, Lena Meri McMillan?” He shakes his head slowly. “No, definitely not. Just wait until my mother sees you, you gorgeous, strange girl. She’ll—”

The door to the principal’s office swings open. It is time for the troublemaker to get his comeuppance. “Miss McMillan, being late to your first class isn’t going to make the best impression.”

I am startled that the stoic woman in the dark suit knows my name, but I should not be. I am the charity case, the orphan; I’ve forgotten the tattoo on my forehead that tells the world so. 

“Mr. Kent, I’m getting tired of your fashion stunts. Please go home and change.”

The door closes. It is my impression that she has become accustomed to this boy and his rebellions, knows they are innocent, and chooses to rob him of the attention he is so obviously craving. Well-off boy, good family, surely loved by a mother and father. He wants for nothing. I am suddenly envious and angry that he should act this way.

Then his amazing smile reappears and I am no longer angry. “Now you know my last name. I think I’ll make you guess my first.”

“That’s not fair.” I try and act upset, but I am not. I cannot be upset with this boy.

“Goodbye, Lena Meri McMillan, long-lost princess of Saint Andrews Academy.”

 

He is skipping away from me now. Skipping. Literally. It is a stunt, another foolish act that is charming despite the silliness.








  
 

Chapter 11

When We Met


~Truman~

 

She’s so different.

 

I am out of her sight now, no longer skipping to make her smile. She seems like she needs to smile, more and often. I’ve never really cared about a girl’s feelings before. I don’t have to; they all like me no matter how I act. They like my car, my money, and the parties I throw when my parents are away. I don’t need the added depth of sincerity and charm. That’s for the unattractive boys, the poor boys.

Beneath the strange desire I have to make this girl happy, this Lena Meri McMillan—I find the name rolls like water through my mind, fluid and cleansing—is another thought. Mother will hate her. With a sick satisfaction I know I will pursue Lena, not because I find her beautiful and sad and different, but because pissing off my mother is always on my to-do list.

***
Dad is at home when I arrive. He’s always at home now that his business has gone bankrupt. We’re living off of mother’s money now; it’s enough to maintain the world we’re used to—the mortgage and car loans and outward appearance that make us the Joneses everyone is trying to keep up with. It’s just another façade now, like my parents’ marriage. Mother… Peggy… has found a dozen new diversions to keep her away from the house, away from the husband who has become a colossal disappointment. One of those diversions is her tennis instructor.

“Truman, is that you?” His voice is slurred; he’s been drinking again. The liquor cabinet was nearly depleted last night. This morning, I am sure it is completely emptied of bourbon and scotch and the terrible peach schnapps Grandfather Leonard left last Christmas.

“Yes,” I answer curtly. I don’t want to deal with him this morning.

“I need you to drive me to the store, Truman.” He stumbles in, holding the wall for support. “I need to get a few things, Truman. I need you to drive me.”

“Dad, you need to go to sleep. You’re drunk.”

“I need you to drive me, Truman!” He yells at me, pushes himself away from the wall and comes at me, fists raised. It would not be the first time he has hit me, but he’s so drunk, his large stomach sloshing audibly with liquor, that I easily sidestep his attack and he falls onto the marble floor.

“Go to sleep, Dad.” I say the words firmly.

He pulls himself across the floor, latches his right hand around my ankle. “Drive me to the store… please… drive me to the store.” His last words crumple into a sob. It’s pitiful.

I despise him. I kick him away and he draws his knees toward his chest, trying to get into the fetal position. But his gut is too large. He looks ridiculous, like a beached whale; yet he also looks so small against the white floor.

“I hate you.” And I do. I hate him.

 

I am not changing my clothes. I am not going back to school. Lena and her burgundy hair will have to wait; provoking mother’s rage will have to wait.

 

As I leave the house, my father’s whimpers follow me. I can still hear them even after I slam the front door.

Driving away, I close my eyes. I know the curves of our long driveway so well that I do not need to see them. Behind my eyelids, I see her instead. I see Lena the princess. And I wonder why I am truly fixating on her. I wonder if the purer motive will win out over the deceitful one.

 

My eyes are open again. I am driving toward the place I go whenever life sucks so much that I cannot feign being the careless playboy. It is a small stretch of beach, secluded and difficult to reach, impossible at high tide. There, nothing can touch me. Not distant mother, drunken father, or achingly beautiful girl with an incredibly bad haircut.








  
 

Chapter 12



Wash it Away
He is asleep now, so I roll off the bed, trying to be as quiet as I can, and I retrieve my necklace. I want it on again. When it is off, I feel a piece of me is gone. And… if it is magic, then I will need it in the bathwater.

 

As I shuffle quietly across the floor, an aching comes alive between my legs. Truman continued to make love to me—if you can call it that—even after I began to cry, and I am sore now. Perhaps he did not notice the tears. I remember it like a dream now, how I began to sink into the motions of it, letting him finish while I closed my eyes and thought of other things, another face. Connor’s face.

I have to get him off of me.

Making love to Truman used to be wonderful—it really had been. When we were still in high school and sometimes on long college weekends, he’d take me to this little stretch of beach, hidden and unmarred, and we’d lie on a blanket together under the stars. He’d told me it was his special place, where he felt safe.

And he shared it with me. So eventually, I shared with him myself, every part of me, as we’d bobbed up and down with the waves—high school students both needing to be loved. It had hurt and then it had been wonderful. Like being weightless on the inside, like it wasn’t only my physical body floating.

God, how people change.

 

Not wanting to wake Truman, I make my way to the guest bathroom with the little silver dish of shell soaps. This bath is not so deep, and when I fill the tub and sink in, the water only rises to below my breasts. If I try to fill it further, the water just seeps out. But I want it higher. I want to be immersed, so I stuff a bleach-white washcloth into the drainage hole and I turn the water back on, scalding hot, until it has risen to the very edge of the tub lip. If I move, even the slightest bit, I will send a waterfall of wetness cascading over the side of the rarely-used bathtub.

The throw carpet will be soaked, the travertine will be slick.

I’ll clean it up—that’s what towels are for.

I slide into the water, the tub beneath my body smooth and reassuringly unyielding. No dream this time, no illusion, nothing to pull me from reality. It is night, after all, and one cannot daydream at night and Vera has dubbed me a daydreamer.

This is silliness, though.

I love the water when it is hot, so hot it makes my skin an ugly shade of red that is unattractive when paired with my purple-auburn hair. I am in that first bath again now, feeling everything change.

I am in the burning hospital shower, cavorting with a flounder.

The water is spilling out of the bath and everywhere, but I do not care. Not even a little bit.

A tingling in my fingers draws my gaze. I expect to see red, but instead I see green, that shimmering silvery-jade I’d witnessed on my hands when washing the hand-painted china. It was real after all. Or am I imagining it again? No, I am sane. I am sane. Then why do I feel so crazy now? 

This time I do not gradually change, mutate, feel the softness of my hair become the seaweed and coral crown. It is jarring and sudden. I am, in a flash, a girl in the midst of a vast ocean. I am, in a flash, a girl with silvery-green skin and a strong, muscular tail covered in the mother-of-pearl scales that are so translucent and transformative.

Flounder is here. He is darting about in front of me, happy to see me.

I once again feel that thing calling to me in the distance. I am drawn to it. I must find what it is or I will never be whole again or human. I move so fast through the water this time. I do not want to wake up, be pulled from this fantasy—not before I have reached my destination. Flounder is by my side; he is remarkably fast for such a little fish. We are getting closer, so close that the feeling that compels me forward is no longer just a feeling. It is words. The same string of words chanted over and over, melodic, like a song crafted so perfectly that the tune will never leave your brain, never be replaced.

“Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. Come home to us. Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. Come home to us.”

The word home is what fills my heart with hope, what makes me will my tail to beat with more force. Home.

Home… I have a home. Do I have a home?

Knock. Knock. Knock.

What is that sound?

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Quicker now, more urgent.

“Lena?”

My name. Is it my name? Or am I Meri? Am I Ocean Eyes? Who am I?

“Lena? Lena, are you all right?”

***
Like awakening from the deepest kind of sleep, my brain finds itself caught between two realities—one of ocean and one of bathwater. My tail is gone. My hope is gone.

“Lena!”

“I’m fine. I’m fine, Truman. I’m sorry, I must have dozed off. The water was just so warm.” I am repeating words that I have said to Dr. Lenderman. The water was just so warm…

“I don’t want you to lock the bathroom doors. Please don’t, Lena. I woke up and you were gone. And then you didn’t answer me. Just don’t…”

It’s funny, but when he is scared for me, I hear the Truman I used to know reemerge. And I love him again.

“Lena. Come out now.”

And then he is ordering me about, and the love dissolves as quickly as it came.

“Yes… I’m coming.”

Standing up, I revel in the sensation of the water running down my body. I do not bother to dry myself properly, but instead slip still damp into the black nightgown I’ve brought from the bedroom. It is simple, cotton and unadorned. I prefer it to lingerie and silky gowns.

Before leaving the bathroom, I pick up one of the moonshell soaps and I scrub my hands. The silvery-green is long gone, but I am desperate for one more glimpse, one tiny sign that everything is real. I am disappointed.

Truman is sitting on the arm of the sofa when I exit. He stares at me, his eyes flitting to the necklace around my neck again, and I stare at him also. We do not see beneath the surface, though—not like we once did… if we ever really did.

“Come to bed.”

I nod and walk to “our” room. I know he is behind me and soon he will be beside me, beneath the covers and close to my body once more. I want to go back to the water, stay changed in that other reality.

 

But I don’t know how to turn around and defy him. I don’t even know if it is possible now that I am nearly dry beneath the gown.








  
 

Chapter 13

Compassion


~Vera~

 

“A girl?”

 

“Yeah, yesterday morning, maybe around ten. She could have been older, I guess. Fake-looking burgundy hair, definitely cheap box stuff, but pretty eyes. Really blue.” The younger nurse blew a bubble and popped it loudly, pushing her tongue against the gum and pulling it back into her mouth to chew like a mannerless cow. “I don’t know. She asked for your number and just seemed like she wanted it a little too much, you know? Real desperate.”

I know who she is speaking of and I feel defensive of the girl who captured a piece of my heart with her beautiful brokenness. “Did she say her name?”

“I don’t remember, Vera. She wrote down her number, but I threw it away. She seemed like a crazy.”

It is a bit after seven a.m. and I know yesterday’s trash has likely been emptied by the evening janitor, but I check anyway. Sometimes Carl misses the small bin beneath the nursing station desk. I sigh unhappily. The trash is gone. But if the woman who was here is Lena, then I am sure I can get her number from her hospital records. I likely shouldn’t—it’s unorthodox, as she is no longer our patient—but she needs me. I know this in my heart.

 

The hospital records only show one number, a Savannah area code, and it is listed to Truman Kent. I see in the file that he has already been called to check on Lena after her discharge. That’s normal procedure. Is it a home phone? His cell? I do not wish to talk to him; there was something off about their relationship; she wasn’t happy with him. It didn’t take strong intuitiveness to see that.

I dial the number anyways, not giving a thought to how early it is—barely seven thirty. It rings six times before a woman answers. It is not Lena. This woman has a distinctly Hispanic accent. “Kent Residence, Marianna speaking.”

A landline. I feel I am in luck, as I am sure Truman would not give me Lena’s number. He didn’t like it—that day I’d told her how special she is, that she shouldn’t let the world snuff out her kindness and shimmering aura.

“Hello?”

I’ve been quiet too long. Clearing my throat, I quickly think of what to say. “Hello, I’m sorry to call so early, Marianna. My name is Vera Clune. I’m a nurse at Memorial Health. I need to speak with a Lena McMillan, please. This is the number we have on file.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, señora, Señorita Lena isn’t home right now.”

It is odd to me, that I should be señora and Lena should be señorita, but perhaps I sound my age—a wizened grandmother with too many white hairs to count. “It’s rather urgent, about her medication.” I cross my fingers, hoping this woman knows very little about the couple she cleans for so that she has not spoken intimately with either party. Truman does not seem the type to converse with the help. Lena, though, with her soft spirit—she is the type that may have befriended Marianna.

“I wish I could help…” Marianna’s voice trails off, and then comes to life again. “Wait, I have Señor Kent’s work number, would that help? He is always there by eight.” She sounds hopeful, as if she has stumbled upon an obvious solution.

But it is not a solution. He is a barrier between me and the girl I wish to see, not a help. But I say “yes, that would be helpful” and pretend to write the number down even though the woman on the other end of the phone cannot see me. “Thank you so much for your help, Marianna.” I pause… “I really wish I could have spoken directly to her. She was so pleasant in the hospital—one of my best patients. I hope she’s doing well?”

“I think she’s well, señora—well enough to go on her morning run, at least.”

“Oh? Then she must be feeling better. I see the address in her records is not too far from the water. I bet she likes to run on the docks. I know I would.” I’m fishing for information. We’ve spoken of the condo she shares with Truman—where it is. I just need to know if she runs nearby… or does she go to a gym, to an indoor track?

“Oh, yes, señora, she always drives to the point and runs on the docks. She says the water wakes her up, and her favorite coffee shop is there too. It’s called Deacon’s Place, I think.

“I’ll have to go there and try a cup. I’m a bit of a coffee snob.” I wait for her to respond, but the line is quiet for a moment. “I’ve kept you too long, Marianna. Thank you for your help. I’ll give Mr. Kent a call now.”

We say our goodbyes and she is in a hurry to hang up now, as if she’s realized she’s spoken out of turn by telling me private details of Lena’s routine—or perhaps she is not allowed to use the phones for longer than necessary.

 

I actually do not drink coffee; in fact it never settles well, always roiling in my stomach and sending me to the bathroom, so I’ve never had a reason to hunt down little cafés here in Savannah. Opening up an internet browser, I type in the coffee shop name Marianna has provided. It is not far; I can be there quickly.

 

“Amy, I’m going to run out for coffee. You want any? My treat.”

The young nurse looks surprised. Everyone here knows full well my dislike of coffee. “So, you’re coming to the dark side?” Amy pops another gum bubble and smirks.

“Cafés sell other beverages also, Amy. Do you want coffee or not? I want to hurry and get back.”

“You’ve worked her forever, Vera. I don’t think anyone’s going to get mad you made a coffee run.”

“Fine. No coffee. Got it.” I turn around curtly. I am old; I don’t have time for silly young girls and silly games.

“Vera! I was just kidding. A double espresso, two pumps sugar-free sweetener, and a bunch of skim milk poured over ice, please.”

That is why I do not drink coffee, I realize: it’s not just the gastrointestinal unrest—it is that I do not want to become one of the yuppie peons with the mile-long specialty orders. Half-calf, double-filtered, sugar-free latte, hold the whip, add sugar-free caramel sauce, please. At least my late husband, God rest Benjamin’s soul, took his black with sugar. Simple drink for a simple, honest man. None of that fancy crap.

“I’ll try and remember that.”

“Want me to write it down?” she quips, her voice girlish and placating.

I wonder if she is mocking me, the aging nurse and her aging memory. But I smile; I force kindness, because that is who I am. I am kind and I do not let the silliness of other people rob me of my identity. That is what Lena needs to learn. She needs to find her identity first, though. 

“No, Amy. I was joking. I’m pretty sure I can remember that, as fancy as it is. I’ll be back soon.”

 

My pager beeps as I am getting into my car. It’s my daughter’s number. And I know why she is calling. This early—there’s only one thing it can be. I do not want to walk back into the hospital, because I worry I will get dragged into one thing or another, so I get in the car and drive to the payphone near the 7-Eleven. Moments later, I am huddled against the standing phone listening to it ring and trying to get a little shelter from the wind that is now blowing. I’ve always been cold-natured, and the thin scrubs do nothing to warm me.

“Hello?” It’s my daughter’s voice on the line.

“Hi, sweetheart. What’s up?”

“Anderson missed the bus again.”

“Ashleigh, how does he keep missing the bus? It’s your job to have him up and ready. Tyler and Maxx always make it on their bus just fine.” Anderson is my eldest grandson, and Tyler and Maxx are the five-year-old twins. I’m being unfair; their bus comes later, so they do not need to be ready so early.

“You know how he is in the morning, Mom. He hates to wake up.”

Ashleigh and her children have been living with me for three years now—ever since she moved out of her deadbeat boyfriend’s apartment. It is better for the children and for her, but it often tries my patience that she cannot be responsible about certain things.

“Mom?” I realize she’s spoken the word mom several times. 

“Ashleigh, I can’t come get him this morning. You’re just going to have to drive him in after the twins are on their bus. He can be late for once.”

“Then I’ll be late for work, Mom. I can’t be late again.”

“You being late for work has nothing to do with me. You say Anderson can’t get ready on time. Maybe if you didn’t spend an hour on your makeup, you wouldn’t have so many tardy strikes against you at the store.”

Kindness. I need to be kind. But I can’t always be there to pick her up when she falls. She’s nearly thirty; she has two strong legs to stand on.

“I am sorry, sweetheart. You know I wouldn’t normally turn you down.”

She doesn’t say anything for a moment, but then she sighs heavily. “I know, Mom. I know. You’re always helping out. I think… I think I take it for granted a lot of times. I’ll get Anderson to school.”

“Okay.”

“Mom, can you please get a cell phone already?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That’s what you always say.”

I think she’s about to hang up, so I say that I love her quickly and she says it back. We do love each other, even when we are frustrated with each other. Families should be beautiful and messy. That thought turns my mind back to Lena. She has a family, but I do not think it is beautiful or real or where she should be. I think it is mostly just messy.

 

Driving toward Deacon’s Place, I hope that I will find her, that I will see her running along the dock or sipping coffee in a corner booth. But if she is not there, I will keep trying. I will even use Truman’s work number and see if he will be kind—kinder than I believe he is.

 

Kindness is a funny thing, though. Those who are truly kind are greatly outnumbered in this world by those who are either truly unkind or generally apathetic.








  
 

Chapter 14



Seems Like Forever
Running is therapeutic. Not like the water; this is a different kind of therapy—one of work and sweat.

 

I only wish I lived near enough to the dock not to have to drive from the condo. I’m in shape, but my stint in the hospital has made eight-plus miles too hard for now. So my Buick is parked… near the coffee shop.

I have always parked there—in the same spot, if possible.

But today, I know I have parked there for other reasons. One reason, actually.

And that reason has chocolate eyes, espresso hair, and a knee-wobble-worthy smile. I still cannot believe that I have stood in Connor’s shop so many times and never really seen him.

 

My hair is pulled back in a long ponytail that swishes across my shoulders and back as I move. The pounding of my yellow and gray tennis shoes on the water-aged wood of the dock is repetitive and pleasing. I have always run here—even in high school, when I needed to race away from my life—but I find I am drawn more strongly to the sea than ever this morning. It pulls me and I can almost hear the repetitive chant: “Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. Come home to us. Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. Come home to us.”

Go away, voices in my head; just go away. You are not real. You are not some distant relative or faraway dream of another life. You’re nothing at all. Like me.

To banish the chorus fully, I focus on him.

Now that I have spoken with Connor, sat on that bench for hours and heard his story and his bursting-with-life laugh, I cannot rid him from my head. Even when he does not exist in my conscious mind, I can feel him still, playing about in the recesses of my subconscious, waiting for something to bring him to the forefront of my thoughts.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

My sneakers against the ground make a hollow sound. I want music to accompany the drumbeat of my running, but my phone’s battery is low, so I have left it in the car, which means that I cannot listen to my normal playlist. I cannot pretend that I’m Cinderella speaking with Snow White, complaining how love has gotten so off course. The chords of the melody of my all-time favorite song begin to buzz through my head.

As much as I want to listen to music, though, not having my cell also means that Truman cannot call to check on me, which is nice. If he calls, I am sure that my not answering will anger him. But what’s another evening of shouting?

 

It’s windy today; salt water spray caresses my face as I take a left, leaving the length of dock that is beach-bound, and head out over the water toward the large gazebo—home to a few ancient vending machines and a contraption that flattens coins and stamps them with various ocean-themed images. For the cheap cost of a dollar. Plus the quarter you want to smash, of course.

Truman and I did it once, getting a pelican on one side and the Savannah city seal on the other. High school. That stupid thing has been there for that long.

I am in the gazebo now, hands on hips, staring out at the ocean. The waves are rough today, cresting high, and moving like independent freight trains toward shore. I see more than one surfer. They are determined, choosing their wave, and then they are smiling, reveling in the power of taming Poseidon.

A light drawstring bag is on my back—it holds my wallet and other sundries. Now that I am here in the shade, my gaze moves toward that ancient coin presser and I am interested. Will I get the pelican again? Or will I get something else?

It almost feels like fate pulls me to it, like some heavy weight rests on whether or not I will receive the same image I received so long ago with Truman. Stay or go. Go or stay. There is exactly a dollar and a quarter in the small zippered coin pocket of my wallet—more indication that I am about to know what to do… with my entire life.

 

I push the coins into the machine; once they are inserted fully, my fingers grip the cool metal handle firmly. I turn the wheel connected to that handle slowly, hesitantly; it causes the internal gears to rotate. Almost as if my body is fighting with my mind and my heart, because I am unsure of what is coming, I stop and start and stop and start in my turning of the wheel. I am unsure if I want my tomorrow to rest in the hands of a decrepit, rusting machine.

Plunk. And then it is too late. It is over.

The flattened coin has dropped into the narrow retrieval bin. I stand there like an idiot, frozen and nervous. I know what I want. I want it to be something different. A dolphin. A shark. A mermaid. A… a flounder. My heart feels light, because I know that this is the case. I know that it is not a pelican on the coin. It can’t be. My fate is not Truman and a life of Peggy and the “usual” crowd.

Smiling as I reach into the little bin.

Smiling as I hold the coin between my middle and pointer finger.

My entire body feels weightless and euphoric as I bring the oval of thin metal toward my face to see my future.

 

A pelican.

It is a pelican. And fate is a cruel bitch.

 

My heart is heavy again, a boulder in my chest. I throw the damn smashed coin into the sea. It disappears beneath the waves. I decide what tomorrow brings, not you. It is a fresh-squeezed lemon in my mind, sour and unpleasant, admonishing the cruelty of signs from the universe, admonishing the foolishness of a woman silly enough to put stock in those imagined signs from said universe.

***
I am running again, trying to take my mind off of that stupid pelican. It is not enough, though.

Giving up, I slow to a walk, thread my fingers together, and stretch my hands above my head. Then I shake my arms spastically, roll my shoulders, and let out a sigh that’s a mile long.

“Ocean Eyes, is that you?”

The sound of the nickname hangs in the air behind me. It is beautiful there, waiting for me to turn around and embrace it.

“Vera?” I pose the question, even though it is unnecessary. It has to be Vera. The nickname floats to me and kisses my face sweetly as I turn around.

“I almost didn’t recognize you, Lena. You definitely look different in running clothes instead of a hospital gown or fancy dress.” She walks closer to me. Her smile lights up the skies, which are now ominously dark—clouds are moving rapidly overhead. I’ve been so oblivious to the news, the weather reports. A hurricane could be offshore and I would be blissfully ignorant.

 

My body shifts forward; it wants to hug her. I want to cling to her tightly, my body full against hers so I can feel the realness of her, but I know that would be too much—that intimate embrace reserved for friends and family.

 

Not knowing what to do, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “You weren’t at work yesterday. I came in so I could talk to you, but you weren’t there.” And the petulant child returns. I’ve done this to her before—treated her like she should be at my beck and call. “God, I’m sorry, Vera. I’m being so ridiculous.”

The woman doesn’t skip a beat; her smile doesn’t falter. “Maybe a little ridiculous, but I wouldn’t say so ridiculous.”

“How did you find me?”

“The number we had on file was your house line and Marianna answered.”

“Oh…”

“Now it’s my turn to be sorry.” Vera is still smiling, but I can tell from the tightening of the skin around her eyes that she is worried that she’s overstepped.

“It’s fine, really. It’s just that Truman is so strict with Marianna. I’m afraid if she tells him that she talked about me with someone that he’ll fire her. She’s so sweet.”

“I tried to be sneaky about it. I’ll feel awful if that happens.” The smile is gone, the sunshine that was brightening the ever-darkening day. I hate that it is gone.

“It’ll be fine. I know it will be. Please don’t worry.” I reassure her quickly, my words tumbling over one another so that they are barely coherent.

The smile is back, but it is a hesitant thing that looks like it could wither away at any moment. “Are you done with your run?”

“Ugh,” I groan. “Yes. I don’t want to run another step. It’s not helping today at all.”

“Time for a coffee?”

“You hate coffee.”

“I never told you that.”

“Please!” My laugh is loud and uninhibited. “You never once had coffee with me in the hospital, and every time you brought me a cup your nostrils would flare like you’d just smelled skunk spray.”

We laugh together now, not exactly in harmony, so it is a bit odd-sounding to my ears. “I guess I’m pretty transparent. Benji used to say I couldn’t lie my way out of a paper bag. Whatever that means.”

“You know, the café around the corner serves tea too.”

“Earl Grey, here I come.”

 

Deacon’s Place is bustling at this time of day: patrons racing in and out, filling office orders, grabbing a to-go cup before work, yelling greetings to Connor behind the bar. I see Deacon now over Connor’s right shoulder… he has always been there. A large picture of a laughing man that looks so much like his brother, but it is obviously not Connor. Deacon’s hair was buzzed on the sides and long on top, like he normally styled his locks in a mohawk, but had chosen to let the dark strands flop naturally the day of the portrait. There is a dimple, just a single dimple, in his left cheek. It is charming and a bit sad that a man that looks that vibrant in a photograph is gone forever.

Vera and I play-bicker back and forth like ancient friends until we are at the front of the undulating horde of coffee-enthusiasts.

“So I’m getting tea, of course, but what are you having, Ocean Eyes?”

“Um…” Craning my neck to look up at the options, I realize that I’ve only ever gotten drip coffee with butter here. “I think I’ll have—”

“Dark roast drip with butter?” Connor has taken the place of the slight-framed Korean college student who normally works the cash register. I think his name is… Peter? Or maybe Patrick? It’s terrible that I don’t remember his name; we’ve exchanged words and money at least a hundred times.

“Hi, Connor.” Shyness takes over my body suddenly; I am so nervous seeing him. It has never been this way before. But now that we’ve really talked, I really know him.

I can feel the butterflies, long dead in my belly from years with Truman, come alive. They are flapping their wings slow, slow, and then they are beating them so fast that I worry I will lift off of the ground. They are dying to fly instead of just dying.

“Lena.” He doesn’t say hello, just my name. And God, my name on his lips is more than I can hope for. It sounds so right.

A throat clears beside me. I’ve forgotten Vera. “Oh, umm, Connor, this is Vera. She’s my… well, she’s my friend.” I pause, debating whether to add the last bit that is on the tip of my tongue. “She was my nurse in the hospital.”

“Hospital?”

We didn’t talk about that yesterday—my stint in the hospital, the fact that I was crazy, and then I was sane, and then I was a daydreamer.

“Oh, it was no big deal, really. Lena just had a little scare.” Vera saves me, stretching her hand across the counter top.

Connor takes it and shakes it firmly. I like that. Truman has what people call a dead-fish handshake: he grasps a person’s hand loosely and gives it one or two weak shakes. It’s like he wants to distance himself from other people—especially those lower on the social pecking order.

He didn’t used to be that way.

He used to be the kind of guy that would befriend the charity case—even if the friendship was partly formed to piss off his parents.

 

“Lena?” My name, his voice. Hearing it twice is almost too much.

“You’re daydreaming again, Ocean Eyes.” Vera pokes me in the side playfully and I start, then blush furiously.

“Ocean Eyes?” Connor’s smile stretches wider and I feel that if it widens any more, then he will break his face.

I refocus on the hustle and bustle around me, the line of people behind me waiting on coffee, and I nervous-giggle. I can feel the dark pink of my cheeks deepening to a fire engine red. “I’m sorry. I’m always doing that.”

“Ocean Eyes…” The too-wide, Cheshire cat smile is gone and Connor is staring at me—into me, rather, the way he had yesterday, when he was searching for the soul beneath the skin. “That will do just fine.”

“I don’t understand.” And I don’t.

“From the first day I saw you, your eyes have stuck with me. Deacon would have loved them. You couldn’t drag him out of the ocean.”

“Deacon would have loved them?” I don’t want Deacon to love them; I want Connor to love them. I want Connor to love…

“I…” Connor’s face turns bright red and I know it matches my own now. “How about that coffee?”

“Yeah, how about y’all order so we can get our coffee too. That would just be fabulous.” A woman behind us is obviously irritated and I can’t blame her. I feel even worse when two other voices pipe up in agreement. “Yeah, come on!” and “I’m late for a meeting here.”

“Earl Grey with honey, please. And Ocean Eyes here will have her usual.” Vera tries to pay, but Connor waves her off and says that our drinks are on the house today. I can hear more grumbles behind us. People aren’t too pleased that we have held up the line and now, on top of that, we are getting our beverages for free.

I grunt as Vera pushes me toward the second counter where the finished orders are placed. “Hey! I wanted something different today!”

“No you didn’t, and you know it.” Vera is teasing me, but her words are hurtful for some reason. Maybe I did want something different. Maybe I just needed to take the chance, have a cappuccino or one of those cold, blended coffees. She didn’t give me the chance, though.

Yes, yes, she did give me the chance. I stood there like an idiot. I stared at the menu. The moment passed.

It is just coffee. It isn’t the end of the world. I’m just being stupid.

 

“You like him.” Vera and I are sitting in the last booth on the left. She is sipping her tea while I sit motionless, my hands wrapped around the hot black mug.

“I’m engaged to Truman.”

“You’re evading.”

“I don’t want to like him.”

“But you do.”

I nod and then finally bring the mug to my lips. The coffee is strong and Connor has been heavy-handed with the butter.

“Have you been okay?” 

“I’m not back in the hospital yet, so sure, I’ve been okay.”

“We aren’t going to have much of a conversation if you’re intentionally obtuse, Ocean Eyes.”

“You’ll think I’m crazy, Vera. How could you not… you’ve only just met me, really…”

“How long we’ve known each other has nothing to do with anything.”

My shoulders slump and I let my body slide against the booth until I am a head shorter than I should be. Vera has to tilt her head and look down to meet my reluctant gaze. “I think I’m changing.”

“Changing how? Changing as in ‘hey, everyone! I’m ready to leave the man I don’t love anymore and begin a new life!’ or ‘hey, everyone! I’ve decided to have an operation. Call me Larry’?”

I’ve just taken another gulp of coffee and I have to fight back a laugh so I do not spit all over Vera. I can do nothing to stop the stream of dark roast that expels from my nostrils, though. Vera quickly hands me a napkin and I glance around the room, embarrassed, as I wipe away the wetness on my face. Only Connor is staring at me, and when he sees that I have seen him staring he averts his gaze and his skin goes back to being a pinkish-red hue. It’s like our states of embarrassment are linked.

“When I was in that tub—the reason I ended up in the hospital on psych watch—I stayed under the water because when I was under, I… well, I was someplace else and I was something else.”

“Someplace else and something else. That’s not vague at all.” She’s not laughing at me and she isn’t looking at me like I’m a delusional fool. Instead, she seems slightly irritated that I’ve gone from being obtuse to being ambiguous. It’s a lateral shift when she was hoping for some upward progress.

Taking a deep breath and expelling it loudly, I decide to just tell her everything. What’s the worst that can happen? Another few weeks or months seeing a head shrink?

 

So we sit there, me with my coffee and Vera with her tea, and we let the hot beverages become icy cold, because we are both so enthralled with the tall tale of how I am becoming a mermaid. At points, even I think I am crazy and not a daydreamer. I can only imagine what she is thinking.








  
 

Chapter 15



Running Water
“It’s not that I don’t believe you, Ocean Eyes.” Vera’s words are stunted, as if she hates saying them, but knows that she has to. “I do. I promise you that I do. But at the heart of this is an issue you can’t keep avoiding.”

 

At first my feelings flare, a little bit of anger mixed with a little bit of guilt. I know what the issue is that I am avoiding. Of course I know what it is. The little voice in my head has been prodding me for weeks, well before meeting this insightful woman in the hospital.  “I know what you’re going to say, Vera. You don’t have to spell it—”

She interrupts me. It’s rude and unlike her. Or I believe it is unlike her. I feel I’ve known her forever, but we’ve really only begun our friendship. “You think I’m talking about Truman, but I’m not. You’re a smart girl. I could see at the hospital that you know he’s not right for you. Only you can find the courage to leave him, though.”

My mind jumps to and fro, wondering what other issue I am ignoring.

Vera reaches across the table and two of her fingers delicately grasp the starfish around my neck. “This is what you’re ignoring. Whoever gave you this. Your family.”

“Oh.” I’m stunned. I’ve tried to find my birth parents, of course I have, but time after time I’ve come up empty-handed. “Vera, I’ve looked for them, tried to find out where I come from. I was found abandoned between dunes on Tybee Island. That’s it. No one claimed me, no note, only my necklace with me. I was put into the system and that’s all she wrote.”

“So you’ve looked and you haven’t found them. Big deal.”

Now her words hurt me. I know pain is spreading across my face like a virus, infecting and stripping me of joy.

Vera sees the effect her words are having and she backpedals. “No, no, sweetie. That’s not what I meant. I’m saying stop ignoring the issue: talk to someone. Have you ever been to a therapist? There’s nothing wrong with it. After Benjamin died, I needed support.”

I slow nod, looking down at my cold coffee and thinking about what she’s said. “No, I’ve never spoken to anyone about it. I’m just another sob story. There’s nothing special about it or me. There are thousands and thousands of other orphans.”

“It would help you, Lena. Help you cope, maybe help you grow strong enough to leave Truman and start fresh.”

“I don’t know if I want to leave Truman,” I mumble, rotating the beautiful yet ugly engagement ring on my finger. I keep rotating it around and around, and when I stop I leave the diamond facing away from me so that I don’t have to look at it.

Vera says nothing in response—probably because she knows I’m being obstinate just for the sake of being obstinate. After several moments have passed like a molasses flow, her mouth opens to speak, but Connor’s voice travels across the café space to us then and I am infinitely grateful for the interruption.

“Ready for refills?”

We both look down at our cups—they are both half-filled with cool, unappealing liquid. A greasy film has formed at the top of my coffee, the butter congealing. Normally I drink quickly, so I don’t think I’ve ever seen the aftermath of buttered coffee unfinished. It is sort of… gross.

“Fresh?”

Vera nods in agreement. “Can we have new ones, actually?”

“Sure.” Connor sets about making the coffee and tea.

I like to watch him work. He is alone in the narrow kitchen, whirling about with two Earl Grey tea bags, pats of butter, and doing a pour-over so that my coffee will be extra fresh. Vera stands up, as if to go pay and get the drinks, but I stop her and then also stand.

“Let me get these, Vera. You were so nice coming all the way out here.” That’s not the real reason I want to get the drinks. I am grateful, of course I am, but I want to be nearer to Connor—near enough to smell the musk of grinds and steamed milk and cinnamon scents swirling about his body.

“Alright. Thank you.” There’s an odd look on Vera’s face as she sits back down, one that confuses me, and then she laughs loudly and without a trace of shyness. “You know, I was supposed to get a drink for a girl I work with and I’ll be darned if I didn’t forget it. She even offered to write it down for me.” She laughs again, this time nearly snorting. “She’ll really think my memory is going now.”

We both laugh. “If you think what it was, let me know. Connor can whip it up in a jiff.” She nods and smiles and I walk over to Connor. Every step feels inexplicably right.

 

“Hi again.” Connor is smiling and I love it.

“Hi.” I push a burgundy lock of hair behind my left ear. It falls back to brush my cheek almost immediately. “Thank you for doing a pour-over.”

“The pots been on for a while now and I know you like the blend that’s less bitter.”

“I do?”

“Well, I’ve seen the way your nose crinkles when Pete gives you a cup that’s been on the burner for a while. You never give it back to him, though. You just keep drinking it and thank him. You could ask for a fresh cup, you know.”

“It seems rude.”

“To get fresh coffee when you’ve paid for fresh coffee?”

“He’s just so nice and sometimes it’s so busy. I feel guilty asking for him to stop what he’s doing for another customer.”

“There are two of us.”

“You’re not always here.”

My last statement hangs in the air between us. You’re not always here.

“No, you’re right. I’m not.” Connor turns away from me for a moment, and when he faces me once again he places the coffee and tea on the counter between us—these are in to-go cups instead of ceramic mugs, and I realize that Vera probably should go; she has a job waiting. I do not.

“How much?” I begin to take off the flimsy backpack to dig out my wallet.

“On the house.”

“You already gave us free drinks, Connor. Please let me pay.”

“Nope.”

I can see by the set expression on his face that he will not let me pay no matter what I say. “Okay… thank you so much.” I grasp a disposable cup in each hand and begin to turn around. The café is so empty now—too quiet. Turning back to fully face Connor, I study him for a split second.

His black hair tie is around his wrist as he runs his fingers through his hair, taming a few wayward strands before pulling the long brown locks into another low ponytail.

“Is it okay if I hang around a bit after Vera leaves?” There’s no reason to stay, other than just being in this shop, in proximity to Connor and his smile.

He looks confused, like I’ve asked him the strangest of questions. “Of course you can. This is a café, not a metered parking space, Lena. I actually enjoy when my customers want to hang around.”

“Okay.” Feeling embarrassed, I walk back to Vera and hand her the tea, but I do not sit down. “Should you get back to work? I feel like I’m keeping you from something.”

Looking down at her wristwatch, Vera’s eyes go wide. “Good heavens, it’s after nine already. I’m so sorry, Lena, but yes, I have to get back to work. I’m surprised they haven’t paged me a dozen times already. We’ve several green nurses and they can’t seem to tell a urinal from a blood pressure cuff.” We both laugh at that. For my part, I am imagining a nurse wondering aloud why she can’t get a BP reading from the metal urinal that her patient’s elbow is resting in.

“That could be awkward.”

We laugh again; it is a unified chorus this time, pleasing and musical. I do not want her to leave. Yet she must: work is beckoning.

“I’m so glad you found me, Vera.”

“Me too, Ocean Eyes.” She fumbles about in her purse after speaking; when her hand reappears, it is holding a ballpoint pen. “Give me that napkin, will you?”

I retrieve the crumpled white napkin for her dutifully and watch as she scribbles something down.

“Here’s my house phone and pager numbers.”

“I still can’t believe you don’t have a cell.”

Vera smiles at me. “I don’t ever want to be that available. Does that make sense? I feel like the more ‘connected’ people get, the more disconnected they get.”

Thinking about the smartphone in my bag—the way Truman had admonished me for not taking it with me yesterday, the way he can check my location by GPS—I have to agree with her. And I crave a life where I can get rid of everything that keeps me “connected.”

 

I walk Vera to the door of the café and I nearly cry hugging her goodbye. We make plans to see each other again, but for some reason I feel in my heart that I should memorize her face now rather than banking on that again.

 

My disposable coffee cup is empty. I’ve drunk it quickly now that I don’t have the distraction of conversation. Connor has disappeared and Pete is manning the counter. There are no other patrons in the coffee shop. I feel … lost. And I need to pee.

Standing up, I chuck the cream-and-brown paper cup into the trash bin and move to the restroom. The signs designating male and female are the usual sort—except both the skirted woman and the pants-clad man are holding steaming cups of joe. Entering the single-occupant bathroom, I realize that I’ve never actually been in here. I’ve never stayed long enough to need a trip to the ladies’ room.

It’s handsomely designed in the same rusty colors as the coffee shop; vintage signs and framed pictures decorate the walls. The whole space smells like brewing coffee. I almost like it better than the tasteful, monochromatic palette of the condo bathrooms. It’s rustic and warming rather than austere, clean, and proper.

 

Washing my hands after I’ve relieved myself, I study my face in the mirror. The freckles are nearly at their peak. They’ve spread across my nose and cheeks, and dozens dance across my forehead and down my neck. As I watch them, my vision blurs and the dots seem to move and multiply. I blink quickly and my eyes see clearly again. Still, I splash water on my face, wanting to make sure I’ve banished the illusion completely.

 

But where the water hits my skin, another illusion forms.

 

A blue-green shimmer replaces the peachy, freckled pale. I splash more water on my face frantically. It just causes the blue-green to spread, reaching up toward my hairline and down toward my collarbone, until I am like the Wicked Witch of the West. I cannot breathe. I want to scream for help, but I can barely gasp out a whisper. “Help.”

 

My hands now. It is on my hands.

 

The water is running and the sink is no longer draining. I am scrubbing frantically at my face and arms and hands and neck, trying to get rid of the alien color that is overtaking my human body. Yanking off my ball cap, I watch my hair in fascination. It floats into the air, curving and forming and hardening.

A wave of warm water rushes over the lip of the white sink and splashes against the floor. What is happening? Stop… please, stop! But the green strangeness keeps spreading until there is nothing left of the original me. A scream builds in my body as pain rockets through my legs, terminating at my toes. I curl them up and clench them into the soles of my feet. It hurts. It hurts so much.

My legs jerk together and I fall against the slippery floor. Water is pooling around me. The pain is intolerable now. I try to separate my legs. I cannot; it is like they are cemented together. The scream that has been compounding inside my chest wants to come out. It is rocketing around, bruising my organs.

 

The water is an inch high now. It shouldn’t be rising like this; it should be spilling out into the café, escaping under the door.

 

The water is a foot high now. I don’t understand. I don’t understand the pain, the water, the jade shimmer.

 

My eyes clamp shut, my brain tries desperately to work through the excruciating pain. Hours have passed. It seems like hours, at least. I am floating in the water, high above the floor and the mirror and the vintage pictures—which seem to magically stay nailed to the wall instead of joining me. I can almost touch the stamped bronze tiles on the ceiling, and I wonder what will happen when I reach the top. Will I drown?

 

The pain is gone finally and my legs are not two stems; they are one. There is only a sliver of air left. My lips gasp like a fish in that narrow space between water and ceiling. Soon, even that is gone and I am swimming in the bathroom. My eyes are open again, seeing everything in crystal clarity, waiting to drown.

But I do not drown. I have gills again; I feel the water rushing into them and it fills my lungs.

I am strong and alive in the water. My conjoined legs beat with that strength that I’ve only imagined for myself. My tail is that mother-of-pearl I find so mesmerizing. My skin is the blue-green of a secluded cove. My burgundy hair floats about me; it is seaweed again and the crown has returned—beautiful and tall and regal.

I only wish for Flounder to be here, now that I am so happy and alive; I miss that little curious fish. I need to pick him a new name… or her… I have no idea how to tell a fish’s gender.

The weightlessness of being waterborne is an aphrodisiac, one that I could consume forever and ever and never have enough of. This time, I will not be pulled back into the land of humanity. The bones of my body feel rubbery and my brain is empty, because I have no worries here. No Trumans or Connors or Veras. No parents who didn’t want me. Everything is perfect and… and… 

 

I cannot think; I cannot form a coherent thought. Beneath the water, I rub my eyes roughly and shake my head. Maybe that’s what I need—to be thoughtless. There is a fog settling over my brain—one of ignorance and bliss, one that makes me feel as if I am slipping into nothingness. 

Rhythmic tapping floats through the wetness to my ears. “Is someone in there?” The question fragments between water molecules.

 

No, I answer in my head, No one is here. Just me.








  
 

Chapter 16

Running Water


~Connor~

 

I have to step out of the shop. I need some space from her and the way she makes me feel—like I can be happy the way I used to be, before Deacon died.

 

But I can’t feel that way about her. She’s engaged, about to be married. I’ve seen the guy—he looks like he just stepped out of a catalogue. And for all I know, he is great, fantastic, bloody brilliant, and rich. She didn’t seem happy, though—not when we talked for hours. She didn’t mention him until the end. When she had to, because if she hadn’t… I would have asked to see her again the next day. And the next day.

And probably the next day on into forever.

I’ve always had a problem with my inner voice. It never tells me what I should do; no, it’s more the devil’s advocate, pushing me to do what I shouldn’t. Like—I shouldn’t rush back into the shop and tell Lena that I love her, that she’s beautiful and perfect. Like—I shouldn’t tell her that Truman isn’t the guy for her, because I am. I’m the one that will love all of her—the good, the bad, the ugly. But that is exactly what the little voice in my head was telling me to do.

 

I want so badly to listen to it and do all the shouldn’ts.

 

If I was a smoker, I know that I would go through an entire pack right now. My body needs something to calm the craving I have for Lena. It’s one that consumes my mind, body, and soul. It haunts my waking hours. I could ignore it before, when she was just a vision that stepped into my store every week. Now, though, she is a person, not just a vision. I have taken a peek into her, where the darkness and lightness war. And that war makes me love her, deeply and madly.

The first time I saw her—almost two years ago now, right after Deacon died—she was wearing an orange sundress. Her maroon hair was loose against her back and the two colors were almost jarring together, but then she’d smiled, ordered a drip coffee with butter (if I had it), and I’d forgotten all about the hideous color pairing and I wasn’t able to take my eyes off of her.

 

Unable to stand it any longer, I go back into the café through the employee entrance at the back near the restrooms. The smile on my face disintegrates as my canvas sneakers are immediately soaked with water. “Pete! Where’s all this water coming from?”

“Water?”

“Jesus, it’s everywhere. How could you not see this?”

Pete is rushing toward me now, his eyes wide as he takes in the large expanse of water; it has spread into the seating area and it is spreading further every second. “Holy crap.”

Flinging the door to the men’s restroom open, I see that it is empty. The water is spilling out from under the door to the women’s restroom. “Is someone in there?” I call loudly, rapping my knuckles against the door before trying the knob. It doesn’t turn. “Hello?” Hitting the door harder, my heart jumps, lodging into my throat so that I can’t swallow. “Pete, did you see who went in there?”

“I wasn’t paying attention…” The college student pauses, his forehead crinkling in thought. “Wait, I think that lady with red hair was the last one in the shop. It must be her.” He sounds unsure, but the thought of Lena in there, the fact that she’s not responding, it sets my pulse racing.

“Lena!” I scream her name, my fist banging against the door with a new intensity. “Lena, answer me!”

 

But she doesn’t answer me and I can hear water continuously running from the faucet inside; waves continue to sneak beneath the door, keeping my shoes and ankles soaked.

 

“That’s it. I’m getting the hell in there. Get out of the way.” I almost shove Pete aside in my desperation to get to Lena. If something happens to her… She’s not even mine. She’ll probably never be mine. But if something happens to her…

Stepping back several feet, I run at the door with my right shoulder angled toward the slippery floor. It hurts like a bitch and the door doesn’t budge. I have to get in there. I stare at the knob and my brain is taunting me, like the answer is staring me in the face. And then I realize why my brain is calling me a dumbass. I own the joint. I have keys to every room.

Fumbling in my pocket, I yank out my key ring and quickly find the one colored pink—women’s bathroom pink and men’s bathroom blue. I slide the key into the lock and I turn it, holding my breath, praying that Lena is okay. The door feels like it weighs a million pounds. I have to put my entire body fully against the wood and push with all my strength. Water begins to pour out from all angles—above, below, the sides, between hinges. It’s too much water, more than possible. The bathroom isn’t airtight and there are vents along the baseboards.

The water should not have accumulated like this. There is evidence that the water is escaping—my entire shop floor is wet. So how can so much water still be trapped?

Pete is beside me now, pushing with me; his eyes are wide and I know he also does not believe what we are both seeing. We are caught in some illusion of drowning and water and fear. Lena isn’t even in there, in this joint psychosis that threatens our minds.

But she is.

 

The door is fully open and I watch her body float atop the wave that exits the small bathroom. She is herself, and yet she is not. Her hair, the same strange maroon that is so gothic and gorgeous, is a fan around her head as she drifts past me, but the locks look like rubbery tendrils and I swear I see a crown… made of coral. Lena’s beloved starfish necklace glints around her neck. The silver and pale pearls of it draw my eyes downward to her legs… her legs that seem welded together and coated in iridescent scales. Mother-of-pearl. Beautiful. Confusing.

Beautifully Confusing.

I blink, rub my eyes furiously, and by the time I refocus on her body, I find she has not ridden a wave into the café. No. She is inert on the bathroom tile; her clothes are wet from the water pooling around her body. Pete is beside her. He has turned off the faucet and he stares at me, as if I am an idiot for standing and not rushing to Lena’s aide.

***
In seconds I am on my knees beside her. She is breathing, but it is a shallow action that only makes her chest rise and fall minutely. Her legs are just legs—beautiful legs clad in dark running pants. The starfish pendant is there, but it is dull and bent now, not bright and eye-catching.

“Lena, wake up.” Shaking her right shoulder gently with one hand, I push her burgundy hair away from her face with the other. It is wet and matted. “Lena, please wake up.”

“Should I call 911?” Pete’s words bounce around in my brain. And my brain is hollow, so when they bounce around, it is a rhythmic bang hitting the interior of my skull.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

911? Do we need an ambulance? Does she need a doctor? Why can’t I think?

“Connor, do you want me to call 911?”

His cell phone is out and I am about to say yes, when Lena’s voice, soft and shattered, floats up to me. “No, please… no. No doctors or hospitals or Trumans.”

My gaze flies to her face. Her eyelashes are fluttering and it seems to be a struggle for her to fully open her eyes. “I think you need to see a—”

“I don’t need a doctor. Connor, please.”

It is that last please that fills my brain with thought again. All I want is for this woman, this very wet, breathtakingly beautiful woman, to be happy. Lena is trying to sit up now and I support her. My arm feels so right around her shivering body.

“You’re cold.” I am a genius. Captain Obvious. She couldn’t love me.

“A little,” she sputters, a stream of water exiting her mouth along with the words.

“Can I help you get home, at least?”

“I don’t want to go home.” The words are final, decisive; I feel a fluttering in my heart, like I have a chance, a small chance in hell to make her mine. That’s a cruel thought—to think how I might snatch her away from another man, one who can afford the ornate ring on her finger and everything else she deserves. I could never afford to keep her in the life she’s accustomed to. But I can offer other things—things that are more important. The voice inside my head is pounding at me again with shouldn’ts, giving me reasons why trying to steal her heart is justified.

I just want her to be happy, to always smile like she did when we sat and spoke the day away on that bench, the ocean breeze blowing her hair in all directions.

“Do you have any clothes in your car? Something dry to change in to?” I realize now that Pete has left us, maybe feeling uncomfortable. There is a tension between me and Lena, one that threatens to grow and grow until it climaxes.

“In the bag in my trunk.”

“Where are your keys?”

“I’m fine to get my own stuff.” She’s trying to stand now, but her legs are so shaky—as if she is unused to walking upright. My mind flashes to the image of her legs as one long appendage covered in silver. And I am confused again.

“You’re not fine.”

“I’m wet. I don’t want to stay here. I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

“You can change upstairs.”

“Upstairs?”

“There’s a little apartment above the café.”

“I thought you lived with your mom.”

“I do.”

“In the apartment?”

“No. We have a house a few blocks away. The apartment used to be storage, but I needed a place to crash some nights. A lot of times I stay late for inventory and deliveries and then have to prep for opening at six.”

“You open at six in the morning?”

“Lena, let’s get you dry. You’re shaking like crazy.” And she was. All the questions she was asking, they were meaningless right now. They were a distraction.

“I am?” Another question.

We are both standing; we’ve been standing for some time, me supporting her as she rediscovers the strength to walk. My clothes are getting wet, our bodies are touching. I don’t care. Not even a little bit.

“Can you walk now?”

“I think so.”

I keep my arm around her waist as we walk out of the bathroom. When we see the café is empty, I can feel Lena’s body relax. Pete is standing behind the counter, obsessively cleaning one large area, purposefully not looking at us.

“Pete?”

He immediately stops and puts down the white cleaning cloth. “Yeah?”

“Mind mopping up all the water?”

“I was going to start before, but…”

He was giving us our privacy. I’d already suspected as much. “I’m going to take Lena upstairs to dry off.”

Pete just nods, uncomfortable again. He’s a traditionalist—one girl at a time, no sex before marriage, two point five kids. Me taking an engaged woman up to my apartment to change outfits makes him blush.

“Actually, Pete, can you run out to her car and get her spare clothes? They’re in the trunk, apparently.”

“Is it locked?” 

Lena answers before I can open my mouth. “No,” she chokes on a half-formed laugh, more water dribbling from her mouth. “I never lock it. Truman hates that. It’s the white Buick across the street.”

“You’re too trusting,” I murmur, watching Pete hop over the counter in a quick motion that reminds me he’s on the track and field team at the college. You wouldn’t think it to look at him—his frame so slight and decidedly not athletic—but the kid is fast, with endurance, and has placed first in multiple middle-distance races already this year.

Pete is back in a micro-second holding a Louis Vuitton: another reminder that I cannot give Lena the things she is used to. I hate the bag; it mocks me.

“Thanks, Pete.”

Lena just nods beside me, and her expression fluctuates as if she is trying to smile at him but does not have the energy.

“You want some hot chocolate or something before I start mopping?”

“No… and I’m sorry. If you wait, I’ll help you. I’m sorry I made such a mess.” God, she sounds so tired.

“Don’t be sorry. These floors were screaming for a good scrubbing. That’s probably what happened—the café ghost used you to get the job done. This guy,” Pete wags a thumb at me, “puts off mopping as long as he can and he doesn’t pay me enough to be the janitor.” He laughs and I’m reminded why I hired Pete: He’s funny, honest, and a hard worker. He’s always cleaning the shop and going above and beyond what I ask of him.

The sound of Lena’s soft laugh beside me is beautiful, and I appreciate Pete even more for making her feel a moment of joy as she stands dripping wet and embarrassed.

“Anyways.” Pete shifts uncomfortably after the laughter dies out, rising onto the balls of his feet and then falling flat-footed again. “If you change your mind about a hot drink, just have Connor yell at me. It’ll be on the house again—Connor’s treat.”

 

Lena laughs softly again. I’d comp her a million hot beverages to keep that sound alive.








  
 

Chapter 17



Close to His Body
I like being in his arms, even though I am wet and shaking.

 

Strangely, as Connor leads me upstairs into his apartment above the café, I think about my ball cap and how it is likely still on the bathroom floor. It is a silly thing to think about. I have five, maybe six caps at home. But this one is my particular favorite.

“My hat. I think I left—”

“I saw it in the bathroom. I’m sure Pete will pick it up for you.”

“Okay…” My voice is weak after his interruption. I don’t like it—being interrupted; it’s like another thing is being taken away from me and I’m powerless to prevent it. A small thing. Such a small thing—like candle scents and necklaces—but it’s important to be heard, to be given the respect to finish my sentences and my thoughts without anyone getting in my way. And I want to say that. Yell it. I know this is Connor. I know he is not Truman and that his interruption was meant innocently. But I am so tired. So tired of being controlled. “I don’t like being interrupted. I don’t like it.” My voice grows in strength with each word until I’m nearly yelling at the poor man who is holding me up and being so gentle and supportive.

His face is emotionless and flat, as if I’ve sucked out all the feeling there with my outburst.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’ve been so… so confused lately—so jumbled. It’s like I’ve got this writhing ball of everything I need to say fighting its way out of my body. That sounds so stupid.” I hang my head, a limp jellyfish on land, the strength zapped by his reaction. I can’t say how I am feeling—not if this is the outcome. I don’t want to push Connor away and harden his joyful face.

Connor says nothing at first, but we have stopped moving at the top of the stairs. We stand in a small foyer with whitewashed walls that seem purposely damaged for effect. A single picture hangs in a worn frame—it is the sea on a stormy day; a bolt of lightning brightens the monochromatic scene. I want to be there, waiting for the lightning to strike, rather than standing here waiting for Connor to hit me with his own form of lightning: that he will not like me now—now that he realizes who I really am. A woman who has outbursts and is unsure of herself, fighting her internal feelings of loneliness and lovelessness.

“Lena…” His voice stops and the ball of words wanting to erupt from me falls lower into my stomach. “I’m sorry I interrupted you. I didn’t mean to make you feel like what you were saying wasn’t important, like I didn’t want to hear it.” He stops again.

And I wait. My heart is not beating; I know he wants to say more.

“I always want to hear what you have to say. I want to hear your voice. All the time. Every moment.”

I want him to say such things, but I also don’t want him to say them, because the more he says, the closer I get to having to make a life choice—one that will be difficult, maybe too hard for me. The woman who blurted out that she didn’t like to be interrupted rolls into a ball and I am just the orphan again, desperate for love and a family and a home. The things that I have with Truman. It is not true love, but it is a love and a family and a home.

Part of me wants to rush down the stairs and leave him behind, but I don’t. I can’t. “I want you to hear me too, Connor.” I am facing him now and his hand rises to my face.

His fingers play with a drying lock of hair. It is curling into the most perfect ringlet. As his lips come closer to mine, I flinch. I pull away until he is no longer touching me and my back hits the frame holding the picture of the ocean.

Something in my face must contradict my actions, though, because he closes the new gap between us with a determined expression. His arms push behind me until I am fully in his embrace, and when his lips come closer, this time I do not flinch. This time I give into him and the feelings that are ever growing in my heart.

 

My bag with dry clothes has been unceremoniously tossed onto the wood floor. I don’t care. I don’t need clothes. Connor’s deft fingers are pulling off my damp running pants. They roll down my waist, and once they are off my hips, they fall to the floor. As I stand there in pale pink panties, I realize that we are still at the top of the stairs, in full view of anyone who happens to peek around the corner of the stairs’ entrance by the restrooms. Connor seems to realize this, too, following my glance toward the downstairs.

He takes my hand and pulls me out of the foyer and into the open concept living room. We are a jumble of hands as we stumble toward a leather sofa with bronze studs. A blanket is haphazardly tossed across the back, ready to slide off the slick leather at any moment.

In seconds, he is beneath me; I straddle him, my bare calf and thigh wedged between his hip and the smooth leather of the couch’s back cushions. It feels strange to be on top rather than on bottom. I’m so used to being submissive. But I like this; I like the perception of power. “Is this okay?” Even with that power, I suddenly feel unsure of myself, fully exposed: every flaw in my body will be obvious as he looks at me from this angle.

Connor sits up, wrapping his arms tightly around my waist so that his shifting doesn’t move me too far from him. In fact, in this position, I could not be closer to him. Every inch of us is touching. It could be claustrophobic, but it is not. It’s wonderful and safe. I am cheating on Truman; I am breaking his trust and I know the diamond on my finger is tarnishing with each sensual moment, but I cannot stop this—no more than a weak dam could stay the rushing waters of Niagara.

“It’s not okay,” Connor breathes into my ear, his breath warm and smelling of espresso, “it’s perfect. You’re perfect.”

“Okay,” I breathe back at him; I sound like Marilyn, like every actress whispering in anticipation. “Can I take off my shirt? Do you want to?”

“Lena, you don’t have to ask me. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to and you don’t have to ask me.” Connor’s hands go beneath my shirt and his fingers play up my spine, dancing from each little knot. “You’re so thin, Lena.”

I don’t think he means to say this, because his hands go still and rest frozen on my skin immediately. Instead of reassuring him with words, I put my arms around his neck and I gently pull his face toward mine. I kiss him fully on the mouth and our lips move in tandem, like they were made for one another. My kisses move down his face and to his neck. His skin is tan and warm, like the sun has darkened him and then left a few eternal rays behind. “I shouldn’t be doing this.” But I don’t stop kissing his neck.

“Because of Truman?” His voice is raspy, full of heat.

“Because cheating is wrong—it’s breaking his trust. I’m better than that. He’s not, but I am.” I do stop now so that I can look into Connor’s eyes and see if my words will stop what we’ve started.

“I don’t want to stop, Lena. I don’t want to watch you get dressed and go home to someone else. It’ll break me.”

On some level, I realize his words could be a line, the right thing to say to keep me in his arms, but in my heart—on that other level that relies on emotions rather than common sense—I believe that my leaving will truly break him. We have started this and it cannot be stopped or undone. We’ve opened the door to this passion and I realize what this means.

That I must make that choice—the one that I’ve ignored and left dangling in the subconscious of my head without an answer: to stay with Truman and die slowly from his “love” or pack my bags and leave his family, his home, the comforts I’ve cleaved to for so long.

“I never saw you before, Connor. Not really. Now that I’ve seen you, seen who you are, I don’t think I can unsee you. Do you understand that? Do you?”

“Are you happy with him, Lena? Do you love him?” A question for a question. And both deserve an answer.

“No. I don’t think I’ve been happy for a long time.” The words are sad and I feel so empty.

“Let me make you happy. Let me see you like you’ve seen me.”

“You’ve already seen me, Connor. You’ve seen more of me in a few hours than Truman has seen of me in years.”

And with that, we are entangled again. My now-dry shirt leaves my body; my sports bra is unclipped by nervous, fumbling fingers; I slither out of my underwear quickly, not even the tiniest bit self-conscious about the large, bluish birthmark on my left butt cheek.

In every sense of the word, I am naked with Connor—mind, body, soul.

 

This is so different from sex with Truman. Connor is attentive and gentle and he makes my pleasure a priority. He is only the second man I’ve ever been with. And I can’t help but think, as Connor kneels in front of me, my knees on his shoulders, my calves and feet resting against his back, that I could make love forever if this is how love makes love.








  
 

Chapter 18



The Calm After
He holds me so close; our legs are intertwined and our bare skin sticks to the leather, now damp with the sweat of body heat and sex.

 

It is well after noon. The bustle of the café at lunch is a buzz that filters up to us from the still-open door to the apartment. We were quiet, most of the time, and my cheeks become hot thinking about Pete or anyone else hearing my moans and my soft calls of Connor’s name as we made love not once, but three times these past hours.

Not just sex. It isn’t about sex. It’s intimacy, true and unbridled and without conditions.

But in my head I know that there are, indeed, conditions. There always are.

 

I must make that choice. I must stay or go. I must pick Connor or Truman or… maybe neither. Perhaps I should pick myself, shutter out love and find out who Lena is. But then I’d be alone again, alone and orphaned in a world that is none too kind to those like me—a daydreamer with no real dreams. A sane person who hides the insanity.

At one point in my life, I had them—dreams. They were bright, brilliant, shining things that drove away the shadows in my mind and future. Now they’re gone.

There is a snake in my head reminding me that I have had an affair, that I am no better than Truman and his current mistress now.

Why should I care that I am cheating on Truman? He has cheated on me, time and time again. I should tell him that I’ve always known, that he’s never fooled me. But I’ve ignored the string of women, like a wound that persists and will not heal. I’ve always just considered them a condition of being with Truman—that he is rich and handsome with a good family, and to be a part of those things I must accept that I am not enough and never will be.

But that’s so wrong! I am worth it; I’m worthy of being loved unconditionally by one man who only has eyes for me.

I deserve to be loved by someone like Connor.

He shifts beside me; perhaps the heat between us is too much for him. It is for me, at this moment. I need to be cooled off.

“Connor?”

His face is buried in my hair and he murmurs intelligibly. “Hmm?”

“I… I think I should leave now.”

The stress that floods through his body is apparent—he is a rigid log, and we no longer feel like two people intertwined into one person; we feel like two people who are separate and must be separated. For now.

“You don’t have to leave, Lena.”

I sit up, and it takes some effort. His arms do not want to leave my body. “Connor, I really do.” Pulling the rough, hunter green blanket off the back of the couch, I wrap the material around me like a shield so that I have the courage to say what I need to say.  It surprises me that the blanket has stayed in place. We’ve rolled around and touched and kissed like wild animals. If the world was a logical place, then that blanket would be on the floor. For my part, I am glad the world is illogical, irrational, and unpredictable. Otherwise, the blanket would be further from my reach and I would not have its comfort to cover my nakedness, literally and metaphorically.

“It’s not because of you, Connor. It’s me.” God, how many times in the history of humanity has a lover used that excuse? “No, please, try and listen to me. Try and understand before you get hurt.” I see it in his face, the pain and torture of having tasted something that could be true love just to have it ripped away and ruined. “It is not fair to either of us—me staying here with you while I’m still attached to someone else. I’m not happy with Truman. I do want to end it. And I won’t start…” I trail off, motioning with shaking hands between Connor’s body and my own, “… whatever this is with deception and… and… immorality.”

My last word causes the hint of a smile to tease around Connor’s mouth. Immorality. We’ve already been immoral in the eyes of most people. We’ve made love. And I’m still wearing that hateful ring on my finger.

I watch as Connor shifts his body so that he is sitting up also. Our legs still touch, but the distance between us is made larger. I hate that distance.

I hate it. There are so many thoughts and emotions warring inside of me.

“I get that, Lena. I do.” His index finger, connected to his beautiful hand, reaches up and brushes softly against my cheek. “Will you be okay? Can I go with you?”

Am I doing it right now? Am I leaving Truman? 

“No, I need to do this on my own. And I need some time, Connor. Can you give me that? Can you wait while I break my life into pieces and then put it back together again?”

His face is jumping from expression to expression, like a slideshow that can’t quite settle on any one image. Finally, he nods. “Lena, I never expected any of this. Being with you, even once, was like a dream. You could come into the café tomorrow, pretend like none of this ever happened, and I’d let you, if that’s what you really wanted.”

“That’s not what I’m saying. Not at all.”

He raises a hand and, although I want to sputter out a million other words, I clamp my lips together. “I know that. But I need you to know also that this didn’t come with strings. I will take you forever, if you’ll let me. I’ll take you for a month or a year.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?”

“You hardly know me. We only talked for a few hours before now. Otherwise, I’ve just been this stranger coming in for coffee. So… why?”

“If I try and explain it, you’ll have me certified.”

That makes me smile. Sure, I’ll have him certified. Me. The woman who thinks she’s turning into a mermaid. “Try me, Tru—” I clamp a hand over my mouth, mortified that I have said Truman’s nickname rather than the name of the man I now sit beside.

Amazingly, it doesn’t faze Connor. The fingers of his right hand are playing with the freckles on my left calf. He looks up at me, his smile understanding. “How long have you been with him?”

“Since high school.”

“That’s a lot of history.”

“It is.”

“You’ve been into the shop with him several times, but I have to be honest…” He pauses, continuing to play his fingers across my leg. “…I never really noticed him. Only you.”

A quiet builds between us, like the storm of our passion is changing. We have only been within the eye while we’ve sat in the aftermath. Soon, the second wave will come and the winds will be destructive, the drone deafening.

“So, tell me,” I break the silence, keeping us within the eye and the current calm, “why should I have you certified?”

“You’re not a normal person, Lena. When I see you, I don’t just see you. I see this halo of light and color. It’s like a strange rainbow, made up of only a few hues, surrounds you—iridescent… like mother-of-pearl.” Connor gets up abruptly and walks to his kitchen. When he comes back, he is holding a ring. It is unusual—a simple band of silver inlaid with a wave of opal that wraps around it entirely. “Like this. How at one moment, the stone in the ring is only white, but when it catches the light just so…” He holds the ring beneath the small lamp next to us and flips the light on. The rays find the stone quickly and the opal becomes fire, a myriad of colors parading around the endless silver.

“It’s beautiful.” I breathe my words out slowly.

“There are two: One was my dad’s. This one is my mom’s.”

“Their wedding bands?”

Connor nods.

“When I opened that bathroom door, you weren’t on the floor, Lena. You were floating on so much water and your legs were merged and they shone like this opal under the light right now. Your hair,” His hand reaches for my claret locks and then falls away without touching them, “was like seaweed crowned with coral. And then I blinked and you were you again. You were so still on the floor. I didn’t think you were breathing. I thought…” His voice breaks and the sound of it is terrible, but he collects himself, he shifts gears, he holds the ring closer to me. “I blinked and it was gone—the opal on your legs and the ocean wave of water in that bathroom. But I know what it means, Lena. It means, like this ring, that I am right and you are not a normal person.”

The sight of the simple, beautiful ring in his hand reminds me of the large, hateful diamond on my finger. I feel uncomfortable. I want to rip it from my finger, run to the ocean, and throw it into the water to find a home with that stupid coin with that stupid Pelican image. “It’s beautiful,” I repeat, because I do not know what to say. He has shown me a ring—one that means something, one that I cannot and will not accept until I am free and rid of the tie that already binds me.

But then something bigger hits me in the stomach, so hard that the wind rushes out of me in a gasp and Connor looks at me in surprise. “You saw it too…” I trail off, not able to wrap my brain around the fact that he saw what I am becoming. Because it proves that it is truly happening, that it is not an illusion. Or it proves that we are both daydreamers.

“I saw it,” Connor says simply, as if he understands me perfectly.

“You can’t have seen it. It’s not real,” I murmur in protest.

“I saw it, Lena.” And his voice is firm and unyielding.

I can only nod and change the subject. “I have to leave now, Connor.”

It is his turn to nod now. “I’ll wait, until you tell me to stop waiting. And if you come back to me and the waiting ends, then I’ll put this on your finger. If you want that.”

Do I want this? Do I want to get rid of one cage for another? Life with Connor wouldn’t be like that. He wouldn’t be like Truman. He wouldn’t control me. “What if I don’t want that, Connor? What if I just want to be me for a while? Me with you, I mean.” My head lolls forward and I cover my face with my hands. “That makes no sense. I’m sorry. I’m making no sense at all.”

“Don’t ever hide your face.” He pulls my hands down and holds them, but he does not grip them firmly; he holds them loosely so that I know that leaving them there is my choice and not his. “I don’t want to own you, Lena. I want to love you.”

“I don’t know the difference. Not really. With Truman they’re the same thing. For him to love something, he has to own it, to control it.”

“You are a separate person, Lena. You are amazing and separate. I don’t want to own you, and I’ll say that as many times as it takes for you to believe me.”

When Connor says the word separate, I find that it bothers me, even though I have thought the word in my head many times while we’ve sat together. It makes me wonder if love can be love when the people are truly separate.

 

Is there a line between losing yourself to someone and becoming one with someone? I wish life and love and all the messy shit was easy.








  
 

Chapter 19



Keeping Within the Eye
I am sitting in my car dressed in the spare clothes from my gym bag. There are no thoughts in my head; I am just sitting. Our goodbye had been brief and sweet. Connor hadn’t lingered at the door of the café. He hadn’t walked me to the Buick—my choice, not his.

 

There are five missed calls on my cell phone. And five voice messages. But only one text.

 

Lena. Where are you? Come home.

 

Today, I do not have a bench on the dock and conversation to keep me away from Truman. I know that I need to go home, that I need to tell Truman what has happened and end it, but now that I am faced with the prospect of truly being rid of my life and everything I have known for so long, I am scared. 

More scared than I have ever been.

 

I can see the ocean from where I’m parked. The storm clouds are still overhead, but the rain has not yet come. The waves are crashing against the shore, pounding it incessantly, wearing away how the beach has been formed by human hands. Carefully built castles are crumbling and notes drawn in the sand are nearly unintelligible. Every day, it only takes mere moments for what has been built on the land, that was for some time untouched by the sea, to be gone.

Like I will be gone if I keep my promise to Connor and break my life apart.

 

There is time, nothing but time. I do not have to face goodbyes tonight. I can sleep on it, wake in the morning, and see my feelings in the rational light of a new day. Because the world can become logical now that I am out of Connor’s arms. I can be sane. The daydreamer can be pushed down into my stomach and locked tight away inside of a suitcase—a Louis Vuitton like my gym bag that is now filled with still-damp clothing.

And why is the clothing damp, Lena?

My inner voice pokes at me, wants to wear down the walls I am trying to construct—the walls that will let me forget my time with Connor, go back to Truman, be “happy” in the life that I am scared to leave.

Hello? My inner voice is refusing to be ignored. It batters at me like a wrecking ball. My gaze flits to the coffee shop and I see Pete looking out at me. He turns away quickly, embarrassed that I’ve seen him. Connor is not in sight, not behind the counter. That he is not there sends a pang through my heart; it shoots like an electric bolt into my veins and arteries, and all the connective tissue that holds me together and makes me a person vibrates with energy.

 

No, I cannot go back to the way life was. I am changed. Today has changed me. In a way that no illusion… or reality… in a bathroom ever could.

 

Still, I drive around until dusk, until my gas tank is nearly empty, until I am tired and my eyes are heavy. Truman does not call or text again.








  
 

Chapter 20

Honestly, Goodbye

 

The hallway leading to the condo smells heavenly. It chases the sleep from my mind and wakes me fully. My hands no longer ache from gripping the Buick’s steering wheel while driving around aimlessly.

 

An aroma of roast duck—the only poultry Truman likes, which, thankfully, I like also—wafts to me. It makes my mouth water, and by the time I place my key in the door lock I have to wipe away a small drip of drool that is escaping my mouth. My brain should be screaming at me, because I know what is about to happen.

Truman has staged one of his lovely, perfect evenings—the kind that lulls me into a temporary state of happiness where I forget that I am actually unhappy. He has been doing this in different ways for years. In high school, it was a dozen roses and a fancy restaurant—courtesy of his parents’ money. In college, it was a midnight walk around campus with his fraternity brothers setting up a picnic with wine and music under the glow of one of the sidewalk lamps.

Sometimes, I wonder if I hadn’t been accepted into the same college as Truman (by the skin of my teeth), if he and I would have naturally drifted apart. How different would my life be now? Would I have a career, be married, have children?

It’s a terrible thing, to start considering all the what ifs of life. They can eat at you, haunt you with maybes, destroy any happiness you might find in the life you have. In that same avenue, though, accepting your life because you are scared of the what ifs can be just as destructive.

 

Nowadays, when Truman feels that I am perched on the precipice of staying and going, he orchestrates an evening of staying in. He cooks amazing food, dances with me in the kitchen, bathes with me in bubbles, and bares his soul to keep me.

His soul is bare at its core, though; baring it to me doesn’t change that. It is so obvious now. Still, despite this knowledge I am drawn into the condo, toward the smell and the inevitability.

 

There he is, in the most dashing long-sleeved shirt, the buttons undone at the collar. His jeans are dark-wash and just tight enough. His dark golden hair has fallen from behind his left ear and swoops forward fetchingly. It is calling to me, to where I stand in the doorway, my key still in the lock, because I know that if I enter the condo, if I let him seat me and pour me a glass of the cabernet, then I will lose my resolve. But God, the duck smells incredible and he looks incredible.

“Lena.” My name oozes sensuality, classic Truman. “Lena, close the door and come in, baby.”

“Truman…” I hold the doorframe for support. My body wants to lean against it, glue myself to this spot on the floor so I do not have to make this choice—enter, stay, enter, leave. “Truman, I have to… I can’t… I need…”

My sentences hang in the air, half-formed skeletons of our past and our present fighting to get out of the closet. My resolve is writhing inside of me, readying itself to shrivel and go where it has always gone before—into the back of my mind to be ignored until the next time I rediscover my spine.

“Lena, please come in.” Truman walks toward me and I can smell his cologne now—it mixes in with the roast duck and red potatoes and creamed spinach and chocolate cupcakes that I now see on the counter. Like I need another reason to enter the condo, but I use this as my final excuse. Cupcakes. I am giving in to Truman so I can consume confections that will be chewed and digested and then become shit.

Chewed. Digested. And then become shit.

 

He is holding his hand out to me. My fingers flex and I cannot tell if they want to touch his fingers or not. Even my body is of two minds.

 

Truman doesn’t wait for my fingers to decide. He places his arm gently around my shoulders and he leads me into the apartment and toward the kitchen island and the barstools. The marble counter is nearly obscured by the food and plates and tall glasses of mojitos, my favorite drink. The barstool he pulls out for me seems to be laughing, the horizontal bars of the backrest curved upwards at each end. You’ll never leave. You’ll always give in. It’s easier, just stop fighting it.

“That’s not true,” I murmur softly.

“What?” His hand is still on my shoulder. I didn’t mean to speak out loud.

“Nothing.” My cheeks are on fire, caught arguing with the furniture. He’ll have me committed long term this time.

When he is no longer touching me, when he has moved to the other side of the island so that he can look at me fully, he speaks again. “You didn’t answer your phone again. Did you have it with you or is it somewhere here? I couldn’t find it.” He speaks gently, but the accusation is there.

“I had it on silent. I’m sorry.”

“Where were you?”

I decide not to play twenty questions and instead answer all of the questions that are predictably coming in one go. “I went for my usual run and then I actually ran into Vera, the nurse from the hospital. Do you remember her?”

Truman nods and I continue.

“We went for coffee at that place near the docks… I can’t remember what it’s called at the moment. Anyways, she had the day off and we just stayed together all morning and afternoon. I did a bit of shopping after that, lost track of the time. I am sorry, Tru. But it was wonderful, really. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a female friend.” Half-truths melded with whole-lies. Believable.

“You have female friends.”

“You have female friends, Tru. I feel sometimes like they just tolerate me.”

“That’s being a bit dramatic.”

“I haven’t made a friend on my own since college. Sara Sanderson. It’s been years since I’ve even spoken with her. Now that she has kids, she’s so busy.” When I say the word kids, I realize that it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.

Truman doesn’t want children. His mother expects me to give her grandchildren… if I actually marry Tru, that is. I don’t even know what I want for myself. I’m a college graduate with a useless degree in philosophy. I’ve never held a proper job, because Truman always says I don’t need to work, that he makes plenty. I’m twenty-five years old and I am a kept woman with dead dreams.

“Sara. Yeah, I remember her. Short, curly hair, glasses?”

“Truman, I really think we need to talk. I mean really talk.”

He holds up his hand. “Let’s eat first, Lena. It’s been a long day and I just want to enjoy a quiet night with you. You look so beautiful tonight.”

I am sitting in an ancient pair of yoga pants and a faded shirt—the crappy spare clothes from my car—and he is standing next to my stool in his expensive clothing. The smile that brightens his face is how it always is—prismatic and intoxicating. Any self-confidence I have gained in the past days is draining away. When he kisses me, I kiss him back fully and I hate myself for it. Fully.

Like the kiss, I hate myself fully.

***
The food, as expected, was delicious.

Truman has eaten with me and talked about work and his coworkers, and we have laughed for hours now. We’ve even made fun of the stupid elk sculpture that I hate from Peggy. He has promised me that we will go through the apartment and rid it of anything that isn’t our tastes. We will redecorate and make this condo our home together. Part of me wants to believe his promises, to envelop myself in false hope that everything will change.

It is dark outside; the moon is high and dancing with the stars. I almost feel carefree and perfect with Truman. The mixture of his company with the mojito is clouding my brain. Like so many times in the past, Truman has picked the necessary moment to become the attentive, loving gentleman that is impossible to say goodbye to.

“So.” That word… that “so”… seems weighted with a thousand pounds. “If you went shopping with this Vera woman, what did you buy? You didn’t bring any bags in. Are they in the car? I’d be happy to get them for you.”

He has saved this question; I know he has. I have been drinking. I cannot think clearly, come up with a plausible answer. “Oh, um, we window-shopped mostly.”

“Window-shopped? Ah… so no bags then?”

“No, no bags.”

Truman nods, but I know that he has seen through me.

When we have been sitting in quiet for a few moments, Truman leans over and kisses my neck. His voice is a rumble against my skin. “Mmmm, you smell so good, Lena.” He pulls away from me. “Feel like a cup of coffee to go with your cupcake?” He has seen through me and he suspects. But he cannot know about Connor. He cannot know about my hours spent above the coffee shop…

The chocolaty treat is sitting in front of me on a white plate; the buttercream is a three-inch tower atop the cake. Coffee would go wonderfully with it, but I am feeling guilty and found-out. I cannot drink coffee now. I cannot face the smell of it brewing, the look of it in a mug, the way it reminds me of being with him. “I’ll have milk, actually.”

“Milk? You always have coffee. I’m going to make some—join me.”

“I. Don’t. Want. Coffee.” I bite off each word as it travels over my tongue and out of my mouth. I say them mean, with venom, and they slap Truman in the face.

“Jesus, Lena. It’s just coffee. We’re having a nice evening. Don’t ruin it.”

“Don’t ruin it?” My anger changes quickly to stunned disbelief. “Don’t ruin it?” I ask again, trying to understand. “How am I ruining a perfectly wonderful evening by wanting milk instead of coffee?”

“I’ve told you this a million times, Lena. Pick your battles. If I want you to drink coffee with me, what’s the big deal? You really act like a child sometimes.” He huffs and turns around to gather supplies for the coffee—the beans, the grinder, the cream, the foamer.

“I’m my own person, Truman. I pick what goes into my body. I pick who I spend the day with. I pick when I come home. I control myself.” I do not want to think about it. I do not want to see Connor waiting for me with that beautiful ring and the promise of a love that would also come with freedom.

“What the hell are you going on about?” He still doesn’t face me, like I do not even deserve the respect of him looking at me when I am upset and speaking. “Why don’t you go grab a shower and change while I make the coffee? It’ll give you time to cool down and then come back so we can interact like adults.”

My mouth hangs open and I know if anyone were to look at me, that I would seem the imbecile in this conversation. I am refusing to drink coffee. I am refusing to go shower. I am refusing to be pleasant.

“I slept with someone else today!” I scream the words like a banshee and then instantly I feel like I am going to be sick. My eyelids are separated by a mile; my eyeballs feel like they might pop out of my head like some overzealous cartoon character’s.

Truman’s entire body is rigid. The fridge is open and his hand is on the bean grinder. 

Everything in the condo is frozen. Even the tiny particles in the air, illuminated by the Edison bulbs, seem to hang in time, unmoving and flabbergasted by my outburst.

 

It is so quiet for so long. The fridge is now dinging rhythmically because its door has been left open too long.

Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding.

I am reminded of the clock in the hospital, its ticking like a hammer striking anvil.

 

“Truman…” I do not know what to say, only that I cannot let this silence continue, that I need to fill the air with words. Maybe even that goodbye that has been sitting in my stomach like discarded trash. “Truman, I am sorry. It… I won’t say it just happened. I knew what I was doing.”

He is still a statue.

The fridge dings manically and it seems to me that its dinging gets more persistent with every passing moment.

Finally, Truman moves. His hand reaches out and grips the fridge door and he closes it softly. The dinging is gone in reality, but I can still hear it—like the telltale heart, it sounds in my brain over and over until I think I will go well and truly mad.

“Please look at me, Tru.” I feel like I shouldn’t use his nickname. It’s an intimate gesture and I have lost that right by betraying him. It’s not like he hasn’t done the same thing tenfold. Why am I feeling so guilty? 

“Lena, I know you’re not stupid.”

I am surprised to hear guilt and regret when I am expecting anger.

“I haven’t been faithful to you throughout our relationship.” Truman turns to face me now; he leans back against the counter and crosses his arms against his chest. “Even as recently as before you were in the hospital… but that’s over. I ended it and I’m going to be yours forever. See, I’m not stupid either. I’ve a future ahead of me and I can’t afford scandals. I need a wife, a family, stability at home. And I love you.”

He has a future ahead of him. As recently as before I was in the hospital. Can’t afford scandals. He needs a wife… a family. Children?

“How many, Tru?”

“Numbers don’t matter, Lena. That’s the past. I pick you for the future. Isn’t that all we should care about? Tomorrow? Not yesterday?”

“Yesterday, I’d been faithful to you for more than eight years.”

“And today, you weren’t faithful.” He’s been standing in front of me, straight-faced and serious, but now, curiosity changes his expression. “Why did you cheat on me now, Lena? You don’t do casual… if you did, you’d have cheated a long time ago.”

I don’t know how to answer this. No, I don’t do casual, but I’m not sure I did it for love either. I can see love growing with Connor, even a future, even everything, but why had I jumped into bed with him today?

“Because I almost died, because I have almost died more than once now, and I’m tired of living like this.” I gesture to the condo, to the world at large.

“Living like what?” And he seems genuinely confused. I can see the condo through his eyes, how luxe and comfortable it is. I can see my life through his eyes, how I want for nothing, how I do not need to work.

“You control everything, Truman. You want to know where I am, who I’m with, you want me to drink coffee when I don’t want to drink coffee. You treat me like something you own, not someone you love.”

“That’s ridiculous, Lena.”

“See! You don’t even recognize what you’re like. You think that we’re happy, that we have this perfect little life, but we don’t.” I reach up to my neck, to the necklace there. I need the comfort of it between my fingers, the little pearls bumping against my skin. A gasp escapes my lips as I realize it isn’t there. My starfish is gone. It has to be at Connor’s. Perhaps on the floor or between the couch cushions.

Truman sees the expression on my face, the mad dash of my fingers across the skin of my neck. “Where’s your necklace?”

“I don’t know. Truman, I can’t lose it. I have to go look for it.” Standing up abruptly, I knock the stool to the ground. It lands with a clatter on the hardwood.

“Lena, relax. We can look for it tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ve been waiting for the perfect chance tonight to give you this.”

My body is edging toward the door. I have to have my starfish. I cannot be brave tonight without it. I cannot leave Truman. “Give me what?” My words are hurried. I don’t care what he is going to give me. I am sure it’s nothing that I want.

“I had this made for you. Yours is pretty tarnished and some of the pearls are missing. Who knows—after seeing this, you may not want to go look for that unsightly, bent thing.”

Truman is holding a long black velvet box. An ivory ribbon is wrapped around it, creating a silky, floppy bow. He slides off the ribbon and opens the hinged box with a quick hand. I gasp again, the second time this evening. It is my necklace, but it is not.

Beautifully recreated in diamonds, perfectly formed blush-colored pearls, and what I am sure is platinum, is a rebirth of my precious starfish. Any other woman would have fallen in love with it instantly. Any other woman would have immediately lifted up her hair and let her significant other lace the delicate chain around her neck.

“You don’t get it, Truman. You just don’t get me. Not anymore. Not like you used to.”  

My reaction disappoints him. “Lena, I had this specially made from pictures of your necklace. It’s exactly like yours, only new and better. How can you not like this? I can’t fucking win with you.”

“I don’t wear that necklace because it’s attractive or valuable. I wear it because it’s part of who I am. It’s the only thing I have from my parents. I won’t let you take that away from me.”

 

And that is the final excuse I need to leave him. A cupcake drew me into the apartment this evening, and now this expensive piece of jewelry is my exit sign. I grab my bag and keys and I am gone. Truman’s voice calls after me as I race down the hall. I am still wearing my tatty clothes, but I do not care. I am going back to Connor and my starfish.








  
 

Chapter 21



My First Time
It’s been a particularly hard day for Tru. His parent’s divorce has been finalized—a speedy affair that cost more than it could have had Truman’s mother been willing to wait the normal timeframes—and he’s been suspended from the academy for cursing at Mr. Wall, our American History AP teacher—a lovely man that I adore, one who deserves respect.

 

Saying “Fuck off, asshole!” normally wouldn’t be enough to warrant a suspension, but Tru has been pushing the envelope for weeks now and the only thing that’s saved him prior to today is all the money his family has given in the past for building expansions. He says to me often nowadays that I’m the only thing keeping him going, that we were meant to meet that day at school, that we’re meant to be together and he can’t stand the thought of being apart. Even for a day. He whispers that I can’t leave him. That it’ll be worse than the divorce, worse than his dad losing his money, worse than everything.

I feel for him, in the deepest part of myself. He’s so achingly broken over what’s happening in his life and, although he hates his father with a passion bright and burning, I see in him changes that highlight the physical likenesses between them—the sandy-gold hair, the cut of their chins, the prominence of the point at the top of his right ear. He is becoming angry and lonely, even when he is right next to me saying that I keep him whole.

Part of me wants to race away from the ugly person that he I fear he could become and part of me resents all of his self-involved whining—he still has money because his mother is well-off and he has a home—two homes now with his father’s new apartment by the water.

He still has a family… even if it is a massive, busted mess at the moment. The rest of me though, the rest that is somewhat broken also, has come to crave Truman the way my body hungrily soaks up the salt water when I am swimming in the ocean off the secluded beach—the little haven that Truman is driving us to now on Tybee Island.

 

“Slow down, Tru.”

He rolls his eyes, but simultaneously lifts his lead foot a fraction off the gas pedal. “You can be such a buzz kill, Lena.”

“And you can be erratic and thoughtless.” It isn’t a kind thing to say, but he needs to hear it; one of the things I love about being with Truman is that I can speak my mind. He listens to me, respects me, accepts me.  We’ve been together four months.

“I don’t need that shit from you today, Lena. I’m getting it from the whole fucking world.”

It isn’t like him to shut me down even though I am obviously right, but I take it on the chin because he is having such a difficult time. He needs to blow off steam; sometimes we treat the ones we love worse than everyone else because we know that they will take it, that they will still love us even after we’ve been complete assholes. Normally, he would never curse at me. Somewhere in the back of my brain, a little voice is reminding me that “normally” hasn’t been around for a few weeks—that Truman has cursed at me several times, that he’s pushed me away emotionally and physically.

I ignore the hateful little voice. I am happy with Truman. I… I even love him. I think.

Yes. I love this beautiful boy with the devilish smile and the lost soul.

“Tru?”

“Hmmm?” We are speeding along the road again, but this time, I choose to remain quiet.

“Will you live with your mother full-time now?”

“I wouldn’t live with my bastard of a father for anything, if that’s what you’re after, Lena.”

 I shouldn’t have brought up the divorce, the living situation, his parents. “Sorry, Tru.”

“For?” His voice has gone from clipped and curt to flippant. It is such an erratic change that my mind is left grasping for direction.

“Oh, I just… I shouldn’t have asked. Today is supposed to be about having fun.”

“Forgetting, Lena. Today is about forgetting.” Twisting his body, Tru reaches into the backseat of the little sportster. When his hand reappears, he is holding the flimsy cardboard handle of six pack. It’s not a brand I recognize, likely something fancy—a local microbrewery special or an import.

“I don’t drink, Tru. It hurts my stomach. You know that. Besides, I’m not old enough. Neither are you.”

“Did I offer? And what’s with this ‘old enough’ crap. Buzz kill again!” His tone is still joking, but I grimace and my heart does a freefall into my stomach as Tru pulls out one of the glass bottles. Jamming his knees against the steering wheel, he uses both hands to position the beer cap above the top edge of the driver’s side car door.

The window is down and when he applies force, the dark blue with gold lettering cap flies into the air and falls onto the road. I turn, watching the small circle roll for some distance before it is too small and my eyesight is too poor to see it anymore.

When Truman’s hand is back on the steering wheel and we have not crashed and died, I relax a little. But I still hate the sight of him chugging the amber frothy liquid as he drives. He looks so much like his father in this moment. And if “normal” was us today, I would say something. Instead, I choose to be silent… again.

Focusing on the scenery, I try to forget Truman beside me.

 

About a month after we’d started dating, Tru had confessed to me that he was originally only with me to upset his parents—his mother especially—but then he’d realized we were more than that. And he’d asked for my forgiveness. I really fell in love with him that day and that had also been the first time he’d brought me to his sanctuary, so breathtaking and peaceful.

The silver car is pulling off of the main road and onto a barely recognizable dirt one that has all but faded into the surrounding sand and dune grass. The Kent family has owned this property on Tybee for four generations—it is very nearly the last bit of untouched land on the island. Truman is the only one that comes here now, which I find hard to understand.

“The weather is perfect today.”

Tru just grunts beside me.

We are barely parked before I am out of the sports car, stretching and pulling my dress over my head and then straightening my bikini top. Hearing the click of the driver’s door closing, I stop what I’m doing—my hand is still gripping my right breast beneath the yellow string top—and I look Tru up and down where he now leans against the front of the car. The dark jeans and designer tee are so slim that I doubt he’s wearing his trunks underneath.

“Are you going to swim?”

“You swim. I’ll watch.” He does that sometimes—tells me what to do, but I don’t mind. It happens so rarely and it makes me feel taken care of, sort of like that first day we met—he took my hands at school when I’d hesitated and lifted me up off the floor like a real knight in shining armor.

“Now who’s the buzz kill?” I laugh, walking the small distance over to him and kissing him full on the lips. I do not relent until I feel Tru’s mouth begin to curve at the corners. When I pull away, the smile is already fading, but I know I have sliced through the darkness, even if the hidden light beneath only shone for a mere moment.

“Come on! Swim in your tighty whities then!” I pull at his hand playfully, trying to get him away from the car and into the waves. The water will be lovely and warm today.

“What tighty whities?” And now Tru’s grin is wide and infectious. And more importantly, it is sincere.

“Tease!” I turnabout, running toward the water as Truman strips down to his birthday suit and races after me.

***
Bobbing up and down in the water, there is a tension between Tru and I that has not existed before. Our bodies float only feet apart, but it feels like miles.

The tension and distance exists because he has just said that he loves me. And saying those words—that’s different than saying he can’t live without me and that I can’t leave him. It’s a contract between two souls; it’s a promise that shouldn’t be broken.

It scares me a bit.

Yet, I have said it back. I have told him that I also love him. And I think I do, so it is not a lie, it is just an early truth—one that I wasn’t quite ready for.

 

Truman swims toward me, closing the gap that lies between us, and he wraps his arms around my waist. Hugging me close to his body, he whispers that he loves me over and over again. I can feel heat forming in my feet and it begins to rise, as heat does, through my legs and into my belly. It makes its way quickly towards my heart, but I stop the warmth before it reaches my head—I do not want to think now, so I will not let the heat rise further.

Let it stay where it is, melting and melding my physical needs with my emotional needs. 

“I love you too, Tru. I do. I’ve never had this before.” I put a hand on his chest. “Someone who cares about me the way you do, I mean. I know it’s not been long, but Tru…” my words trail off. I feel they are cliché, silly things that don’t intimate what I am feeling. Being loved, really loved, is something I’ve been little exposed to as a “system” kid.

“You don’t have to explain to me, Lena.” Truman is looking at me and I see anticipation in his eyes. These words that have been exchanged mean something else to him—that our relationship is ready.

I’m a virgin. He is not.

But who will ever love me the way he does? How lucky am I?

 

My string bikini is lost to the ocean in seconds; Tru’s hands are deft things, greedily untying and exposing my full body to the wetness. And I find that I like it, that my skin wants to absorb the salt and brine.

When he enters me, it is painful—I knew it would be, my first time—and the water does not help; it washes away natural moisture rather than adding. It causes friction and I know that I will be sore when it is over. I cannot stop the tears building in my eyes, a product of the discomfort, nor how they begin to streak down my face like raindrops on a car’s windshield.

 

But Truman does not notice. We are hugged together tightly, my eyes focused on the far-off horizon across the waves.








  
 

Chapter 22



Bruises on my Heart
My left fist is banging on the café door. Every part of me hopes that Connor is here. I want to tell him that I’ve decided. That I am leaving Truman. That I am going to be me for a while. That there is hope for an “us.”

 

But no one answers.

It is nearly midnight and Deacon’s Place has been closed for two hours. No one answers. And there’s nowhere for me to go. All of the cards in my wallet are joint accounts with Truman. If I use one to spend the night somewhere, he will know, and I am sure he will come. He won’t give up on me so easily. I know this beyond a shadow of a doubt, because the truth of it is tattooed inside my body, beside the bruises my time with Truman has inflicted on my heart.

I can hear my name in his voice, echoing toward me down the hall as I leave. I am here, in front of the café, yet I can still hear it. “Lena. Lena. Lena, come back!” It makes me feel like Jane Eyre wandering the plains, hearing Rochester calling her back to his den of adultery. Former den of adultery, I qualify within my head. Crazy Mrs. Rochester is dead by that point in the book.

Another man inflicting bruises on a woman’s heart.

Not that I can blame Truman for the purple and blue marks inside me. It isn’t his fault—not really. I settled. We were in love, and that changed; I continued to settle. I know that I have been more to him than just a relationship to piss off his parents. Admittedly, that’s what I was in the beginning. Peggy is right about that. He wouldn’t have stayed with me so long if that were the case still. And I know positively now that I am not a dalliance that would eventually pass from his life.

Like I’ve admitted to myself already, I know that I was never going to marry Truman. I’ve known it for a while. But now, after Truman’s words after dinner, I also know that he did intend to marry me and honor his promise. A marriage of convenience, though—stability to forward his career and future. A knickknack around the house to photograph when he makes it to the big-time. A knickknack like that damn elk statue I hate so much.

 

I hit the café door again, but I am losing steam. “Connor. Why couldn’t you just be here? Why couldn’t you be upstairs in your apartment tonight instead of going home?” I’m mumbling the words, my head lolled forward toward the stained sidewalk.

“Lena…” It is Truman’s voice behind me. He has followed me.

My body does not want to turn around and face him. Instead, I slump more fully against the door and slide to my knees. It is dramatic and I know I look foolish. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

“Why are you here, Lena? Is this…” His swallow is audible behind me. He’s just realized why I am here. There’s no point in denying it. We are over.

“Yes.”

“That long-haired hippie that fucking serves coffee for a living? Jesus, Lena, could you have at least picked someone halfway decent to fuck.”

Each of his words hit my back and they do not bounce off without causing injury. “He is decent. He’s more than decent. He’s kinder and more decent than you’ll ever be, Truman.”

A hand grips my shoulder and I know it is his—his college signet ring is glinting in the light of a nearby lamppost. “This is a fucking embarrassment, Lena. We come here. I come here. My fucking coworkers come here. They fucking bring me coffee from here all the time. I drink out of cups with this asshole’s logo. What’s going to happen? You’re going to shack up with this guy and then everyone at the office is going to be talking behind my fucking back. They’re going to be sipping their goddamn cappuccinos and lattes and talking about me and how my whore of an ex is grinding fucking coffee beans with the hippie.”

I’ve never heard Truman so mad. And I smell liquor on his breath—he rarely drinks anything except wine, and then only a glass or two. He’s never been drunk, not since we’ve been together, because he keenly remembers how his father was.

 

I want to crumple into a ball, huddle so far into myself that I do not exist anymore and this “different” Truman is a dream. But another part of me is ignited by his cruelty. He’s controlled me our entire relationship. It’s over now. It’s none of his business who I choose to love or not love. He has no say in what I do now.

Standing up, I turn to face him, brushing his hand away from my body.

“What would make this better, Truman? You weren’t mad before. You were kind, even accepting. You admitted that you’ve cheated on me over and over and over again.” I slap my hand each time I say over to get the point across. How dare he be pissed that I slept with one guy when he has slept with who knows how many women. What made them so worthy? “Now everything is unacceptable and terrible, because the man I had sex with owns a coffee shop? That’s stupid. It’s just stupid, Truman!”

Yelling at him feels good; the strength is seeping back into my body.

What does not feel good is the impact of his fist against my right upper cheek. The crack is audible and I know instantly that something has broken. Now I do crumple into that ball, huddling so far into myself that I actually feel as if I might fade from reality. The whimper that escapes my mouth is unstoppable. The strength is banished, and it is so far from me now that I do not think it will be back soon. No more spurts of self-confidence; no more standing up for myself.

No more Lena.

Just Truman’s little wife.

“Oh my God, Lena. Oh my God… I’m so sorry. I would never hurt you.”

Isn’t that the exact thing every man says when they hurt their partner “accidentally”? I would never hurt you.

But you just did.

You just did.

“Let me take you home, Lena. Please, I’ll make this all better. I promise. I’ll do anything to make you happy.”

I do not flinch or protest as Truman picks me up and cradles me against his body. Maybe it’s shock, maybe it’s the throbbing of my face, maybe it’s my inability to muster up my strength again. The punch has made me gun-shy.

***
We are back in the condo now. My car has been abandoned near Deacon’s Place. Truman says we will get it in the morning. I don’t care. It’s just a car.

He walks me into the bathroom and sits me on the toilet as he begins to run a hot bath. He pours in salts and soaking oil until the room is full of fragrance and warmth. Honeysuckle and Freesia.

I do not even have it in me to hate the smells.

“Here, this will make you feel better. You love baths.” He gently removes my clothing. Despite the warm steam filling the bathroom, I am chilled, and goose bumps sprout on my skin.

Like a robot, I follow his commands until my body is resting in the sudsy water. Truman has even pinned my hair up so that I do not need to worry about drying it before bed. Thoughtful.

Thoughtful because of the bruise forming on my face. I can feel it spreading across my cheekbone and upwards toward my brow line. It will be a painting of purples, blues, and blacks. Maybe it isn’t broken after all, but it hurts like it should be. And it is almost a disappointment—that it might not be broken. If it is not broken, then I have only given up for a bruise. How weak am I?

Numb to the pain now, I rest my head against the back of the tub and close my eyes so that I can block out the sight of Truman, who is leaning against the sink watching me. I will need to see a doctor; I am sure of that. But I am numb.

So very numb.

Truman leaves the bathroom, but only for a moment. When he returns, he is holding my pale pink negligee. I’ve not even washed myself, but he decides my time in the tub is up. He is smart to monitor me tonight. More than ever, I want to sink into the water and stay there, never come up.

 

We are in bed now. Truman is already asleep. I know I will not sleep at all tonight. I also know, when the numbness wears off, that my face will be a mottled reflection of my feelings. And I will hurt. So very much.








  
 

Chapter 23



Baggage
“I don’t think you should go anywhere today, Lena.”

 

He is acting like nothing is the matter, like there is no large mark on my face. It hurts like hell today. I was right. The numbness has receded and I was right.

“All right, Tru.”

“I’ll make you an appointment to get that eye looked at.”

“My doctor?”

“No, mine I think. He’s better anyways.”

Better at accepting money to be quiet, you mean.

“That sounds fine.”

When he nods, his expression is pleased. He thinks I am back to his docile Lena. This is a new side of Truman—that he can see me broken in front of him and think that’s how things should be. This is an entirely new level of control. And I am beginning to think that a future with him, now that he has gotten a taste of physical control as well as emotional, would be littered with bruises and doctors turning a blind eye.

“I’ll be back early. I only have morning and early afternoon meetings. I might even drop in for lunch. How does that sound?”

“Fine, Tru.”

 

When he leaves, I begin racing throughout the apartment, throwing everything that is mine into a suitcase. I realize quickly that there is nothing that is actually mine—clothes, jewelry, toiletries, all bought with his money. Still, I pack those things into the largest Louis Vuitton bag, because I have earned them in my own way.

When I am almost finished, I pick up my cell phone to call the one person I know will help me without conditions—no beautiful opal ring, no waiting forever if necessary. I need pure friendship, not a friendly lover.

Her home line rings five times before she finally picks up, and I choke on a breath that I didn’t realize I was holding. “Hello?”

“Vera, thank God. I’m so glad you answered and that you’re home.”

“Ocean Eyes, that you? What a nice surprise! I was just thinking about you. I had the best time yesterday. We need to meet up again soon for—”

“Vera, please listen. I need your help.”

The voice on the other line instantly transforms from friendly and chatty to serious. “What is it?”

“I tried to end it, Vera. I did. I left. He… he…” I do not want to admit that a man has hit me. What sort of world do we live in where a victim is ashamed of being victimized? 

“Ocean Eyes, did he hit you?” There is a heat in Vera’s voice. It gives me confidence and chisels away some of the shame.

“Yes.” 

“Give me your address. I don’t have it written down.” It is an order, but in this case I don’t mind being bossed about.

I blurt out the condo’s location quickly.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. I need to take Anderson to school first and stop by the hospital to get someone to cover my shift.”

“He’s gone. He said he might come home for lunch, but he never has before.”

“Okay, Lena. Don’t you worry. Not one damn bit.”

In the background, I hear a young voice yell “Grandma, you said damn!” when Vera curses. She must hold the phone away from her face, because Vera’s next words are much quieter. “Now, boy, you listen to me. Cursing is the devil’s language, and just ’cause you heard me use it, I better not hear it outta your mouth or I will preach you into next Sunday.”

I can’t hear her grandchild’s response.

“You hang in there, Ocean Eyes.”

Our goodbye is a furtive thing, as if we both know that this marks a true change in my life. I also know it means that Vera, even though we’ve known each other only a short time, will be my friend forever.

After the echoes of my conversation with Vera fade from my head, I feel the need to call Connor—not to help also, but to tell him what I wanted to tell him last night: that I have decided. As I search the address book in my phone, I realize I do not have his number. Truman keeps a phone book in his office. He brought it out two weeks ago to look someone up from his work. I never go into his office, though. It’s his room.

It feels like I am walking into somewhere forbidden and dangerous as I turn the knob to his office and push the door inward. But it is just a room, completely innocuous with tasteful furnishings and blue-gray walls decorated with modern art. There’s nothing private on display and I am so confused. Why have I never been in this room then?

Then it hits me that Truman has never actually told me to stay out of his office. I have just done it on my own accord, because I have no need for an office, no reason to enter and sit at the large desk and use his large computer. Now that I am in the room, I feel like ransacking it, seeing if there is actually something hidden in the shadows that Truman would not want me to see.

 

There are three files on the navy blue tooled leather top of the mahogany desk. Each file is labeled. Printed block letters yell at me. L.M.M.—INSURANCE POLICY. L.M.M.—HOSPITAL RECORDS. T.G.K.—STOCK PORTFOLIO.

They’re just sitting there innocently. I didn’t even know I had an insurance policy. Flipping all three files open one after another, my eyes begin to rove the white papers printed with black text. The policy is ten million dollars. If I weren’t involved with a man like Truman, the amount might make me swallow my tongue. But the Kents are old money; even Truman’s father recovered after losing everything. Peggy never went back to him, though. She is far too happy with her divorce settlement (she was court-awarded every asset that wasn’t lost after Gaynor’s company went belly up).

What I don’t understand is the date the insurance policy was taken out—the day after I was admitted to the hospital. That doesn’t make sense… most policies would be voided if the person committed suicide. Wouldn’t they? And I thought we had to be married for him to take out a policy on me? He’s listed “common-law partner” under the relationship status. And I suppose that is true. We have been together since high school; we’ve been living together since college. No… doesn’t it have to be seven years at least?

The second file—my hospital records—is next, and each line I read causes my eyes to open ever wider, until it is painful to keep them so wide, but I cannot close them; I am too astonished by what I am reading. My eyes begin to water and rivulets of salty tears trail out of the corners of them and move slowly down my face. These have been altered. Every report—the EMTs, the admitting nurses, the attending doctors. Even Dr. Lenderman’s documents are incomplete.

They only say I am sane.

According to the file, I had some sort of unexplained seizure in the bathtub and nearly drowned. I now have a clean bill of health. The hospital was unable to find any physical cause for the anomaly. But they have assured the medical insurance company and the policy company that the incident was not psychological and that it is highly unlikely that anything like that will ever ail me again.

It’s all lies.

 

The last file makes the puzzle pieces fit together. Like his father, Truman has lost everything in the stock market. He gambled on the “next big” software company and it has failed. He has nothing. Is this what he was talking to Peggy about while I dozed in my hospital bed? Is this why he needed me?

He wants me to die. He followed me to that café because if I leave him, I ruin his plans.

Ten million dollars. Ten million.

More than enough for Truman to rebuild his fortune.

 

My mind is reeling and I want to shut down again, crumple into a ball like I did last night and wait for someone to pick me up and carry me “home.”

 

Taking the phone book off the bottom shelf on the right side of the built-ins, I back out of the office, not bothering to fix the files. Let Truman come home later, let him see that all of my things are gone and I have discovered his sickening plan. He wants to kill me. I thought a morsel of him still loved me, even in a way that was convenient to his future. But it’s not true. He loves his finances more. He loves the green of money more. A golden idol over a woman’s flesh and companionship and… and… love.

Love is beginning to taste like a dirty word, even unspoken in my mouth. It slithers down my throat, works its way to my stomach to rot with all the other wonderful things that have been ruined by the truth and human reality.

 

Deacon’s Place is listed between a Dairy Queen on Augusta Road and Deana’s Restaurant on West Broughton. The morning rush should be over and I pray he answers. But the phone keeps ringing. I don’t hang up; I refuse to give in. Finally, after what seems an interminable length of time, Deacon’s voice travels to me from across town.

“Deacon’s Place. Pick-up or delivery?”

“I didn’t know you delivered.”

“A few months now, actually. Only a five-mile radius, though, as a trial.”

“Oh…” I trail off, saddened, because he doesn’t recognize my voice. He should, shouldn’t he? If he is really in love with me, as he says, he should instantly know it is me. 

“Lena? Did you need something?”

My heart lifts and the word love—which has finally reached my stomach—pulls itself out of the acidic juices that have already started to eat away at it and moves a few inches upwards and back into my throat. It feels uncomfortable there, but I know the truth now.

Love is often uncomfortable.

And that realization really does make me sane.

Yet I want to truly be the daydreamer also.

Can sanity and daydreams coexist? Even when a person is actually insane…

“Um… Lena?” 

I start and let out a small gasp. “Oh, I’m sorry! I’m a little lost this morning, I guess.”

“Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know… maybe. I think it will be soon.”

“What does that mean?” I can hear a rumble of sound that increases quickly. Customers have entered the store. “Hold on a sec, Lena. Pete, you got this?”

Pete must nod, because I do not hear his response and soon the buzz of coffee-craving patrons is completely gone.

“Sorry about that.”

“You’re working. I understand.”

“What’s going on?”

“I came to the café last night. You weren’t there.” God, I sound like I did with Vera in the hospital—upset with her for having a life outside of taking care of me.

“What time? I didn’t even lock up until eleven.”

I’d just missed him last night. We’d passed, like ships in the night. And what did that mean? Was he supposed to be gone? Was that fate? “I just missed you then. It was nearly midnight.”

“I’m sorry, Lena. I was going to stay in the apartment, but my mom couldn’t remember the code to set the alarm. We changed it a few nights ago after a break-in down the street. Mom got nervous.”

“You don’t need to apologize, Connor. You have a life.”

“If I’d known you were coming—”

I cut him off. “It’s fine, really.”

“Why did you come over?”

“I left him.”

Silence follows my three words. I wonder if they have as much impact on Connor as they have on me. I wonder if they are as powerful as I love you.

“You left him.” It isn’t a question; he is repeating me, as if he doesn’t believe what I am saying. As if all his words about waiting were true, but that he never expected I could be his. I can understand that—the wanting something so much, but never believing you can actually have it.

“Where are you now?”

“I’m at the condo.”

“But I thought you left him.” I can hear it in Connor’s voice, like I am purposely lying to him and toying with his emotions.

“I did. He followed me to the café and when you weren’t there…”

“God, Lena. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here. Why did you go back? Why didn’t you just go to a hotel?”

“I wasn’t physically able to, Connor.”

He mutters on the other end; the only word I can make out is bastard. “What the hell did he do?” It is a quiet rage that floats through the phone line to my ears. I remember how it feels, to have that hatred pumping through me. I also remember how it feels to have the hatred literally punched out of me. Thinking about it brings the bruise on my face into my acute awareness. Now that the pain is in my conscious mind, the injury throbs and aches.

“He hit me. I fell and… Connor, I couldn’t get up. It’s my fault. I could have gotten up and left, but I just… I just gave up.” Admitting the weakness stings.

“It is not your fault, Lena.”

“It is. In a way.”

“I’m coming to get you.”

“No, please don’t, Connor. Vera is coming.”

“The woman who was here with you?”

“Yes.”

“You trust her.”

“I do.”

“When will she be there?”

“Soon, I hope.”

“I think you need to get out of there now, Lena. I don’t think you should wait. Let me come.”

“I’ll be okay. I promise.”

Silence again. “I know where you live, Lena. Let me come.”

“That’s a bit stalker-ish, Connor.” I laugh softly, because I know Connor is the least likely person I know to turn actual stalker. Laughing, though—God, it makes my face hurt even more. 

“Oh, no, Lena. I’ve just seen your ID in your wallet so many times when you pay here.”

“I was kidding, Connor.”

A pause. “Please, Lena, let me come.”

A change of subject, that’s what we need. “Connor, do you remember what you said? That you’d wait as long as I need?”

So much silence. “Sorry.” Connor laughs, embarrassed, and I imagine he is blushing. “I forgot you can’t see me nodding.”

“I will need time—time before I get involved with you. I don’t want you to be a rebound. I want to love you with everything that I have left, and I can’t do that yet. Is that okay?”

“Will you still come here for coffee?”

The smile that spreads my lips cannot be stopped. “Every day.”

“Then it’s okay.”

“See you soon then?”

“Where will you go?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“You always have a place here. Maybe rent the apartment, open the café for me in the morning, earn your keep. It doesn’t have to come with any conditions, Lena.”

I know he means it, but I also know that living above Deacon’s Place will absolutely come with conditions, spoken or unspoken. I will feel that pressure to move forward sooner than I possibly should, because I will smell him on that blanket draped over the couch, because I will see him smiling at customers, because Connor will be Connor.

No, I need to be myself for a while. “Thank you, Connor. You’re wonderful. Truly wonderful.”

“You are too, Lena. Please remember that. And if you need me, I’ll be there in a heartbeat.” 

We don’t say a goodbye. After his last word, I press the bright red end button. I don’t want a goodbye with him, because it isn’t a goodbye; we are only beginning, and nowhere near ending.

I gather the last of my things, which only takes a few minutes.

There’s nothing left to pack.

***
It is nearly eleven. Vera has called again and she has been delayed at the hospital. Her relief is arriving at eleven thirty. She’ll be here soon. And then this chapter in my life will be finally closed.

Looking around the apartment, I realize that I will not miss it, for the most part. It has never been my home, with my tastes fully on display. This has always been Truman’s condo. Even Peggy has a bigger claim on it than me. Walking around, I trace my fingers across the smooth wood of the sideboard, the shiny surface of the kitchen counter, the rough texture of the painting Truman bought at a gallery in New York.

I have never noticed before, but if I stand on the other side of the apartment, the painting nearly looks like a figure floating across flourishes of navy blue, turquoise, and bright white. As the light changes in the condo minutely, shadows change across the painting. It seems to undulate like the ocean.

Water is so central to life. We are made of it; our planet is made of it. Life would not exist without it. As I turn, taking in the room from every angle, thinking about the importance of water, I see something shiny obscured by the base of the coat tree to the left of the condo door.

Walking over, I kneel and my right hand moves toward the half-hidden luster. When my fingers grip it, I know what it is. My necklace. My starfish.

It must have fallen into my shirt at some point and then slipped off as I’d been standing in the doorway. I should have heard it hit the floor, but I was so distracted. The clasp isn’t even broken and I’m grateful for that, but I am also confused… how did it fall off then? I find that the confusion leaves me swiftly; I am so happy to have my starfish back.

 

For some reason, having the necklace again draws me toward the bathroom and the large bathtub. I unlock the condo door for Vera and let my body do what it wants.








  
 

Chapter 24



Angel in the Water
I am going to be free.

 

The necklace is still gripped in my hand and I am neck-deep in water. I am in the guest bath again, even though Truman is not here to wake up and it is slightly less deep than the giant soaker tub in the master. I thought about bathing there—in the tub that was the original sight of my first ocean experience—but Peggy’s cruel words have tainted the space… and I don’t want to die anymore.

I have once again shoved one of the bleach-white washcloths into the drainage hole so that the tub fills up to the very edge. And once again it is filled so high that any movement on my part will send wetness sloshing over the side to soak the tile and carpet. Truman would have a fit over this; he loves the pricey flooring, which is the same in both bathrooms. This time I do not think about how I will clean it up immediately, how he will never know.

Let the expensive travertine get drenched.

Let the water seep into the grout and undo all of this perfection Truman paid so much money to achieve. The stylized herringbone pattern, the accent wall, the perfectly folded and tucked towels hanging over the warmer.

Each detail labored over…

My mind feels fuzzy, my body so relaxed.

God, the room is so warm.

The water is so warm.

I do not want to sink into the water this time. Vera is coming to get me, to move me away from this life, and I am going to start anew. Maybe with Connor. But I am so warm, so comfortable in the water.

My right hand loosens a bit, letting the silver chain of my starfish necklace slip a bit until the pendant itself lies against the smooth bottom of the tub and the chain stretches upwards, still tethered to my index finger. The phone rings twice shrilly, but then the condo is thrust into stillness again. A singular sound rhythmically punctures the quiet. Every few moments, a drop of water falls from the sink faucet and plinks against the sink surface.

It has never dripped before. Truman ensures that everything in the condo works efficiently and without flaw. He obsesses over it, sometimes calling a repairman before dawn and after sunset. It is something that I’ve always been irritated by, but also appreciated.

Plink. Plink. Plink.

For some reason, the continuous sound begins to make me nervous. I can feel the emotion growing, like a cancer inside of me, until I am desperate to get out of the tub and fiddle with the faucet handles until I can stop the grating noise.

This bath was supposed to be a soothing goodbye to this condo and this life. Now it is not soothing at all. Now I do not want to put shampoo in my hair and lather; I do not want to soap my body. I need to get the hell out. It isn’t about want anymore. Not even a little bit.

 

I try to raise myself out of the water, but it is like the starfish pendant is glued to the tub’s bottom. I reposition so that I am kneeling in the water for better leverage and I start yanking and pulling and cursing, trying to get the damn thing free. Water is splashing everywhere—on the floor, the small portrait over the towel warmer, even as far as the mirror over the sink. “This is ridiculous!” My voice is high-pitched, whining to the world at large. “Come on, you stupid piece of crap!” I no longer hear the water dripping; my full concentration is on the necklace.

Finally, with a last pull that makes it feel like my internal organs will burst, the starfish is free. I stare at the tarnished metal and remaining pearls. What the hell was that all about? Undoing the clasp, I thread the chain beneath my hair and around my neck. Once it is secure, I again try to raise my body out of the tub.

The plinking is back. Plink. Plink. Plink.

 

As my breasts meet the air in the bathroom, which is many degrees cooler than the water, I am yanked downward violently. The starfish around my neck is floating in the air, angled away from my body, trying to get back into the wetness. I claw at the chain, trying to get my nails on the clasp so I can take my beloved necklace off. It is slippery and I cannot get the lobster closure open. I don’t want to break it.

I may not have a choice.

The chain is rubbing against my neck as the starfish continues to yank me, moving from left to right. The thin silver cable is acting like a saw, grating back and forth across my neck abrasively.

I can’t get it off; I can’t fight it. And I don’t understand what is happening.

As I am fighting, the tub faucet turns on by itself and the tub begins to refill. So much water has been violently expelled that the bath is barely half full now.

 

As the water rises, my beloved necklace does not relent.

My face is nearly in the water, the starfish is nearly on the bottom of the tub again. Once it is cemented there, I will drown. The water will finish filling the tub and I will drown. “Help! Oh my God. Please help! Someone!” I am so thankful that I’ve left the front door unlocked. Please let a neighbor hear me; please let anyone hear me.

“Lena?”

No. Not him!

“Lena, what’s wrong?” But his voice doesn’t sound panicked. In fact, Truman sounds intoxicated, his words slightly slurred.

In the middle of the day, when Truman should have been at work, he has been somewhere drinking. Has he been fired? I have been so clueless. Truman has been hiding a heavy weight beneath his cavalier façade; the files on his desk prove that. Losing the money. The failure of it. His Father…

But should I care? Now, now that I am leaving him and our love is a faded, ruined thing, should I still have compassion for Truman. For Tru—the boy who’d skipped down a high school hall just to make me laugh.

Compassion.

For a man who wants you to die? For a man who is watching you die? For a man that left the bruise on your face and heart? Fuck compassion.

 

It is just like me to worry about Truman when I am fighting to live.

 

“Tru, please, in here!” I scream, putting every ounce of my fear into the words. “Please, hurry!” The water has almost risen far enough. My pendent is flat against the white porcelain bottom.

He does not rush to my aide. It feels like the seconds ticking by are endless moments, suspended in time—the countdown to whatever is after life. It is too soon; I’ve been wrong for so long, wallowing and accepting a life that does not make me happy. Wanting to die.

And now it is too late. My choice is made for me. Just like Vera ordering my “usual” at Deacon’s Place, because I have taken too long staring at life’s menu.

 

“Tru! God, please!” I am coughing now; I’ve inhaled tub water, trying to shout for Truman again.

I see him walking through the door, his movements slow, and his expression unreadable. He comes close enough to confirm the slur of his voice matches the smell and whiskey spill on his button-up. “Please, please, please.” I sputter against the wetness. “Please.” I should have used that last please to suck in a final gulp of air, but I hadn’t.

 

Flailing like a spastic fish, my face below the waterline, I must look insane. Several times, the damaged part of my face hits the tub wall. I know that it hurts, but it is not important now. It is such a small thing when compared with dying.

I can’t focus, my mind is screaming, but also caught in reflection—and I wonder if everyone, at the end, is slapped with truth.

 

I try to turn my head, try to get my mouth out of the water, and try to fight. But I cannot. Truman is fully inside the bathroom now, standing above me, not even a foot away from the tub’s edge.

The image of him is blurry—the salmon-hued, stained dress shirt, the neat tie, the jacket thrown over his shoulder, which he holds with one finger crooked in the neckline.

Blinking, I struggle, my mouth opening and closing as I fade from the world. In my mind, I continue to plead with Truman to save me. But I know he will not.

I am drowning and all he sees is ten million dollars and a chance to rebuild his bank account and reputation. I have stayed with this man since high school. Hindsight isn’t just 20/20; it’s the most awful thing in the entire world. It is so much worse than someone saying you are sane or insane or a daydreamer or even an orphan.

 

Images replace coherent thought. And it does not take too long for me to be nothing. In truth. In every way.








  
 

Chapter 25

Better Late


~Vera~

 

When I arrive, I know something is terribly wrong.

 

Blame floods through me at the sight of the ambulance parked halfway on the sidewalk in front of Lena’s condo building. It is nearly noon. If she is hurt, I will hate myself. I will hate Amy for not getting to the hospital sooner to relieve me.

The security officer inside the main foyer hesitates to let me go up, but when I say I am Lena’s nurse and she has called me for help, his eyes fill with concern and he lets me pass. That gives me hope—surely if the EMTs are in her condo, this man would know it and say something.

I take the stairs to Lena’s floor.

With each step, I am hoping that the EMTs are in some other apartment. I am hoping that an elderly man has had a heart attack and that my Ocean Eyes is fine. When I open the door to her floor, my hope does not fade, it is obliterated—burst into bits by a ticking time bomb. The aftershock lives inside of me.

My emotions feel like a hurricane—the eye of calm has passed and I am being ruined by the second wave of destruction.

 

My shoes feel like lead weights as I walk.

She has to be all right. She has to be.

 

I am at the door now. It is open and the rooms are alive with activity.

Two officers stand in the kitchen, each nursing a battered part of their bodies. EMTs are hovering near a doorway across from where I stand.

The man from the café is handcuffed on the floor, his back leaning against the kitchen island. His nose streams blood. He is crying, crying so much that his face is slick under the light of the Edison bulbs and his shirt collar is soaked. It is strange, but under the pale yellow lighting I see a green-gold shimmer where his neck has been wetted by tears. It seems to fade in a blink, though.

So I put it out of my mind.

Because looking at him, I know it is worse than Lena just being hurt. She is gone. I have just found this beautiful, special woman shimmering with light and the world has snuffed her out.

Truman is sitting on the couch to the right; his head is cradled in his hands, covering his face. But I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that his grief is contrived. Lena was not happy with him. I enter the condo now. I can’t just stand in the doorway forever, looking in on the scene that will haunt me.

“What’s happened? What’s going on?” At the sound of my voice, both Connor and Truman look at me. In Connor’s eyes, I see accusations and confusion. In Truman’s eyes, I see surprise and irritation.

“She’s gone.” Connor’s words are a sob. “God… god, she’s gone.” He’s saying the words like he cannot believe them, like his mind is trying to come up with alternate realities. “Gone. You were supposed to be here.” It is a murmur on his lips before he turns away from me and closes his eyes to succumb to fresh tears.

“Are you a family member?” An EMT has approached me. He is tall and domineering.

“I’m a close friend, Vera Clune. A nurse. Is there anything I can do?”

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid there’s nothing. We tried everything.”

“You tried everything.” Now it is my turn to search for alternate realties—ones where I arrived early in the day and Lena is alive. “How did she…?”

“She drowned. Based on what her fiancé has told us, she must have experienced another seizure.”

“Another seizure? She had a history?”

“Just recently, actually. She was released a couple days ago.”

My gaze darts over to Truman. He looks at me defiantly. He is behind this. I do not know what he gains by lying, but there must be something.

“Can I see her?”

The EMT looks at me, unsure.

“Please, please let me see her.”

He looks over at Truman, who nods and then reassumes his grief-stricken pose.

“She’s in the bathroom. We’ve covered her.”

I nod and then walk into the room he points to. Each footfall feels like torture.

 

Her body is on the floor, covered with two crisp white towels. I kneel down, not caring that the floor is wet and my scrubs will get soaked. Lifting away the towel over her face, I see a large bruise across her upper cheek that stretches like a massive continent toward her eyebrow. Her necklace is still around her neck—the starfish one she loves so much.

A shadow grows over me. I turn my head quickly to find Truman has followed me.

“What did you do to her?” I want to be deadly. I want to be venomous. I want to be anything that is more dangerous than what I am.

“I would never hurt her.”

“How did this happen then!” I point to the ugly bruising on Lena’s face. My finger is shaking violently.

“She bruised her face during the seizure, apparently. I know it must be hard to see her like this. It’s… I don’t even know what I’ll do without her.” His sentences contradict themselves—he knows it must be hard, but is it hard for him? He doesn’t know what he’ll do without her. His act is slipping.

“This bruise is nearly a day old.” I won’t let this stand. I can’t.

“That’s not what the EMT said.”

“Then he’s lying.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Lovingly, I recover Lena’s heartbreakingly beautiful face and I stand up. “I don’t care how much money you have. You can’t pay me off. And I will find out what really happened to her.” 

“Go ahead and try. I’ve nothing to hide and I didn’t kill her.” There was something about the way he said “I didn’t kill her” that sounded like a half-truth.

 

And then he turns around and walks away from me. I do not realize that my nails are digging into my palm until I feel blood wetting my skin.








  
 

Chapter 26

Better Never


~Connor~

 

I can’t listen to her. I can’t stay away. Even if she gets mad, I have to go.

 

I grab the lightweight leather jacket off of the peg where it hangs, near the stairs that lead to the apartment. “Peter, you’ve got the café. I’ll be back when I can.”

Pete nods, a serious expression on his face. I rarely call him Peter. When I do, he knows something is wrong.

 

My stupid car is so slow; it seems to crawl across the road like a turtle that is none too concerned with its race against the hare. “Damn it, you piece of crap, move!”

The miles count down. Seven miles until I am there. Six miles until I am there. Five miles. Four miles. Three left. My Jeep sputters and truly begins to crawl. “Fuck!” My palms bang against the steering wheel in frustration. As if deliberately trying to piss me off, the car goes from a crawl to frozen in the middle of the damn street.

Slate-colored smoke seeps from beneath the hood.

“Son of a—” I am interrupted by a line of cars forming behind me; their drivers are honking. Throwing open my driver’s side door, I begin to run, not even caring that the honks behind me become more incessant and one man is even screaming at me to get back in my “fucking car and drive, you moron!”

Three miles. I can run that. I’ve run two miles with Pete on the track, helping him train for events. It’s only a mile more.

My body is unsure at first, moving forward at a fluctuating pace. Soon, though, I get my stride and my legs begin to pump rhythmically. My hand involuntarily slaps over my chest as I turn a corner. Pain is building. I should have met Pete at the track more often; my body is deceiving—tall and thin, but not in shape at all.

 

There is only a mile left.

I am so close to her. I can feel her in my body, sharp and distinct, ice water in my veins; I have only felt that sensation once before, when I had morphine administered at the hospital for throwing out my back years ago.

She is like that. Lena is a drug that I can’t live without now.

And despite what I’ve said to her, there are conditions.

 

When I arrive, I nearly tumble over the lip of the sidewalk and into the glass entrance to the condo building. A man in uniform is staring at me, a severe expression on his face. I try to calm myself, slow my breathing. I need him to trust me, to let me in.

“So sorry about that. I’m training for a marathon and that last mile nearly killed me. For a cardiologist, you’d think I’d be in better shape.”

When the guard hears that I am a doctor, his expression changes drastically. “Are you here to see someone?”

“Actually, I’m a new tenant.” I smile, hoping that I look sincere and trustworthy.

“Oh? We normally get notified of new owners…” The man turns from me and flips through paperwork on a clipboard. “No, don’t see anything here.”

“Oh, we’ll here’s my key.” I’m suddenly thankful that Deacon owned a Porsche before he died. I have his Porsche keychain, one of the only things that survived the crash. “Do you want to walk me up? I’m on the fifth floor and I don’t want to put you in a bad position if someone thinks you let a stranger in here. One of the reasons I purchased here was for the security. My wife moves in next week with our little girl.”

Adding the wife and little girl seems to do the trick. The older man smiles at me. “Fifth floor? I think I do remember management saying that the Bolters were moving, actually.”

“Yes, the Bolters—that’s who we purchased from. You really are welcome to walk me up.”

“Nah, that won’t be necessary. Welcome to the building. I’m Bill and I work weekday mornings.”

“Nice to meet you, Bill. I’m Connor Andrews. I start at the hospital a week from Friday.”

“Wonderful. Guess I’ll know who to go to if this old ticker starts acting up.” Bill taps his chest and smiles wider.

“Have a nice day, Bill.” I turn from him and I have to control my body so that it doesn’t race toward the elevator and hit the button a dozen times. When I am standing there, desperately trying to appear patient, my eyes see the stair entrance. “You know, I guess I’ll take the stairs. Never can have too much exercise, and that marathon is coming up quicker than I thought it would.”

Bill says something, but I do not hear him. The door to the stairs is already closing behind me. I take the stairs two at a time. She has to be okay. Whatever is making me feel anxious and scared isn’t real.

 

The door to Lena’s condo is not locked. It isn’t even closed all the way. My mouth wants to fall open and yell her name, but I stop myself. A voice is carrying to me. I move further into the living room/kitchen combination and listen carefully until I know where the voice is coming from.

My feet take me to a door, also partially closed like the condo entrance. The words that someone is speaking are clear now. It is a man’s voice—one I feel that I have heard before, ordering a flat white with two sugars. Truman. The fiancé.

 

“We’re intertwined, Lena. You cannot get away from me, no more than I can get away from you. It is fate, an undeniable force. A train thundering toward a bridge that is not built. It can’t be stopped. It’s forever until we crash and burn. Forever.” There is quiet for a moment, the sound of water spilling. “You were really going to leave me this time, Lena. I knew it. I couldn’t let you leave me, not for someone else. I couldn’t let us fail… I couldn’t be more like my father. You’re mine. Forever. And I’ll remember you, I promise. You’ve let me have a future now. You’ve helped me recover from my mistake. I’ll name a foundation in your honor. I’ll let everyone know what a special person you were. The money won’t be wasted. I promise. God… God, Lena… you’re so damn beautiful.”

Quiet again, more water splashing.

 

I push the door further open and the hinges make no noise.

 

Anger should flood my body when I see what is happening behind the door.

Lena is naked, her purple-red hair soaking wet and hanging over the edge of the tub. Her face, her gorgeous face, is bruised and lifeless.

 

Truman is kneading her left breast as he murmurs his words, his empty promises. His other hand strokes himself, over and over. I see the way his elbow moves toward and away from me as I stand behind him.

I am cold.

And I am frozen until his eyes close and his head tilts back toward me. But I begin to thaw as he squeezes her breast roughly, as he climaxes, as he adds off-white color to the water on the tile floor.

 

“You fucking bastard.” I see red and my scream is bestial as I launch myself toward him, but he is fast, sidestepping my tackle and letting me slam into the bathtub. Water sloshes all over.

As quickly as it came, the anger drains from my body, because I am so close to her and she is gone forever. There is no waiting, no hope for an opal ring upon her finger. The starfish around her neck seems to stare at me; another pearl is gone from it, and the sight of it missing increases the ever-building ache in my heart. I told her that I would break if she left me.

I hadn’t been lying.

She’d given me a sliver of true love.

I could have lived forever without knowing her.

But knowing her and losing her… I will never live again.

“I’m so sorry, Lena. I’m so sorry.” And I am, because she was everything…

Everything.

Putting my hand in the water, I let it sink elbow-deep, and then I thread my arm beneath Lena’s body. Pulling her to me, not caring that I am becoming soaked, I hold her close. I cradle her like the most precious thing. The most precious thing that she is and always will be to me.

And I know that I would have followed her anywhere.

I still might follow her anywhere.

 

I hear voices behind me. More than just Truman now. EMTs and two police officers have arrived.

Hands are on my shoulders. They are trying to take me away from her. But I won’t leave her. Shaking my shoulders, their hands fall away from me.

“Leave me the fuck alone.”

“Sir, you’re not family. Her fiancé has asked you to leave once already.”

“He didn’t fucking ask me anything.”

“Sir, you need to leave.” A hand grips my shoulder again.

 

This time, when I see red, I do not let the anger leave me until I have lashed out and punched and kicked my way into a pair of handcuffs.








  
 





Hello

 

Lena, disoriented, her brain unable to understand the finality of her situation, bobs up and down in the still, calm waters of a vast sea. A fog plays at the corners of her eyes.

 

Part of her has remained in the bathroom, staring at Truman through the undulating bathtub wetness, her brain shouting at him to save her. But the rest of her is here. Here forever. Finally, the disorientation dissolves into seafoam and everything clears. Lena sees the bright blue sky and the pelican soaring above her head, her head that is crowned in coral again.

Raising an arm to shade her face from the sun rays brightening the day, Lena is mesmerized by the beautiful green of her skin. It’s dandelion stalk and shimmering eye shadow; the shade changes as she rotates her arm. I’m so beautiful.

A light weight rests against her chest and Lena touches it gingerly. It’s the shape of a star—her necklace. Now it buoys her up instead of pulling her down violently. It is as if the starfish is happy here, like Lena and the necklace belong in this place.

 

Something brushes against her and Lena beats her powerful tail twice. She is carried several feet away from where she was relaxing in the water. A little fish jumps, its scales catching the light in a mesmeric way.

“Flounder!” Lena cries happily, swimming toward her friend. “I’m so happy to see you!” 

Flounder nibbles at her fingers and then plunges into the water.

“Wait for me!” Lena cries, diving headfirst, her tail breaking the ocean’s surface in a colorful kaleidoscope of mother-of-pearl scales that change like an oil slick in the light. “Wait for me!” She yells again, her voice bubbly and bell-like beneath the waves.

 

Lena does not stop to wonder at her surroundings this time; she only wants to follow the little fish and whatever force is calling her forward. There is no hope this time. There is knowing. She will get to that place, find what is willing her forward. She will never again be yanked out of this reality that is so right and wonderful and wet.

“Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eyes, sea child. Come home to us. Come home to us, Meri, Ocean Eye, sea child. Come home to us.”

They are the voices that Lena has heard before. They are filled with love and a degree of sadness she does not understand.

 

She is so close. She can see the mirage of something; it is waving and changing like circus glass. As she moves nearer and nearer and her lovely, strong tail beats steadily behind her, Lena gasps. The castle beneath the water is unlike anything she could have ever imagined.

Translucent glass rises from the sea floor and it is illuminated by glowing coral and bioluminescent animals. Beneath an archway, a man and a woman reach out to her. A merman and merwoman. Their tails are the same as Lena’s—mother-of-pearl and glinting in the deep ocean radiances. Their skin is the same as Lena’s—flower stalk and shimmer—and atop the merwoman’s head is a crown of intricate coral.

Wonderment fills Lena’s body, and a sense of rightness that has been absent all her life.

Memories are emerging from her subconscious and mixing in her mind the way the creatures and particles and plants mix in the sea that spreads out around her, farther than she could ever hope to travel. Human life. Mer-life. Friends from the land. Family from the sea.

Lena pauses in the water, staring ahead in amazement.

***
Swimming toward her is a face that takes her breath away—if breath can be stolen from water and gills. It is Connor’s face, but she knows instantly that it is not her Connor. No, this is another man, one who died just as she has so recently died. A twin who is a merman, a brother with a single dimple. As he draws closer, the merman thinks to Lena and it is strange to hear his thoughts inside her head: You are the one, the one who loves him. I’ve felt you from the beginning, from the moment he first saw you. Orange dress, burgundy hair, butter in your coffee. You’ll bring him home, Sister. You’ll bring him home.

 

There is so much to understand, so much to hope for; memories continue to flood back like tiny particles through a sieve.

Two couples on a beach.

A hummed song, full of conflicting happiness and grief.

And her name. Once her middle name, now her full name—Meri—being whispered by voices that are more like instruments in a symphony rather than tools to mimic words and speech.

 

Lena continues to stare across the space to the castle. Deacon is nearly to her. Nothing can be explained. And all that has happened is so strange and wonderful—the magic that moved her from bathroom to sea, the brother to the man she loves swimming toward her, the beautiful mermaid body that is now her body. 

 

Everything has changed, everything is altered, but Lena knows, in the center of her body, that she is home. She is no longer an orphan or insane or sane or daydreamer. She is truly and forever Ocean Eyes. Meri of the mermaids.
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Cold Water Bridegroom by B. Brumley
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Having grown up in San Francisco, Calder Brumen is drawn to the ocean, and he’s spent his life trying to capture the beauty of the Pacific on canvas. Over time, he has become obsessed with painting the image of a dark haired mermaid named Gaire, and Calder struggles to explain his devotion to these portraits to his best friend. When Calder finds sandy footprints leading to the edge of his bed, he suspects that the haunting siren is real. 

Pursuing the truth, Calder is dragged into a murderous, underwater plot that could destroy them all. And he must choose – is the possibility of a lifetime with Gaire worth risking death for himself and everyone he loves?
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Prologue
Surrounded by dark waters deep enough to void the sunbeams from the surface, a translucent octopus lounged on a circular outcropping adjacent to a dome-shaped membrane. One limb was pressed through the boundary into the dimly lit cupola, suction pads testing the difference between the ocean and the air in the rotunda. A tattoo marked the trespassing appendage; a white-haired mermaid clutched a trident in one hand while the other gripped a crown in a tight fist. The cautious creature eased into the city by half inches until the sound of nearby footsteps forced a retreat, and the cephalopod whooshed away, opening and closing in umbrella-like movements.

From the left, a dark-haired woman strolled into view. When she paused, she tucked a long strand behind her ear, exposing a pale neck while shifting from one foot to the other. “Hurry, hurry,” she muttered softly, peering into the darkness beyond.

“Because she said I should hurry, if I’m going. That’s why. Premonitions are uncommon. It’s unexpected.” She shook her head. “I don’t want that job. Are you almost here?” Her furtive whispers quieted, and she tilted her head as though listening. “Good. Hurry, I have to save him from her, and I don’t want to go alone.”

She studied the promenade. Empty. She took a deep breath and stepped through the thin film separating the air from the water. Now in the water, on the circular outcropping, she crouched and then leapt, pressing her legs together as she hovered in the air.

A glow surrounded her as two black dolphins arrived. “There you are.” Each took a position at her side, and they sped away from the underwater city.

Inside the dome, at the crest of a gentle rise, through an opening in the coral, a white-haired woman observed, arms crossed, eyebrows pulled down in a heavy scowl.










  
 

Chapter 1
A breeze, cool and long, blew across Calder Brumen’s bed, stirring him from a deep sleep. The room was still dark, and Calder grimaced. His chest tightened with remembered desperation.

Here we go.

A puff of wind followed, ruffling the bed skirt and lifting the sheet. It was the same nighttime tug that nearly launched him from his bed. Once again, it was followed by the covers sliding slowly across his naked body.

She’s back.

Every nerve ending pricked beneath the silk dragging across his skin. Breath left his body as he strained toward the shapely figure now standing at his bedside. He groaned, but did not move. Her bare belly button hovered at eye level nestled just above the two curves of her pale hips that sloped down behind the edge of the mattress. Shadows hid her torso, but her green eyes glowed. The limited light illuminated only her silhouette, highlighting her womanly shape.

“Gaire.” He spoke her name as a command, enunciating the hard “g” sound and sighing on the “air” sound in her name.

She frowned. 

“Stay.”

Don’t make me wait again.

She leaned forward so far that her ebony hair splashed across Calder’s middle. With each falling strand, Calder’s abdomen pulled tighter and tighter with anticipation. His eyes fixed on the moonbeam face, thirstily drinking in the view of her bottom lip clutched between her white teeth.

When her tongue swiped across her mouth in a nervous gesture, he moaned.

This is so real… This must be real. Keep her talking. Stay awake.

Moonlight glinted on the scales covering her hips. “Tell me about your tattoos.”

“Tattoos?” Concern crossed her features, and she asked, “How do you remember my name? You shouldn’t be able to remember.”

He reached for her. “Last night, you said… You told me your name. Gaire.”

She only whispered, “Hush.” Pulling the bedding from the floor, she slipped into the bed, covering them both. Her full length pressed against his side. He rolled toward her. “You’re dreaming. Go back to sleep.”

The edges of the room twisted inward when Gaire’s fingers fluttered up his thigh. The scent of saltwater, coconuts, and jasmine grew stronger, lulling him and clouding his mind. His thoughts fell silent, swallowed by the warmth of her gentle lips on his. She murmured something against his mouth, but he could no longer understand the words drifting in the confusion her nearness wrought.

Calder snorted and threw back his head as consciousness startled him.

“Gaire,” he bellowed, already knowing.

He glanced around the room through squinted eyes. The glaring sun streamed through the open sliding door. The white chiffon curtains fluttered in the wind, no other movement in the room and no response to his call. When he propped himself up on his elbows, bits of sand jumped along the edge of the king-sized bed.

Real. She’s real, she’s always been real.

He scrubbed a hand across his face. Small sandy footprints led toward the bed from the balcony, but none led away. Flashes of softness, warmth, bright red lips calling his name, feathery kisses on his chest, and down… Need crept across his body.

I think I’ve finally gone insane.

* * *
Calder dipped his brush in the pea green paint, then swirled the bristles against the canvas before him.

Not quite right.

He took one step backward, bumping into yesterday’s ocean-covered canvas. Concentration broken, he growled and threw the small brush onto the paint-spotted, used-to-be-somebody’s-trash of an end table. He tugged at his red beard while studying the latest artwork. Residual white paint streaked and re-streaked the wiry hair with each finger stroke.

I can’t just paint her into this scene. God knows I want to.

His thoughts drifted to running his brush along the curve of her waist and hip.

Three nights. She’s been back three nights in a row. It’s usually months between her visits.

He threw his hands down, fighting another onslaught of desire. He adjusted his tattered blue jeans and the length of beach-found rope that held them. Bare feet made no sound as he crossed the repurposed driftwood floor.

He stood at the window to watch the fog rolling away from the beach, retreating across the Pacific as the sun climbed higher over the Strait. It was newly replaced and opened slightly, and he thought briefly of the storm that forced the change.

Most days, paintbrushes against his canvases mimicked the sound of gentle waves on the beach, but this morning the rhythm brought the memory of fingernails scratching against his bed sheets into his mind.

Turning, Calder rifled through the stock of completed works until he found the one he wanted.

Gaire.

He leaned a large rectangular painting against the thin wall. The finished work was almost his height. The raven-haired beauty covered nearly the whole of it. Her face was round, making her seem young at first glance, but her eyes were older, knowledgeable, and caught in laughter, beckoning him with a mischievous smile. White teeth shined between full lips. Her long hair stretched across the canvas like a cloud of the night sky surrounding the moon. He glanced down.

I need a cold shower.

A knock interrupted his reverie. Probably Mike. I’ll put this back. Hiding the canvas behind the others, he cleared his throat, and stepped behind a tall workbench.

“Yes?”

“Lemme in, Lumberjack.” A happy-go-lucky voice sounded from the other side of the sliding tin door.

Calder chuckled. “Yeah, come on.”

“Hi, Cal.” The door creaked on rollers as it slid open. Mike Love, complete with tanned face, bright blue eyes, sun-bleached hair, and dressed only in swim trunks, stepped into the makeshift workroom.

“Still no lumberjacks, but good to see you.”

“Yeah, but you look like one. Man, it’s a good thing you grew out of scrawny.”

“You were scrawnier.”

“Hilarious.” Mike feigned a chest wound, slumping dramatically against a work table and onto the flimsy wall.

Nonplussed, Calder eyed Mike’s outfit. “Been at the beach?”

“Yeah, you know me, billionaire beach bum.” Straightening, he grinned. “Did you have a good time in Hawaii?”

“I did what you said. I spent the whole time sketching on the beach, snorkeling, scuba diving, and then sketching more. Two books’ worth–it was a productive summer.” He pointed to the black leather-bound volumes resting on the table nearest Mike. Mike grunted approval as he picked up the top book. “Any women?” He flipped through the drawings of reefs, fish, and beach scenes complete with tropical fauna.

Calder shrugged. She wasn’t there. He turned back to the tumultuous waters splashing on his current canvas.

Mike snickered, and he let his eyes scan the haphazard paintings, focusing on a dark corner peeking out.

“Calder.” Mike pressed his lips into a straight line. “Not this again.” He pulled the tall painting from between the others. “There were no other women, were there?”

The insinuation in the word struck Calder, and he flinched, prepared for the litany he had heard before. “What of it?”

“It’s always her. You’ve been painting her for ten years, and she’s always hanging around. No woman has ever measured up. You’re missing out on life, man. You should be out there. Get a real woman.”

No kidding. Calder’s beard trembled when he clenched and unclenched his teeth.

Mike gestured toward the painting. “Sell it already.”

Calder watched Mike’s gaze drop to his tight fists and across Calder’s looming size. “Never mind. It’s nothing. Who knew you had to go to Hawaii to get decent sketches? Want some lunch? We can talk about your show.”

Calder studied the choppy seascape canvas. “Yeah, I’m at a stopping place. Where you wanna go?”

Mike grinned. “The Pier.”

Calder only grimaced.

* * *
Light filled the spacious room. It poured in through the glass wall overlooking the bay. Anchors leaned in the corners beneath marine-themed artwork. A large blackboard covered the wall opposite the bank of windows and boasted the latest sketches by Kat Mason. Across the top of the blackboard on a wooden sign were the words, “The Pier Restaurant.” Written in chalk, “Supports Local Artists” glared at Calder in Kat’s calligraphy.

He lingered over his calamari, studying the underwater scene adorning the remainder and barely listening to Mike’s ideas about the gallery opening.

Kat is really very good.

The white tablecloth showed the beige drips of sweetened ginger sauce. Calder reached for his water goblet. The condensation caused the cup to slip in his fingers, though he caught it before it fell.

The movement caught Mike’s attention. He looked up from the pictures on his phone. “Did you switch to something stronger there, bud?” He lifted a beer bottle to his lips.

Calder shook his head. “Still water. You know me.”

“Let’s fix that.” Mike waved at a woman crossing the dining room.

Kat.

She approached the table. A long sleeved black shirt stretched tightly across her chest. Her cleavage peeked out above the third button. The striped cuffs fastened severely at the wrists with shirttails hanging loosely over tight black slacks. A streak of blue hair bounced in the high purple ponytail. When she stopped, she pulled one of the adjacent chairs close to Calder and sat. She leaned forward, accentuating what the shirt did not cover.

Calder lifted his gaze from his appetizer and found hers. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he said, distracted as Kat’s dark skin only brought Gaire’s pale skin to his mind.

She winked, and then leaned toward Mike. “Hiya.”

Mike flashed a roguish grin and ogled appreciatively. He said, “Lookin’ good, Kat.” He winked back. “What’s your special?”

Kat smiled. “You know what I’m good at, Mike, but it looks like you’ve already committed to the calamari and a salad.” She turned back to Calder. “Have you sold that painting yet?” Her gaze lingered on his lips then strayed down to his beard.

Calder shifted in his seat. “No,” he said dully, adding nothing else. She knew of his on-going affection for the portrait and wished he had never told her at the end of their one date and the second bottle of wine.

Kat raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Well, then, I’ll double my last offer.” She winked again at Mike.

So much winking.

“And I’ll even throw in today’s lunch…” She paused. “…If you say yes.” Mike grabbed his beer to wash down a large bite of salad. Mike’s smug expression nettled Calder.

Calder put his elbows on the table, trying to send the eye elusive and now salad-absorbed Mike a dirty look. “No, I don’t think so. Not ready to part with that one yet.” He smiled. “Thanks, though.”

Her dark blue eyes twinkled. “The offer stands.” Her voice dropped to a suggestive octave. “Matter fact, so do the others. I’m here when you’re ready to move on.”

He felt heat color his face. “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.” On the promise to catch up with Mike later, the restaurant owner left their table.

“You did that on purpose.” Calder growled.

 

“Yeah, no use denying it, sell the thing so we can eat here in peace.”

Standing in the parking lot after lunch, Mike offered, “We should get you a real woman. Wanna head out tonight?” Mike waggled his eyebrows suggestively as he covered the distance to stand next to Calder under the eaves of the restaurant. “It’s Friiiiday,” sing-songing the day name. “You know these beach women don’t see many fiercely bearded artist-lumberjacks.”

“Do you ever get tired of living for Friday nights?”

“No, I don’t.” Mike leaned against the restaurant wall. Calder felt his scrutiny. “But, then, I’m not in love with a painting.”  

Calder winced. “I…I’m not…” The feeble argument faded from his lips until only the sounds of distant surf filled the air.

“You know…” Pensive, Calder paused again, searching for words. “I didn’t always dream about her, had a sort of picture of her in my head, the dreams came later. I see her most nights now. Never seems to make much difference. And lately…” He let his words fade once more.

Forget it. If I told him about the sand in my bed, he’d think I’ve gone off the deep end.

He threw his friend a nonchalant grin. “Every artist has his agony. She’s my muse.” He jerked his hand through his hair, unsmoothing and undoing the morning combing. “Let’s go out. I’ll get suitable, then we’ll go stir up some trouble.”

“You got it. I bet we can find some.” Mike turned to climb into his car, but called over his shoulder. “Hey, Calder?”

Calder stopped. “Yeah?”

“That white paint in your beard doesn’t really add to your lumberjack allure.”

Was that there the whole time? Calder laughed. “Yeah, I might even shower. See you tonight.”

Instead of beginning the two-mile walk to his apartment, he strolled toward the beach, relishing the salty breeze caressing his face. He wound his way to the edge of the Golden Gate Strait. Although Baker Beach boasted sun worshipers, young and old, Calder paid them no attention.

He stepped into the lively brine, letting the surf soak the bottom of his jeans, throwing bits of gravel at the choppy water. He watched a piece of driftwood dance atop the water nearby. What if Mike’s right? He wondered if, indeed, he was in love with an image in a painting that was nothing more than a recurring dream borne from his love of the ocean and the empty space in his life and bed.

I don’t know.

He vowed to put the mer-maiden from his mind.

At least for tonight, I need a woman that’s here…when I’m awake.

He tried to ignore the wave of despair laced with the ache of an unfulfilled promise.










  
 

Chapter 2
Calder scrubbed his red hair. Gaire waited at the edge of his thoughts. Go bother someone else. Sandalwood and cinnamon scented the steam wafting through the white tiled bathroom. That woman, he thought. It’s time to try Mike’s way: a new lady every weekend, nobody leaves disappointed. Twisting the star shaped knobs, he shut off the shower.

Finished, he combed his hair and his beard, then dressed in khaki shorts. He splashed his favorite spicy cologne across his shirt, before he slipped into his favorite board shoes. Rolling the gray sleeves up to his elbows, he studied himself in the full-length mirror.

Anticipating the distraction the evening would provide, Calder smiled when Mike’s cheerful whistle trilled in the stairwell. Strolling out of the bathroom, he opened the door to a crack, and started tossing things in semi-organized piles.

At least it’ll look like I tried. A little.

Mike strolled into the one room efficiency. “I’ll never understand why your walls are so bare. You could fill them up with the artwork you keep. Except that one. Sell that one.”

“Back to that, are we?” Calder’s voice held a hint of warning.

“Maybe she’s your mom.” Mike plopped down on the black futon and pulled a throw pillow into his lap.

“I don’t think so.” Flashes of the most recent late-night rendezvous crossed his mind. 

Definitely not my mom.

Mike lifted his hands. “Fine, I’ll let the sleeping lady fishes lie – for now.” He stood, and then tugged at his partially unbuttoned shirt. “Ready to go, Paul Bunyan?”

Calder bared his teeth at the lumberjack reference. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” Calder pushed the ethereal beauty from his mind.

Here’s to forgetting.

* * *
As the evening progressed, they wandered down the beach front, visiting all Mike’s favorite haunts. Women with brightly painted fingers lounged in bikinis, stirring drinks, reminding Calder of Gaire. With two bars behind them, Calder sat on a barstool and ordered another whiskey, drinking to dull the edges of his desire.

Waiting for the alcohol to hit him, he made small talk with a woman sitting on a nearby barstool. As the warmth crept up from his toes, his conversation dwindled to monosyllable words, soon followed by long stretches of silence. She finally gave up, moving on to a baby-faced man in uniform.

Even after two whiskeys, Calder had only succeeded in clearing rational thought from his head, making the gnawing want more blatant. Plodding across the floor, he tripped on an outstretched foot and mumbled an apology before sliding into the safety of a booth. Mike had disappeared to woo an inviting mahogany-haired vixen who had been sending him smiles and winks since they entered the beachfront pub. Calder snorted into his snifter when they moved to their own booth and snuggled up on the same bench. Mike’s hand slipped below the table.

White sand was strewn across the floor and footsteps made a scraping sound that mimicked the surf, pulling dreams and memories of dreams into Calder’s mind. He ordered another whiskey from a busy young strawberry blond woman in jean shorts and a tiny blush top. Gaire, get out of my head.

He reached into his pocket and threw a crumpled ten onto her tray. “Keep the change,” he said gruffly, fighting the desire to look around. Feels like she’s watching.

The waitress smiled, happiness glaring in the face of Calder’s dark mood. She was too pink, too giggly, and too peppy. “Sure thing, hon,” she chirped.

In short order, she returned. Two shot glasses on her tray. Both filled with an amber liquid. “Here, hon, here’s the one you ordered and one from that pretty lady in the corner.”

Calder craned his head around the waitress’ hips, wobbling slightly. “Where?” His thoughts slurred slowly into one another. The whiskey.

She giggled. “Over there – real looker, dark hair. She’s been watching you since you came in.”

He raised the glass toward the darkened corner in a gesture of thanks.

The waitress took one step forward, nudging him with her elbow. “If you don’t go thank her in person, I’ll take her home with me, big guy.” In a cloud of over-powering vanilla fragrance, she went on her way.

Calder lumbered to his feet, pausing just long enough to toss back the two whiskey shots. His feet felt heavy at the end of his stiff legs, and he leaned on the chairs and tables situated across the floor. He shuffled forward, still studying the shadowed corner.

Pub lights glared in his glassy eyes. His vision did not clear until he was nearly on top of the table he now leaned heavily upon. His eyes adjusted just as she leaned toward him. A moonbeam face surrounded by midnight hair swam in front of his eyes. In a velvety voice, bright red lips formed the words, “Hello, Calder.”

The room tilted and only one thought came forward.

Gaire.

Two rows of pearl white teeth caught her bottom lip and a smile danced about her mouth. He trembled as her pale hand moved slowly through the air, and then hovered a moment over Calder’s large hand gripping the table. Real. His knuckles turned white.

“You’re here.” The breath caught in his throat, his whole body straining with anticipation for the touch he had been craving. Don’t do this to me, don’t. I came to forget you.

Her unpolished finger traced a meandering line across the back of his hand. Sighing, she stroked the paint flecks around his fingernails. She pulled her porcelain hand back into her lap, hidden beneath the table between them.

Calder did not move, and his clamoring thoughts blurred to one long, Aaaaaaaah. The exhale after a thirst-quenching drink. Light reflected off her hair, and Calder braced his knees when she dipped her head and her hair spilled over his hands. Desire pulled at him and his pulse throbbed in his eardrums.

The scent of coconuts and jasmine filled his nose. Familiar. Old memories stirred…

Two young men pedaled hard through the city streets, laughing. “Well, Cal, which girl did you like?”

Calder shrugged. “I don’t think I care, Mike. I like them all.” Calder frowned. His hands flexed. With a screech of brakes on metal and rubber on concrete, the bicycle stopped abruptly in the middle of a restaurant delivery driveway.

Mike tossed his head, halting on the other side. “What’s the matter, Cal?”

Calder’s frown deepened. “Dunno. Smelled something…” He looked toward the ocean. “Familiar.”

The apparition refracted, and his grip on the table loosened, trying instead to reach toward the face he recognized. His unsteady legs bent at the knees and he slipped ungracefully to the floor. Shouldn’t have had that whiskey. Through the blackened, fuzzy thoughts, a feminine voice stirred the air near his ear. “I cannot stay, beloved. She is here; she must not find me. You are in danger. Go home as quickly as you can.”

No, no, no, Gaire, don’t leave. The thought did not make it past his lips.

* * *
When the blackness receded, he felt the sting of a slap on his face, heard Mike calling his name from far away. Light shined across his eyelids, it darkened, and then shined again. Smaller, softer hands blotted his face with towels, and from just under his heavy lids, Calder saw a carmine stain on a white cloth moving away from his forehead.

When Calder’s lids peeled fully away from already gritty eyes, the fixture above the table was swinging wildly. He twisted over to his knees, ignoring the protests of Mike, the waitress, and other bar patrons. “Where did she…?” He ground out, patting his head.

The waitress kneeled. Calder leaned away from the heavily perfumed woman. He was startled by an eyeful of her cleavage. Mike pulled Calder to his feet.

“Still can’t hold your liquor.”

Calder nodded as the waitress wedged her body against him. “There you go, big guy,” she soothed. The warmth from Mike’s hands fell away.

Calder looked down into her gray eyes, mouthing the words so Mike could not hear over the resuming noise in the bar, “Where did that woman go – the woman that bought my drink?” 

She tilted her head with a thoughtful expression. “She was gone by the time we got over here. Shame you ran her off, though.” She laughed, patting Calder’s chest before picking up her tray.

Calder reached out, pulling the waitress back to him. “Did she…” This is so stupid. He swallowed, and then pushed ahead, ignoring the sudden dryness in his throat. “Did she have legs?”

She scowled. “Are you okay? Maybe I should call an ambulance? You must have hit your head harder than I thought. What else would she have? Fins?” When he did not smile or laugh, her mirth drained away. “You sure you’re okay?”

Mike’s firm hand came down to rest on Calder’s shoulder, steadying him once more. Mike echoed, “Maybe that’s a good idea.” Calder could hear the worry.

“No. No. I’m okay. Just call me a cab.” He swayed slightly, and Mike’s grip tightened. “I’m ready to go home.”

Calder attempted a grateful smile. The waitress pranced away with her tray, once again behind the counter, processing waiting customers’ tabs. 

“Give me a minute. I need to check on Venora.” Mike guided Calder into a nearby chair, pushing him into the seat. “You wait right here.”

Mike’s hair turned darker, then lighter, darker then lighter as he strolled from pool of light to pool of light in the dimly lit bar. As Mike spoke into her ear, the brunette smiled and then frowned toward Calder.

In the end, she nodded, and then placed her purse on a chair to dig through it. She pulled out a scrap of paper and a pen. She wrote something and tucked it into Mike’s pocket. Her hand lingered longer than needed and she pulled Mike toward her. When she leaned forward to speak into his ear, Mike looked down, ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up at awkward, blond angles over his surprised eyebrows.

Calder could only guess at the specifics. He lifted his right hand. The throbbing was worsening. His fingertips found stickiness and he explored the painful area on his forehead. He cursed again.

Oh man, that’s sore. Already. Bits of dried blood flaked away. Calder swept his arm across the table to send the mess to the sandy floor. This was a bad idea. Gaire swam across his thoughts. I came to forget, but you were already here. He pulled himself to his feet and trudged toward the door.

He slipped out, letting the bar’s screen door slam behind him. The slap rang across the quiet beach. Footprints of the day’s visitors were the only evidence of people.

He stepped over a beach towel. It was folded into the sand, nearly hidden. A small blue plastic shovel lay nearby. A mom… probably. He imagined himself as a dark-haired boy running across the sand. Did my mother like the beach? The ocean? Why did she leave?

He heard the bar door slap again behind him. “Calder?” Mike called. “Taxi’s on its way.”

“Yeah.” Calder didn’t turn around, still staring across the moonlit coastline.

“Let’s go.”

Calder turned from the water. When he reached Mike, he playfully punched the smaller man’s shoulder. “Bet you didn’t figure on this sorta evening.”

Mike laughed. “No, no, I didn’t think you’d start tossing back whiskey, fall, knock your head, and split your skull open.”

Calder leaned on the metal railing surrounding the building. “No.” His hand brushed across his forehead. Calder winced at the pain. He continued, “You’ve always been good to me.”

His friend shrugged. Calder could see discomfort in Mike’s expression. “Don’t get mushy. It was just a bike. I’d gotten two that year. And it’s not like we adopted you or anything.”

“You know it wasn’t just a bike to me, Mike. I’m not sure I’d have made it through those years without that bit of hope. But I do have a question…” Calder paused, searching for a way to ask the question without sounding delusional. “Did you see a woman at the table where I fell?”

Mike folded his arms across his chest. “You hit your head pretty hard…” His voice trailed off. “I figured you were on your way to the bathroom.”

Calder exhaled. “No.”

Mike put his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, you saw a pretty woman. I didn’t. Though, that’s not the way it normally works with us.”

Calder grimaced. “No, I guess not.” A yellow taxi pulled into the sandy parking lot. “Listen,” he put his hands into his pockets. “Thanks. My head’s clearing, and the whiskey’s wearing off a bit. You stay here.” He gestured toward his injury. “It’s really just a scratch. I’ll be back to work in the morning.”

Calder waited while Mike’s lust warred with Mike’s worry. Mike studied Calder for long moments. “You sure?” Mike slipped one hand into a pocket. Calder barely caught the sound of paper crinkling and knew lust was winning.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll take the taxi home and sleep it off. I don’t think you’d be happy spending the rest of your night…” Calder paused, knowing he had already won. “…sleeping.” He drew out the word.

Mike chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, sleeping doesn’t sound so good.” He took Calder’s outstretched hand, shook it twice, and headed toward the bar. Just before disappearing inside, he called, “I’ve never smelled anything as good as Vee. She smells like home.”

What a weird thing to say.

He contemplated following Mike back into the bar to meet Vee, but the honk of the taxi distracted him, and before sliding into the ripped seats, he opened the rear window, and slammed the door.

Calder settled into the leather. The windows opened enough to dilute the smells in the rent-a-ride. Through bloodshot eyes, the cabby peered at Calder in the rearview mirror. A sleazy grin showed missing teeth.

“Need womans, mister?” The accented voice held a smile.

“Yeah,” Calder muttered under his breath.

“I know womans, mister. Real good womans. Bee-you-ti-ful.”

Calder shook his head. He leaned against the door, ducking out of view. The cool breeze helped push away the alcohol-dulled thoughts.

She was there. He smiled. Real life. In a bar. For me. His smile widened.

“You want womans, mister?” The voice grated in Calder’s ear.

“No, no, I don’t, man.” Calder shifted upward in the seat, meeting the dark eyes of the driver. I have an idea. “I want a tattoo.” He punched the back of the driver’s seat, excited at the new plan. “Take me to the closest tattoo shop.”

“No womans?” Calder heard the disappointment and confusion.

“No womans. I already found the one I want.”










  
 

Chapter 3
Calder unlocked his cheap, second-floor apartment door. The sounds seeping through the thin walls brought Gaire to mind. Neighbor must have company. I wonder if Gaire has a place to stay around here. Do finned women check into hotels?

He slammed the door behind him. Unable to sleep with Gaire somewhere in the city and a new tattoo on his side, he prowled the apartment. The bandage pulled at the sensitive skin.

He tugged on the handle of his old fridge. Four beer cans stood like sentinels on the top shelf. Nothing else. He chugged one standing in the open door. The light from the appliance lightbulb splashed across the darkness. He pulled open a drawer and tsk-tsk-ed over the icy head of lettuce. Taking the black marker from the Velcro spot on the dry erase rectangle, he wrote Need groceries. Then he added, Need new fridge, followed by two exclamation points. Need MY woman, he scrawled with a wry laugh, and underlined it.

Pulling a second beer from the fridge, he crossed to the sliding door. A folding chair rested in the corner of the small balcony. He unbuttoned and pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor, cringing as the skin beneath his large bandage stretched with the movement.

The door complained in its track when he shoved against it. How does she open this so quietly every night? He cursed, and then set his beer on the floor. Using two hands, he gently lifted the heavy glass panel, feeling a stab at his side. It slid open, a rush of cool air skipping across Calder’s shoulders and into the room.

Stepping through, Calder gingerly lowered himself into the folding chair. Cigarette butts stood upright in a little grove in the sandy soil at the rear of an empty pot. Mike’s. One twig reached up from the center of the pot, long since dead. Calder remembered the one and only party Mike threw at his apartment – Calder’s twenty-fifth birthday. He chuckled. Worst surprise ever. Have those been out here since last year? A turn in his thoughts brought the end-of-the-night fiasco to his mind…

“Surprise!”

Shock held Calder’s response and froze his steps. His hand tightened on the shiny brass knob, the tinkling sound of his keys was drowned out by the jubilant yell. Calder said nothing in the lengthening silence, stepping backward when Mike leaped over the couch. “Surprise, Lumberjack!” His voice dropped to an agitated whisper. “Surprise, dammit, and look happy about it!”

Calder heaved a smile to his face and tossed an awkward laugh into the quiet. Under his breath, he answered, “You know I hate surprises, Mike.” To the room, “Wow! Can’t believe this! I had no idea!”

Calder’s eyes widened before the group of party-goers absorbed him in the middle of the room.

Four hours later, the room was covered with empty paper plates and cups. Calder glanced at his watch. One a.m.

He looked over the two remaining guests. Calder knew neither, puzzled by their lingering presence on his cheap furniture. Mike closed the door behind the departing guests, smiling at the two still-seated ladies. “Well, Cal, I’m off. I hope you had a good party.” He winked. “And have a good night. Happy birthday.”

Calder frowned, concern in his voice, “Mike?” When Mike made eye contact, Calder raised his eyebrows, questioning, nodding his head toward the women.

Mike laughed. “Yep.” He flashed thumbs up. “Happy birthday.”

Calder glanced toward the two ladies now donning suggestive smiles and come-hither looks. He followed Mike through the front door and into the hall. “What do you expect me to do with them?”

Mike laughed. “Geez, Cal, do I need to draw a map?”

Calder pressed his lips together, biting back an angry tirade. “Mike. You better take them home.”

Mike drew back in surprise. “You’re kidding me.”

“No, I don’t do it like that. You know that. I can’t.”

“I’ve never really seen you with a woman.”

“That’s not true,” Calder argued.

“It’s been a long time, Cal. Don’t worry about tomorrow. Just tonight. I met them on the cruise with my parents. They’re…” Calder waited while Mike searched for the word. “Open to things… It’s your freaking birthday.” Calder did not relent, even when Mike stepped closer and shoved his finger into Calder’s chest. “You. Are. A. Fool.” Mike stomped back into the room.

“Well, ladies, looks like you’ll be coming home with me tonight.” They giggled and chattered to one another. “Cal has other plans.” He glared.

Calder watched from the balcony as Mike escorted the ladies from the apartment building. Once gone, Calder leaned over the railing, watching birds fly under the full moon and over the sea, and cursing his foolishness.

That night was the first dream… A year until I finally met you – mermaid of my dreams. He liked to think of it as Gaire’s reward for abstaining. He smiled. Maybe they’ve never been dreams.

After his beer, he crawled into bed. Calder left the sliding door open. Just in case. He wished absently for a television to push thoughts of Gaire from his mind. Avoiding his side and any pressure on the bandage and the aching skin beneath, he switched off the bedside light to stare into the dark, trying to come up with a plan to find her.

File a missing person report? Call the cops and tell them… What exactly? He covered his face with his palms. How am I going to find her?

Hours passed. He stirred from dozing and rolled to his back, sensing rather than hearing someone in the room. The scent had returned, still soft on the air. “Gaire?”

A laugh lilted from the shadows, followed by a hushed, “Calder.”

He reached. “Come here.”

She did it without objection. She caressed his forehead, but the scent grew heavier. “You should not remember me, beloved.” He tried to lift his hand. Your hair… He felt the smoothness sliding through his fingers as he bent to kiss her. Gaire was the one that closed the space between them.

Calder embraced Gaire, and her hand slipped behind his head. The feel of her fingers splayed in his hair brought fire curling through him. When their lips touched, Gaire gasped and pulled away. “Calder.” Her voice pained. “Your head. I had not realized…”

Calder’s thoughts stumbled. “What?”

Gaire began searching his body, running her hands over every inch, examining him. She came to the white bandage taped to his side. “Who did this to you?”

He grinned at her distress. He mumbled, his voice muffled by the paralyzing scent, “I asked someone to do that to me, after I fell… in the bar.”

“You make no sense. You asked someone to hurt you?” She fussed with the bandage. Pain sliced through him as she peeled the dressing away from the broken skin.

“No, no, no, Gaire, don’t do that, you don’t understand. You’ll ruin it.”

She ignored Calder’s pleadings. He flinched when she placed her hands over the wounded skin, gently asking, “What is this marking?” She crouched down, eye level with the new tattoo, and blew a cool breath across his skin.

A sharp intake of air was all Calder could manage. The cooling sensation tingled across the artwork, and then condensed to a bright light in his head. A blast of cold wind exploded down over the bed. Gaire’s hands glowed blue.

“What are you doing?” Panic creeped into his chest and he trembled.

As quickly as it had come, the wind and light died. She lifted her hands. “Healing you.” Calder flinched as her fingertips dragged across the tattoo. She traced the face of the woman. Bright green eyes glowed above the red lips that smiled on his side. Black hair lifted in a watery cloud around the topless mermaid, her fin drawn in blues and greens. Her name was shaped from the sea plants beneath her.

“It’s beautiful.” She brushed her hand across his forehead. He winced, expecting pain, but felt none.

* * *
The next morning, Calder woke on the futon. Gaire had disappeared, and the empty bed kept him awake. Alone in the Spartan apartment, he squinted into the Saturday morning sun shining directly into his eyes. He groped the coffee table, looking for his cell.

Mike had texted his thanks for letting him go. Twice.

Must have been a good night.

Calder sat up. His mind was clear and his body limber. He stood, expecting to feel dizzy, but then remembered the bright light. He examined his tattoo in the daylight. The colors were vivid, the skin restored. More flashes of pale hands across his skin came flooding back to his mind.

He lifted his hand to his head. No pain. He caught sight of himself in the bathroom at the end of the room. No bruises, no blood, no gash. He grinned. Thank you, Gaire. He crossed his arms, scowling at his tall self.

Now, how do I find you? Mike won’t be up for hours. He considered the brunette woman from the bar. I may not see him for days. I’ll grab some food and spend the day working while I figure out how to find a mermaid in San Francisco.

The broad-chested man strolled down the street, enjoying the temperate morning. Birds were singing, and in his joyful mood, he noticed all the happy things. He slipped into the deli, ordered a Rueben, two pickles, and freshly home-made salt & vinegar potato chips. The mom always gave him extra when the pop wasn’t around. He strolled out with enough for two meals. The air still held the hearty laugh from the ample deli woman following his semi-risqué humor.

The padlock on the art studio door was moist from heavy dew. Whistling a peppy tune, he slid the key into the lock. The sliding metal door creaked to the right. Once inside, he pulled the door closed behind him. Dozens of tiny prickles ran up the back of Calder’s neck. His trilling melody dwindled to nothing. The painting of the woman leaned against the wall, not between the reefs.

Has her smile changed? Waves of unease pricked across his skin. His pulse quickened, and every sensation intensified. He stood very still, trying to identify the source. He cautiously followed the interior perimeter of the building.

Finding nothing disturbed, he turned to his canvas. On his easel, leaned against his current painting-in-progress, rested a bright red, rectangular bottle. Inside, a small envelope waited. Calder was scratched across the front, emblazoned in still-wet-looking black ink. He carefully lifted the delicate decanter, peering in. Calder inhaled. Coconuts, jasmine, and saltwater… She’s been here.

How do I get it out?

Seeing no other alternative, he dropped the vessel and smashed it beneath his heel. He lifted the envelope from the shattered glass remains. He turned the envelope to rip open the flap. The stiff sharpness of the jagged edges cut his index finger, and as he pulled the single sheet from its womb, a smear of red blood turned brown on the heavyweight sheet.

Calder wiped at the mess, but gave up when he added another apostrophe shaped trail across the leathery page, instead deciding to trade the letter from one hand to the other, shoving the bleeding finger in his mouth to keep from spoiling the words further.

 

My dearest Calder,

I never meant to startle you at the bar. Our appointed time has not yet come, but I could not wait any longer. I met the Land Lost at Three Fingers and begged them to teach me to appear as a woman, just to find you and touch you.

I have been the woman in your dreams for so long. I find myself frequenting the Bay, hoping to catch sight of you walking the beach. I watch you from a distance. Hiding behind driftwood, I came close enough to recognize the longing in your face; I share your longing. 

I cannot bear it. The waiting is driving me mad. I am more than dreams and muse to you now. I will come for you. Please be patient. There is so much at stake.

The Fates fashioned you for me,

Gàire

 

The ink glowed in the same dark green of Gaire’s eyes, rippled in places by now-dried droplets. Calder lifted the paper to his face once more and kissed the swirling signature. “The Fates fashioned me yours,” he repeated.

She’s mine.

An idea flared in his mind. His feet carried him from the shed out onto the thick grass. They always have people here. He considered the backyard. Ah ha. His gaze rested on the back of an older man carefully clipping errant branches from the shaped bushes at the rear of the house. “Excuse me.”

The diminutive man halted. He bent to retrieve leaves from the pebble walkway. Tucking the bits into the pocket of his white pants, the gardener waited with a serene smile. When Calder drew near, the older man bowed slightly. “Yes?”

“Did you see anyone in my shop today?”

“I did not.” His response was stiff.

“Are you sure?” Calder pressed.

“I did not.” The man bowed slightly once more and turned back to the bush, continuing to pick and trim small branches.

His movements slow, Calder turned back to his shop. Making small strides, he sighed.

All right, Gaire, I’ll wait. I will wait…

Calder’s thoughts turned art-ward. With the gallery opening, he could not spare a day to wandering the beach, looking behind driftwood. Not an option. He glowered. I hate the social parts. Surely I can talk Mike into going along. More cheerful now, he went on painting the froth on busy waves splashing on a sandy beach behind the outline of a laughing, picnicking family.










  
 

Chapter 4
The next day dawned without the usual layer of opaque fog on the Strait and Bay. Calder’s message for Mike had not yet been answered, but he wasn’t concerned. Mike always arrived for occasions dressed well and on time. Social niceties were important, both in the home and in the circles Mike frequented. His thoughts drifted back eleven years.

It had taken Mike months to ’fess up to his San Franciscan lineage. Mike had given him a shiny new bicycle not long after they met, but he’d let Calder believe that he’d stolen it for his new friend. Calder had struggled with disbelief and amazement when Mike had finally told the truth. He demanded Mike prove himself by inviting him to dinner. Mike had obliged and showed him the home on 25th Avenue North in the historic neighborhood from the early 1900s with a clear view of the Golden Gate Bridge.

Mike had offered Calder space for an art studio in the backyard so the artist could listen to the ocean while he painted. Mike convinced his parents to consider Calder a philanthropic project, however begrudgingly, and Calder satisfied his pride by paying a small monthly rental. Through them, he had been introduced to a local art dealer and the gallery owner that had taken an interest in his ocean scenes and found his scruffy, long-bearded look a novelty in California’s high society landscape.

Almost as if on cue, the phone rang. Mike’s number displayed on the screen. Placing the cell to his ear, he heard Mike jostle the handset. When he spoke, Mike’s voice was lowered and, Calder thought, turned away. Rustling sounds, then into the mic in a regular voice, “What time’s the thing?” Again, Mike murmured something Calder could not understand.

Calder instinctually craned his ear, then realized it did no good. “That brown-haired woman?”

Mike uncovered the receiver. “Huh? What?”

“You heard me.”

Mike cleared his throat, asked about what Calder was painting and finally answered, “Yes, I’ve spent time with Venora since you took that nosedive.”

Calder crowed with delight. “I knew she’d keep you busy. Bring her opening night?” Mike was silent. Calder pictured Mike’s face while he considered the long-term implications.

“It’s at 7:00, formal, you know the drill,” Calder said. “I’m wearing my beach bum get up – trashy jeans, sandals, polo shirt, the whole bit. You know how they all like the quirky, and it makes the socializing bearable.”

“Got it. I’ll dress in a tailcoat and get something sparkly for Vee.” Mike fell silent again. No doubt thinking of dressing her, Calder thought wryly.

“Do you like her pretty well?” 

Mike was quiet for a moment. “Yes.”

“Tell me about her?”

“Yeah, I’ll let her tell you. Our usual lunch tomorrow?” The phone crackled.

“Sure.” 

“See ya.”

* * *
Lunch found Calder fidgeting on the curb in front of the main house, his back to the costly, Mediterranean-style dwelling and its manicured lawn. He assumed Mike would show up in one of his fancy cars since he’d specifically asked him to wait there.

When Mike pulled up, he had not brought a sports car, but a Ford Raptor. Raised from a normal height, it boasted a custom paint scheme accompanied with oversized mud tires. Calder opened the rear door.

Mike’s eyes were covered in sunglasses, but the lower half wore a smile. The woman in the passenger seat was also smiling beneath her shades. “Hey, Cal, brought something you wouldn’t have to sink down into for once.”

“Have I seen this one before?” Calder grabbed a handle and stepped up into the truck.

“Nope, Vee helped me pick it out. I told her we needed something that the three of us could ride in. Those back seats in the sports wouldn’t have worked for you at all.” He patted Venora’s knee. “You can thank her over lunch,” he added.

They pulled quickly away, zipping in and out of traffic and around curves. He never does anything cautiously. His thoughts continued in this vein until they pulled up short under the awning of a fusion restaurant. Calder hopped out of the truck to hold the door for Venora as she carefully climbed down from the fashionably lifted truck.

Mike drove forward to the far part of the lot and parked across four spaces. The horn honked several times as he jogged toward the restaurant, key fob in hand.

As Vee walked past Calder to go through the door, she pulled the sunglasses from her eyes, catching Calder’s gaze. She looked down to tuck the shades into her shoulder bag, but when she looked up, Calder leaned back, nearly letting the door close on her. What the… Her pupils were narrowed to slits. The irises were red, surrounded by black etching-like markings in the whites. He blinked rapidly and glanced again. Her eyes were very humanly, dull brown, her expression bland.

Shock slackened his jaw. Am I seeing things now? He craned around to watch Venora walk in. What was that?

Mike slowed from his jog. “What’s the matter, Cal?” He stepped through the open door. Over his shoulder, he tossed, “See something you like?”

Calder tried to smile, but involuntarily grimaced instead. Striding into the dimly lit interior, Calder asked, “Hey, where’s Venora from?” No answer.

His eyes adjusted slowly, and by the time he could see clearly, the two were already being seated at a small round table, in a private corner. Crossing beneath the whomp-whomp of an off-balance art deco ceiling fan, Calder joined them.

Mike said to the fluttery waiter, “We’ll have a fruit and cheese tray before, with the house special in forty-five minutes. Waters for each.” Mike nodded toward Calder. “He’ll have a whiskey on the rocks and I want a martini. Vee?” Mike turned to the straight-backed woman. Calder watched her eyes.

She demurred, saying, “Alcohol is so drying, Mike. I’ll just have water.” She smiled sweetly, but the happiness did not quite reach above her cheeks. Placing her hand in her small purse, she pulled a shaker filled with gray crystals from her purse.

“What’s that?” Calder asked, still intent.

“Sssea ssalt.”

Calder stilled. Was that a hiss?

“The taste is better.” She sounded normal again. As she turned the grinder, a small tattoo on the inside of her left forearm caught his eye. A white-haired mermaid clutched a trident in one hand while the other gripped a crown in a tight fist.

When Calder blinked, the tattoo had disappeared, and he remained silent. The clink of silverware faded, his scrutiny riveted on the form across the table.

The arrival of the cocktails interrupted the interlude. The flighty waiter handed Calder a short glass. The ice cubes tinkled against the crystal with the twitching of Calder’s hand, his gaze darting back and forth between the lovebirds roosting across the black expanse of tablecloth.

Maybe I didn’t see that. As the amber liquid disappeared with each new chime of ice cubes, Calder felt more and more at ease.

Her eyes are brown. He shook his head. That makes no sense.

Seeing nothing new to cause alarm, he pulled his sketchpad from his messenger bag and began drawing an underwater scene. Pulled into the creative process, he did not hear anything until Mike kicked him under the table. Calder startled and glanced up, he asked slowly, “What?”

Two long thin tongues quickly retracted from Mike’s ear into Venora’s mouth. Trepidation dried Calder’s throat, his grasp on the charcoal tightened until it snapped.

Six inches, six inches, where was her tongue… oh no. Her tongues.

He stuttered for a bit, then harshly, “What?” His heart thudded in his chest, his pulse drumming in his ears.

“Sorry. I just asked what you were working on.”

The silence stretched as Calder pressed his lips together, trying to see the puzzle pieces before him.

What is going on? What is that she… thing? His thoughts were still jumbled from the shock. What is happening to me? She… she… she…

Gaire’s warning sprung into his mind. They were at the same place, on the same night.

Realizing the silence was growing awkward, he forced himself to relax and smile. “What do you think? What do I always have on my mind?”

“She can’t find me here.” A foreboding settled in Calder’s stomach. Real. Real. This must be real, too.

All the moisture had disappeared from his mouth.

Mike’s eyebrows reached toward one another. “You okay?”

Calder kept smiling to cover the horror, ignoring Venora’s mud brown eyes. “Yep.”

The arm Mike had wrapped around Vee came forward, pulling down the sketchbook. “Will it be her?” Calder released the sketchbook, bracing himself for the scolding while watching the two-tongued she devil from the corner of his eye. Mike studied Calder’s sketch, then shared the image-in-progress with Vee.

He pointed at the blank portion in the center of the paper, the drawn water shading, fish and seaweed framing the white space. “She’ll go here, Calder?”

Calder nodded, wondering where his knife had gone. Venora squinted at him. Perspiration beaded on his forehead beneath her scrutiny. His hand brushed across his pocket, even as he stared down the creature across the table.

What the… I need to get Mike away from her.

Mike flipped back in the sketchbook a few pages, oblivious to the tension building between his best friend and his girlfriend.

Mike continued through the sketches. Calder leaned forward on his elbows. “Where are you from, Venora?”

“The Pacific Ocean.”

“The Pacific?”

Mike stopped on a finished sketch of Gaire. “Here she is.” He held the page out for Venora. “Look, sweetie.”

Calder didn’t miss the sharp intake of breath or the way the feminine lips pulled tight.

Mike frowned, “Are you okay, Venora?”

She nodded, reached forward to tap on the page. “Who is that?” She asked nonchalantly, but the corners of her harsh eyes pinched together. Her gaze strayed to Calder.

She. She cannot find me here. Gaire’s words echoed in Calder’s mind. Oh, no. She has Mike.

Mike snickered. “It’s the woman Calder is looking for.”

“Well, she’s not very pretty, is she? Poor thing.” A derisive sniff wrinkled the graceful slope of her nose.

Mike frowned and studied the image. “Really? I think she is…” His gaze lifted to Venora and the words faded at her vehement countenance.

Calder felt baited, manipulated, and an angry flush crept across his neck, but he forced a laugh instead. “I can’t possibly hook all the women Mike does.” He reached for his sketchbook, gently easing it from his friend’s hand. “I guess my subconscious knows that.”

He kept his movements leisurely, relaxed, much like he moved when coming across a poisonous snake in the hiking trails in the mountains. He didn’t want to spook whatever might be sitting across the table from him.

How do I protect Mike? Gaire… I need you.










  
 

Chapter 5
The afternoon wore on, full of painting, thinking, and obsessing over the words in the note and the new woman. Calder cringed. The thing on Mike’s arm. Helplessness overshadowed his planning.

First, he considered going to the police. Hello, officer, there’s a two tongued lady licking my best friend’s brain. No, that won’t work. Despite the situation, Calder laughed at the ridiculousness. The next thought sobered the flash of humor. Mike can’t possibly realize Venora is… whatever she is. I have to find out what she is and what she wants with Mike. Can’t spook her.

Leaning against a barstool, Calder finished the family beach scene. He also finished a bar scene with a lonely dark-haired woman sitting at a small table beneath a green pub lamp. The color of her eyes… He had considered painting a drunken man sprawled on the floor beneath the table, but decided against it.

Venora was there that night, so was Gaire… They must be related somehow. What does Vee want with Mike?

A knock sounded on the tin door. “Yes?” Calder called, gruffly, expecting Mike’s voice in return.

An older voice spoke. “Calder? This is Dan, Mike’s dad?” The statement ended in the lilt of a question.

Calder grinned. Almost as if I might forget my landlords, he thought to himself before standing.

“Just a sec.” Calder pulled himself into a full body stretch. He had been concentrating on another painting, and his body had grown stiff. He took long strides to the door, sliding it open in one quick whoosh.

“Hello, Mr. Love. Would you like to come in?” Calder stepped back, sweeping his arm across the air in invitation.

“Sure,” Dan said, his mouth quirked into a grin that could have been Mike’s, but for the age lines surrounding it, and where Mike’s hair was blond, Dan’s hair had turned gray. Dan stepped toward the stock of finished canvases while Calder whooshed the door closed again. Dan pulled one painting forward, gently resting it on his knee, then another, then another, humming and smiling, obviously appreciating what millionaire goodwill had encouraged. He leaned them back into their place, turned, and offered his hand. “They’re good. Looks like you’re ready for your show.”

“Yessir, I think so.” He took the hand, gripped it firmly, and shook it. “I’ve put a lot of effort into giving the best of what I’ve got and making the most of the opportunity. Thank you, again.”

Dan smiled. “Our pleasure.” He pulled his hand from Calder’s and crossed his arms. “I don’t mind telling you, you’ve proved us wrong. I’m afraid we’ve never encouraged Mike’s friendship with you.”

Calder nodded stiffly. He clenched his teeth as the full weight of Dan’s words piqued Calder’s temper. Where is he going with this?

Dan continued, “In fact, when you were teenagers, we did everything but forbid his friendship with you. Mike can be a hardheaded jerk.” He paused, seeming lost in thought. “You probably suspected our disapproval.”

“As the system kid, you get used to the idea of not being good enough.” Calder felt the harshness in his voice.

Dan nodded, but when he looked up at Calder, admiration gleamed in his eyes. “I’m glad we were wrong. I think you’ll do all right at the opening. And Mrs. Love and I are happy to have been a part of this.” He waved toward the paintings. “And you’ve been good for Mike, kept him real.”

The silence stretched. Calder crossed his arms, uncrossed his arms, and then tucked his hands into his pockets.

Dan still studied the finished paintings. He turned to Calder, “Have you met Venora? Mike seems smitten.” Calder only shrugged. “I’m none too pleased. He’s been spending like a madman since that woman came along. He’s already told her about us. That’s unusual for Mike.”

Calder studied the older man’s expression, wondering if Dan had seen anything… weird… about Venora. Instead of voicing the question, Calder remained silent while pondering Mike’s sudden change of mind over Vee and introducing new people in his life to his parents.

Dan crossed his arms. “I want to ask for your help.”

Calder lifted his eyebrows. “Anything.”

“We have to find out if this Venora is the real deal or if she is after our money. I want to do that without running her off. If we push her away, Mike will only follow.”

Calder considered Dan’s reasoning. Makes sense. Mike would do just that. “Yessir, I agree.” Besides, I need to figure out how she fits with Gaire. If she runs, I can’t do that.

“Will you help?”

Calder nodded. “I’ll do everything I can.”

Dan didn’t add anything else about Venora, offering only a “hmmm.” Turning, he shook Calder’s hand once more, before offering a final, “See you tonight.” He let himself out the studio door. Calder returned to his painting, still shaking his head over the oddness of the unprecedented visit and Mike’s behavior concerning Vee.

Five o’clock brought the sunlight in through the west-facing window. Calder stood, stretched again, when there was another knock. “Yes?” The sound of his own “S” sliding across his tongue brought Venora to mind. Calder shivered.

“Special delivery.”

Calder loped to the door, flinging it wide. The momentum carried it down the tracks. “Hey, Mike.” He leaned out. “Is Vee here?”

Mike shook his head. “She’s shopping… With my mom, I think.”

Calder dropped his paintbrush. “Oh?” Can’t call her with Mike here… Do I still have her emergency number in my phone?  “How long have they been gone?”

“She’s mine.”

That’s an odd response. Calder blew air through his teeth, letting out a long, low whistle. “Noted.” In his periphery, he watched Mike pick up a brush and study the tip; shrugging, Calder wiped his own brush on his pant leg and returned to painting.

“What do you think of Vee?” Mike juggled a roll of paper towels. “I’ve started thinking about her more seriously. Kids…”

Apprehension coiled around Calder’s heart. “You just met Venora. What do you even know about her?” Calder’s tone was forcibly light, but he didn’t turn around, knowing his face would betray his dread. “What if she has a history you know nothing about? What would your parents say?”

He swiped his brush across the canvas, the mark making him think of red irises. “And kids?” Calder scoffed. “You’ve never wanted them before.”

The paper towel roll hit the back of Calder’s head. “Sure I do. You never asked.” This time, a solemn Calder turned to face Mike. “You have never talked about kids before. Now Vee shows up and before the week is out, you’re thinking serious.” Calder pushed his thumbs through the belt loops of the stone washed jeans.

“You sound like my dad.”

To Mike, that was the worst insult he could hand out. Calder ignored his brief blaze of anger. “That’s not fair. I’m only stating facts. And maybe your dad has a point.”

Mike glowered. “Maybe.”

“What if there is something in Venora’s past that makes her not the marrying kind?” Calder pushed.

Mike’s scowl deepened. “Yeah?” His growl was low and threatening.

Calder studied his friend’s face. “What if she’s not… exactly… human?” He threw the last word out like a grenade.

“What?”

“Not human.”

And with that, Mike launched himself at Calder.

Shocked, Calder exclaimed, “What are you doing?” But he didn’t answer, and Calder only defended himself from Mike’s flailing limbs. At last, Calder grabbed Mike across the chest and held him still. “Feel better?”

Mike struggled a little longer against Calder, and then said, “Yeah, I guess.” He yanked his shoulders away from Calder’s loosened grip.

Mike let out a slow sigh as his shoulders drooped. “Okay, I don’t forgive you for implying what you did. In fact, I don’t care for the way you and my father have decided that she’s not what she says she is.” Mike paused, then added, “And you?” Hurt colored his tone. “‘Not exactly human’- what does that even mean?”

Calder shrugged, considering his words carefully. Clearly, you haven’t seen what I have, he thought. “Well, what if she’s not?” 

“That is the stupidest thing I’ve heard. What else would she be?”

Calder shrugged.

“Are you jealous because I am finally having serious thoughts about a woman?” Mike slammed his hand onto the counter. “Really?”

“No, not jealous, but it’s fast. Too fast.”

“Not everybody spends ten years comparing real women like Vee to imaginary dream women.” He slammed his hand again. “No, not even dream women. Mermaids.” Exasperation filled his voice. “This is stupid.”

“All right.” Calder didn’t add anything else. Mike trembled, his face pulled taut with emotion. Calder realized Mike already loved her – a woman that his parents and his best friend didn’t think worth much. Can’t be easy for him, and god knows, he’s stubborn.

Mike shifted; his darting glance was suspicious.

“Well, with that out of the way, what say we wow ’em at the opening?” Calder pushed aside his concerns and plastered a jovial smile across his face.

Mike pressed his lips together.

“Well?”

Mike’s sullen nod was small, but Calder slapped him on the back and silently hoped he would not back out. “I need ya. I’m terrible at these things.” His tone turned apologetic, “Please bring Vee and we’ll all have a good time.”

Mike chuckled. “You are terrible at these things. See you in a few hours.” Without another word, Mike turned on his heel and walked out.

Calder watched his friend go. Gaire, I need you. I don’t know what we’ve gotten ourselves into. Alarm interrupted his thoughts. Mrs. Love. He made a dive for his cell phone, punching the number four repeatedly until the phone auto-dialed.

“Hello, Calder.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

He nearly cried out in relief. “Hi, Mrs. Love.” He paused.

“Did you need something, dear?”

“Um, yeah…” He paused again, searching for a plausible answer.

“Oh, you want my help picking out your outfit for your debut?” She sounded giddy.

Calder cringed. No good deed goes unpunished. I’m glad she’s okay, but…

“You guessed it.” I hate my life.

She chattered for ten minutes, promising to pick some things out for him. He thanked her and ended the call by throwing the phone at the wall. The screen exploded in a spider web of cracks.

At least Mike’s mom is still safe. But Calder had a feeling her safety might not be assured.

* * *
Late in the night, Calder left the sliding door open. Propped against pillows and the wall, he was awake when she slipped into his room. “Gaire, wait, I need to talk to you.” The footfalls stopped.

A worried voice spoke from the shadows. “Calder?”

“Who did you mean when you said ‘she can’t find me here’?”

“No, I can’t tell you yet. Don’t ask me. She’s dangerous.”

“My best friend is in danger.”

Her voice was farther away. “She will kill everyone I love and everyone you love just to hurt me.”

The words chilled Calder’s heart, and he reached across the bed to flip on the light. The sandy footprints stopped a few feet into the room, and Gaire had already disappeared. He rushed to the balcony and looked out.

Nothing. She’s gone.

Calder slammed the sliding door and stomped back to the bed. He kicked the bedframe, cursing. Switching the light off, he lay awake in bed most of the night, waiting.

The mantel clock chimed the hour, interrupting his reverie. A grin broke on his face. The tempest swirling in his eyes cleared. “It’ll work.”

Cal, my boy, we have sea monsters to net. On that thought, he settled in to sleep.

* * *
Success. A giddy and champagne-tipsy Calder stepped into the cool night, keys jingling in his pocket. The air was hazy, fog laden already. He still reeled at how many of his paintings had sold. He’d met more than two dozen of San Francisco’s most heavily moneyed.

Plans for paintings in beach houses, island cottages, and faraway villas filled his head, until a niggling premonition settled itself in his stomach. The thought was immediately sobering, the triumph of today placed at the feet of one stubborn teenager, driven to befriend and improve the life of a system kid.

I owe him everything. And on the tail of that realization, a deep concern burgeoned in the midst of his euphoria. Etched eyes and double tongues swirled in his dulled and muddled thoughts. I owe him everything… I’ll rid him of her. Permanently.

On that declaration, he turned to go back into the gallery. As he approached the entrance, he could see but not hear the crowds of people through the pristine glass. The gallery boasted an anteroom with four identical low lying settees in neutral tones, sitting upon a black marble floor.

All his paintings were hidden behind crumpled paper and black stained bamboo room dividers. India-ink grasses flourished across the panels. Calder imagined the dance-like movements of a master calligrapher. From a black and white print poster held by an aluminum easel, Calder stared at lingering guests. “Brumen” was printed in a heavy bold face print across the bottom. I’ll never get used to seeing myself like that.

Those less interested in the artwork, than in being seen in the fashionable portion of the city were lounging on the furniture, or standing, chatting in small groups with long fluted champagne glasses. He strode through the glass doors, ignored the greetings and those waving him over to their huddled cliques of conversation. Driven to find that she-thing and expose her for what she was, he advanced until a lightning clear revelation halted his steps.

If I can pull this plan off right, Mike will hate me. He greeted the well-wishers that descended. No, it doesn’t matter. Intent drove him forward once more.

Venora, Mike, and his parents huddled in a dimly lit corner. Venora stood near Dan, laughing at something said. Her skin held a turquoise tint this evening. When her gaze swept the room and found Calder bearing down on the little group, red flashed across her irises. A warning pricked at the base of his spine and crawled upward, lifted his hair to stand on its end.

Her lips lifted in a smile, but he saw the snarl she meant. The air snapped with tension. “So, Calder, a good night?” Two tongues waved behind her teeth.

Calder agreed, studying Mike as he conversed with the older woman, her white hair coiffed into an elaborately teased mess of matronly waves and tousled curls. Their faces betrayed no notice of anything out of place.

He turned toward Venora, and said in a low voice, “Looking a bit worse for wear, Vee.”

Venora smiled, her long tongues slipping between her lips, then back in. “So lovely of you to notice.” She linked her arm with Mr. Love’s and pulled him near. “Mr. Love, have we told Calder the news?”

Mr. Love laughed, heartily, but the tone set Calder’s insides crawling. “Yes, did Mike tell you? Mike has decided to marry Vee, and she has agreed.” He patted the hand resting in the crook of his arm. “We’re happy about his choice.” Calder studied Dan’s face, seeing no depth behind the older eyes, his facial expressions mechanical.

Fear danced along Calder’s skin.

What has she done to them?

He smiled along with the continuing small talk about wedding plans, but looked over to Mrs. Love. She pantomimed emotions. Calder turned again, back to studying Mike. A smile began at Mike’s mouth and filled his eyes with a twinkle. A laugh followed quickly.

His behavior is erratic, but at least he isn’t deadened.

Venora eased into the crook of her boyfriend’s arm, slipping easily against Mike’s welcoming side. Calder let the conversation circulate around him. He smiled, laughed, and added what he could, but did not spend his thoughts on ideas for planning a now-pressing wedding. Calder found Mike scrutinizing him. Mike wore a thoughtful look on his sun-browned face.

The chit-chat lulled. “Your birthday.” Calder’s announcement wedged awkwardly in the conversation. Calder cleared his throat to cover the abrupt change. He turned to his right, “You have a birthday, Mike. It’s only a few weeks away. Since Venora has been so newly inducted into our little group, she and I should plan something.” He smiled warmly in her direction. “After all, if she’s going to be your wife, she should learn how to throw a Mike-party.”

Mike chuckled, the muscles around his mouth relaxed, and the pinch around his eyes slackened. “That you should.” He squeezed the brunette still hugged against him. Venora’s red irises glowed as rage rolled across her face in waves, her expression changing from pleased when Mike’s eyes were on her, to bathing Calder in hatefully icy stares when Mike looked away.

Let the hunt begin, he thought, already planning a painfully candid conversation. I’ll give her the option of leaving on her own, or I’ll expose her secrets to Mike and take care of her myself. Calder grinned once more and gleefully took a small sip. From behind the glass, he watched Venora’s eyes flash with rage, determination growing in the pit of his stomach.










  
 

Chapter 6
Calder dialed the number on his cell phone. 4 a.m. He expected a recorded voice asking for a message, so he was surprised when she answered with a low, “Hello?”

“Good morning, Venora.” Adrenaline surged in his veins, and he paced.

“Yes?”

“This is Cal.” Catching a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror. Don’t you look smug. Moisture collected on his top lip.

“Oh.” He heard a haughty sniff. “What do you need?” Her voice dripped with irritation.

“That birthday party…” Calder paused, hearing only the thundering of his pulse. When she did not respond, he added, “Mike’s birthday party?”

“What do you really want? Why go through the pretense?” The biting attitude was clear.

Calder bluffed nonchalance. “Suits me.” He turned to make another lap around his apartment. “I want to talk to you without Mike and without the parents. Where should we meet? It has to be tonight.”

“Tonight?” Venora repeated. “Fine, we can meet on the beach – there, near your studio, just after the sun bends low to kiss the horizon.”

“Sounds good.” He paused for effect. “And Venora?” Calder waited for her answer before he continued. “Keep your tongues to yourself. I’d hate to have to rip them from your throat.” Venora gasped, and Calder pressed the red circle on his phone and ended the call, before collapsing onto the futon.

* * *
Calder stood on the mostly empty beach. He had spent the day working in a craze, trying to keep his mind off the meeting with Venora.

The slam of a car door interrupted his thoughts. The hairs just above his t-shirt collar lifted, and ill ease tingled in his stomach. He waited until the steps came near, hearing the sand shift. “Hello, Venora,” he said, without turning around. She did not answer.

When Calder finally faced her, her skin had paled to gray, sickly, and her eyes glowed red. “Hello,” she smiled.

“What are you?” Shock pushed his voice to a yell.

“You should probably see what you’re up against.” She crossed thin-skinned arms. Blue veins branched across the right and the left of her chest, curling, circling in odd designs, reaching down to wrap in circles around her long fingers, ending in the nailbeds of long metallic azure. With each slow beat of the barely visible heart, the veins throbbed in the translucent scaled skin. Cobalt tendrils reached up from the tops of her ears, swaying in the breeze, brightly visible against her now-white hair. Tentacles sprouted from above her shoulders and draped over her.

Not human, at all. All Calder’s doubts fled. He counted ten tentacles, two arms, two legs. “What are you?”

She laughed. “My name really is Venora. That part is true.” Her tongues brushed across the pointed teeth and the dark gray lips. “Gaire is my enemy and that makes you my enemy.” She tossed her thin hair, put her hands on her hips, and flushed purple. “She’ll never rule, Cold Water. She is not worthy. I have been waiting for her to show herself to you.”

Calder frowned, the puzzle laid before him. Gaire? Rule what? Unease ticked through him.

Venora interrupted his thoughts. “The best way to end her is to end you. Mike is my puppet while waiting for Gaire to claim you.” She cackled again. “It’s been easy to tangle him in my nets. It’s been most…” Her tongues twisted together, then across her teeth, slowly, sensuously. “Satisfying.”

Calder’s anger boiled. His heart pounded, pushing blood throughout, his limbs trembling with energy. The sound thudded in his eardrums. “You will not hurt him,” he warned. “If you leave now – today, I won’t kill you.”

Venora shook her head, a condescending smile on her face. She scoffed. “I can look like anyone, fool, everyone, and you think you scare me? Who would believe you? You can’t hurt me.” She lifted an eyebrow and a moonbeam face stared at Calder from a cloud of black hair. In that beloved voice, the imposter called, “Calder… Calder… I need you,” the voice was mocking.

Stepping into a defensive stance to steady his balance, doubt fluttered within Calder’s resolve. “I can, and I will.” His assurance dwindled. Time for a bluff. “Gaire told me how I can kill you.” He hoped she could.

Fear flickered in her eyes. “Just try it, Cold Water.” She spit the last two words like a curse, as her appearance shifted and dark, inky black tentacles spread out from her lower half. A rolling sound of suction cups grabbing and releasing, ten arms writhing together.

She pushed herself upward, towering above Calder. Her voice grew deeper, more menacing, “Mike will be dead before you can kill me,” a smug smirk grew on her face, “even if she helps you. And then, I will make her watch me peel you limb from limb.” Just as quickly, she returned to her gray and pale self, each tongue running along the sharp teeth. She blew Calder a kiss.

An engine pulled into the parking area farther down the beach and behind them. “Vee. Cal.” Mike called. Calder turned back, thinking to wave Mike away, but the treacherous storms brewing in Venora’s eyes cautioned him. Calder schooled his features to betray nothing.

Mike came jogging down to the beach from his Jeep. When Calder looked again at Venora, her translucent gray skin was replaced by the sun-kissed, honeyed form. Gone were the red irises, replaced by brown, and her hair was once more mahogany tresses.

Perfectly human white teeth were surrounded by coral lips upturned in a beaming smile. “Hi, honey.”

Calder managed weak joy, ignoring the questions swimming in his friend’s eyes. Realization crossed Mike’s face. “My party.” Mike’s grin stretched farther. “I’ll get out of here.” His hand found its way to Venora’s loose-flowing hair. “You shouldn’t have left me that note, Vee, even if a beachy sunset sounds great.” He turned to Calder. “Need me to leave her here?”

Calder’s heart soared. It’s my chance. “Yes, I need her.” Triumphant at the consternation blooming on Venora’s face, Calder continued, “We weren’t finished planning yet.” He said. Lifting his shoulders, Calder straightened and a real smile wound its way onto his bearded face.

Venora shook her head. “Oh, I don’t thi–”

“Don’t be silly, Vee.” Mike interrupted. “You’ve been talking about it, and what’s more serious than planning a party for me?” He looked from one to the other.

Venora shook her head again, putting her hands up to stop the decision, her mouth open to continue her protest.

Calder stepped forward. “No, he’s right.” Intently, he met her gaze, adding in a low voice. “We’re going to do this.” Venora’s mouth snapped shut.

“There.” Mike interrupted the standoff. “It’s settled. Vee, you spend the evening planning with Cal.” He grabbed Venora’s hand and drew her to him. He stared down into her face, his voice gentle. “I’ll head home and see what sort of trouble I can stir up for my parents. I need to take them out to dinner anyway to discuss our future living arrangements.” He squeezed her thin frame in a large hug.

Calder focused and just heard her say, “Can’t wait. Tell your parents I say hello.” Mike squeezed her again, threw a wave at Calder, and headed back to the parking area and his running Jeep.

When Mike had gone, Calder said, “Smart move, leaving him a note.”

The human façade disappeared. “I didn’t come all this way to fail.” She came nearer and Calder took two steps back. His sandals filled with sand, and the shifting granules nearly tripped him. “Come on,” her eyes fluoresced. “Surely you’ve wondered why Mike finds me so alluring. You might enjoy finding out.”

The glow enticed Calder, drawing him nearer. An alarm blared in the nearby house. Terror snapped Calder from the hypnosis. His eyes focused on the creature in front of him. “Is that Mike’s house?”

Venora grinned wickedly, her mouth jerked into a snarl, exposing each white dagger hidden behind her full lips. She snickered. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Calder advanced, his blood heated. “Mike’s house?” He asked again, his voice low and threatening.

She tossed her head, shrugged, flippant. “Fine, I’ll tell you. But only if you answer a question for me.”

Sirens sounded, drawing closer, the shrill house alarm still breaking the calm of the empty beach. Calder pursed his lips, his gaze drawn to the houses, but unable to discern anything. I need to know. “Fine, fine, one for one.”

She smiled wickedly. Calder grunted at her saucy confidence. “It is Mike’s house. Businessman Dan Love had too much to drink, stabbing his heiress wife multiple times before turning his favorite hunting rifle on himself. The police are at the scene right now.” Her eyes took on a glow once more.

The weight of her admission punched Calder in the stomach, knocking the wind from his lungs. “Oh…” He breathed. “No….” He bellowed. “Why?” He managed the question, pushing it out from within him, pouring anguish into the one syllable.

Venora still grinned. “Ah. But one for one, and I answered yours, now you must answer mine.” She stepped small half-strides closer with each word. “Where is your whore from Cathair Uisce? Where is Gaire?”

Calder shook his head. “I won’t tell you.”

“Give me the mermaid,” Venora demanded. “You made a deal.”

“Why did you kill them?” Calder yelled the question. “I won’t endanger her.”

Venora snickered once more. “Then she has not come to claim you, and I can still capture her here in San Francisco. I will make her watch me kill you.” After her admission, she turned and raced up the hill, arrayed in her human façade. Calder gave chase, cursing as he ran across the sand. She had less sand to traverse and managed a wide lead.

The brunette threw herself behind the wheel of a small sports car that Calder recognized as Mrs. Love’s. Her favorite. Pushing aside the tumult, legs still shaky from shock, he kept running after her. He stopped in front of the vehicle, his arms stretched wide, filling her view. He stretched one hand forward, palm toward the windshield, and bellowed, “No. Stop.”

The tendrils appeared above her ears and quivered. She did not accelerate, but her lips pulled back into another snarl, her words hissing through clenched teeth. “I cannot kill you… yet, Cold Water.”

She pressed the accelerator, causing the engine to race, she let off the brake a bit, and the car surged toward Calder. She stomped the brake, and the forward motion halted, the inertia shaking the little convertible back and forth. She did it again, a crazed cackle escaping her throat. “I will have what I want. Gaire will lose.”

The car lurched forward and ground to a stop once more. “Move,” Vee screeched through the open window. White knuckles on the steering wheel rolled forward, then back, then forward again, gripping and re-gripping the white leather.

Calder launched himself toward the passenger side of the vehicle. Vee’s slender fingers entered Calder’s peripheral vision, grasped the wood grain head of the gearshift, found a new gear, and dumped the clutch.

Vee accelerated toward him, yanking the steering wheel to her left just before hitting him, but Calder reflexed, pitched his hips to his left, and then spun toward the getaway vehicle. Seeing an opportunity as the red hood began to pass him, he threw himself at the small opening. He grasped the soft leather of the passenger seat, hauling himself through the passenger window and toward the center of the vehicle. Vee cursed and gouged and scratched at his scalp with sharp fingernails.

She sped, careening away from the beach. He pulled himself into the too-small passenger seat of the racing car. Upside down, he kicked the convertible top, ripping through the cream canvas. He dodged the slicing fingers from the driver’s seat. As he righted himself, he realized the sun was sinking behind the horizon, and they were miles from the beach, on a deserted road.

A bridge over an ocean inlet loomed ahead. Calder considered the creature bent over the steering wheel, a crazed expression blazing on her face. He closed his eyes, listening to the quick pace of his heartbeat, willing it to slow. He pictured Gaire. I have to save Mike! Gaire!

With a mighty roar, he made a fist with his left hand and punched her gray face. He reached for the steering wheel with his right. A high-pitched screech filled the darkened car. Sharp teeth scratched his knuckles. Blood smattered on the glass to the left. Calder wrestled against Venora, yanking the wheel to the right.

The car veered sharply as she struggled, fighting Calder’s strength. The road was empty of oncoming traffic and tires squealed. She crammed her foot down, the engine rpms revved. Calder wrenched the wheel back to avoid the far edge of the bridge. The creature cackled, her smile growing deadly, she grunted and pulled hard the other way. The car careened to the left once more, the edge of the bridge catching the front of the car and launching it into the air and over the barricades.

Weightlessness lifted them both from their seats. Calder closed his eyes, throwing a prayer to the heavens. He reached for Venora and placed the crook of his arm around the neck of the hissing creature. Grabbing his wrist, he pulled tight.

The menacing rumble of a promise stirred between the blue tendrils, “If I have to die, I’m taking you with me.” He squeezed tighter, sinking his forearm deep against her neck.

With a mighty crash, they hit the water. An exploding pain in the middle of his back sent black spots into his view. The sensations disappeared from his toes, and he could not feel the water pouring into the seats. He gritted his teeth, determined to kill before he died. Fuzzy thoughts filled his mind as her body twitched in his arms.

When she grew still, Calder relaxed his arms, pushing her away. He strained toward the shrinking air bubble, but his legs didn’t respond. For Gaire, for Mike, for his parents, the satisfaction warmed him. The moon shimmered in the water, the beams bending through the tear in the canvas. The moon is lovely tonight. A wish chased the muddle through his mind. Gaire.

Cold, black waters swallowed him.








  
 





Under the Sea

Prologue:

 

Eleven years earlier

 

Traveling through the San Francisco storm drains, a blue shell tumbled. Spots and stripes turned end-over-end in the rush of pulsing water. The current pushed the trinket nearer and nearer the sea. A gush lodged the shell at the edge of a holding tank. 

A passing sea gull noticed the oddity and dove. A quirk of its head, a flash of wings, and it scooped up the shell to fly away toward the ocean. Crunching the shell twice in its beak, it squawked in disgust, dropping the inedible morsel to the earth below.

The bauble fell to the sand. The sunlight sparkled in the water on its surface, glittering across the spots. A splash sounded, another splash, and soft, furtive footsteps scurried closer. 

There was no one on the beach to see the blue glow surrounding the teenager.  At first glance, she emerged from the water naked, but at second glance the orb surrounding her faded to reveal a teal cotton shirt hanging over board shorts, a pouch tied around her waist.  Two thin legs glinted in blues and greens, scalloped half-circle shapes smaller on her feet, larger toward her waist.  Then these markings disappeared into the smoothness of a normal fifteen-year-old.

Feminine fingers reached around the blue object, pulling it close. She cradled the shell, bringing it near her mouth. Her lips formed breathy words as a light glimmered to life. A bright blue orb flickered and grew around her.

Wind rushed inland from the sea and swirled about her. Her raven hair fell over her face and then lifted away. When she opened her hands, the light siphoned the gust inward toward the shell. She placed a kiss on the cobalt surface, her thoughts on the red-haired young man she’d been seeing in her dreams. A golden mark, in the shape of two lips, glowed when she pulled away. A shuddering sigh held her breathy words, “The Fates fashioned you mine.”

The still-swirling wind lifted the small cloud from her palms and upward, carrying it away from the lone figure on the beach. She lifted a joyful face, watching her promise soar. Whirling in the gusts, the words flew over the mansions on the beach, dropping lower as each puff dissipated.

Knowing the kiss would color his dreams, the young woman smiled. She tucked the shell into a knit seaweed pocket at her waist. “I cannot wait to meet you, Calder Brumen.” Footfalls away, and in another flash of blue magic, two legs fused to one fin, and the slender figure was gone.








  
 





Present Day

 

The sharp-faced older woman slammed her hand down on the ornate mother of pearl inlaid desk. “No. I will not have our customs ignored.”

Long white hair reached her waist, swaying with the force of the movement. Her hand – trimmed in long fingernails painted in ever-changing, swirling sea colors – fanned across the desk. Her torso was translucent, changing to whitish blue scales from her waist down, covering her two legs.

Gaire stood alone facing the desk, her dark hair also long, straightened from the sea water, but beginning to curl as it dried in the air beneath the city dome. Her bright red lips pressed together, her own skin a pale honey shade with blue-green stretching down her legs. I visit the sun too often to ever receive the honor of the Aged White. I’ll never be a queen. She ducked her head in acquiescence, bending her knees. “Yes, Mother Mistress,” she demurred.

Regret and compassion flashed across the drawn face of the Mother Mistress. “I know your love is growing. Calder will soon be here, but you must have patience.” She took Gaire’s downturned face in her hand and tilted her chin up. Her fingernails grazed the jaw bone, and Gaire flinched, expecting pain, but found none.

Mother Mistress leaned down, very close, each exhale feathering across Gaire’s face. “Do not visit the Land Lost again, child. Do not learn their magic. They will only bring you to ruin. You are safest here.” Studying Gaire’s face a few seconds more, she added, “You may go.”

Gaire struggled to keep her mind empty until she exited the throne room. Once away, her thoughts began tumbling through her mind.

Mother Mistress cannot stop me. If he needs me, I will go. Venora will not win him. Once everyone’s in bed, I’ll sneak to the Looking Well. It’s time I check on him. Her steps quickened, her slender fingers creeping upward to fondle a blue shell hanging between her breasts.

A shiver crawled down her spine. What will she do when she finds out I can use the Looking Well?

Crossing beneath the large open-air dome, Gaire felt eyes upon her back. It won’t be long. I don’t know how much longer I can keep it a secret. She ducked into a cross street as soon as she was able. Far above her, from a window in the castle tower, the white-haired woman watched her cross the reef walkways in their under-water kingdom.










  
 

Chapter 1
Present Day

 

I will be punished. Her thoughts jumped from disobeying Mother Mistress to finding Calder. I don’t care. Calder is mine, and I will take him back to Cathair Uisce.

Just off the coast of San Francisco, Gaire searched the Strait, ducking out of habit, but far beneath black-bottomed Police boats and the rudders of volunteer boats, hiding and searching in the shadows. A brief glimpse of red caught her eye, glimmering in the wink of dull surface daylight.

What will she do when she finds out? She’ll wonder how I knew, how I used the Looking Well. Dread filled her. Premonitions, magic, I’m learning how to do so much. I don’t want her place.

She struggled to pull Calder’s limp body upward from the wrecked convertible and the Pacific silt settled over it. Gaire caressed Calder’s cheek, and then stared toward the open ocean.

His glassy eyes stared past her, and while she knew the outcome, the death in his face came perilously close to bringing her heartbeat to a standstill. She caressed his cheeks with both hands.

Tears filled her eyes, and then thinned and quickly washed away in the ocean current. She murmured his name, pressing her lips to his. She tarried, her arms wrapped tightly around his broad chest, lips against his slightly opened mouth.

When she withdrew, he blinked twice and then his lids slid closed. His chest rose and fell. Two black-topped, white-bellied dolphins appeared by Gaire’s side. She made eye contact, nodding in response to low squeaks. The two came alongside her, and she again wrapped one arm tightly around the unconscious Calder, grasping the dorsal fin on the larger of the two dolphins.

In a flourish of underwater mud stirred by their movements, the three pushed against the inland flow and darted away in a swirl of bubbles, taking Calder with them.

* * *
Gaire stared through the break in the feathery, underwater foliage. The current stirred the colorful plumage surrounding the public seating area fashioned from the older coral. Her ears pricked with each passerby through the garden, expecting, but dreading, the summoning. 

She turned away as shuffling noises sounded behind her. An elderly woman waved blue tipped, tattooed fingers over the community of invertebrates, transforming their homes. She purred and clucked as the tiny polyps reshaped. It was Madam Gardner, and she stopped only when the calcium carbonate was formed into a low bench with a tall, ornate back that reached through the ether toward the light.

Only the best gardeners were allowed to work this near the home of the Mother Mistress, and only they were able to create structures to benefit both the coral and Cathair Uisce. Calculating all these facts, Gaire curtsied. “Good afternoon, Madam Gardener.”

The woman turned. Her legs were scaled in warm grays and mossy greens. Her age showed only in her silver hair as her skin boasted the perpetual smoothness bestowed on mermaids. A length of silken brocade was wrapped around her body. The silk looked hand painted with orange-legged egrets stepping between lotus flowers. “Why, good afternoon, fishling. It’s a fine morning to be out.”

Gaire nodded, preoccupied. The gardener seated herself on the new bench. She patted the seat beside her.

Gaire shook her head, her ebony hair falling forward over her shoulder. “I am waiting for a summons. The Queen will wish to speak to me when she hears what I have done.”

“Right you are. Come sit with your summoner.”

Gaire hid her shock, only slightly stumbling at the revelation, quickly covering the distance to the bench. She sat with more force than she’d meant. “I had no idea, Madam.”

“Why would you? I’m only here as I was in court with Mother Mistress when she was told of your rather…” A small smile belied the serious tone of voice. “…Unorthodox morning escapades. I offered to fetch you. I’ve seen you often enough in my gardens. I imagined you would be here.”

Gaire felt a tremble tingle up her spine. She clasped her hands to halt their shaking. “Was she angry?”

The elder laughed. “Possibly.” She placed her age-lightened hands over Gaire’s youthful, darker ones and offered an encouraging squeeze before she turned her hands over. Blue ink covered the palms. Depicted in the sun’s open middle, a handsome merman stood in the heart of her palm. The sunrays wrapped her hands and fingers.

“I remember what it is to be young. Rules have their place, but sometimes they’re worth breaking. I would have broken them all for him.” She gave another squeeze, winked, and then stood. “I would have used every skill, every magic I possessed if he had needed saving.”

“Mother Mistress knows?”

Without answering, the hand-painted silk dissolved in a cloud of gray transforming to the dressings of the court. The insignia of her station was emblazoned across the bodice of her doublet. Finding a formal tone, she said, “Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters, you have been summoned by the Queen Mother Mistress.”

* * *
Gaire placed her hand on the ornate red doors before entering the Chamber. Her stomach churned and trepidation danced at the back of her throat. She closed her eyes, hoping her insides would settle. When she leaned, the door gave way. Gaire strolled into the room for the second time inside what felt like a very short turn, feigning a nonchalance that she did not feel.

Mother Mistress sat behind a large desk, wearing a newer version of the formal dress, and holding a page crinkled with years. Milky hair was piled atop the crown of her head. Two ringlets hugged her neck, softening the harsh pull of the up-do. Beneath her arms, the dark wood grain boasted a high shine. Gaire considered the value of the desk. Under the surface, mer were taught that wood grains were scarce and valuable.

But after collecting from shipwrecks for hundreds of years, maybe it’s not so rare anymore. Maybe things are changing.

Mother Mistress looked up from the document, seeming startled, but she offered only one word, “Gaire.” Her pearl eyes were edged in iron. She waved to the plush seat opposite the desk. Gaire did not argue, but obediently took the offered chair.

Mother Mistress released the paper, letting it settle on the desk. She leaned into the high backed chair. The gothic spires reminded Gaire of the crowns mermaid queens had worn long ago.

“Three days. A half turn…” Her voice laced with disapproval.

Gaire nodded. “It is pleasant to see you again so soon.”

She did not sound at all pleased. “I understand you’ve returned with a man…”

Gaire nodded once more.

“Your mate?”

“Yes, Mother Mistress.”

“We had a plan for retrieval.”

“Yes, Mother Mistress.”

Gaire jumped when the woman stood. What am I expecting? An attack? The cool of a blue blush circled Gaire’s face.

“You are nervous.”

The older looked away, considering the bookshelves filled with leather bound and gilded volumes. She crossed the room. “I was not always the Mother Mistress, though I have been for some long years. I once boasted the darker pigments of youth, and my name was Adrial.” 

A book earned her gentle caress, her fingertip tracing the gilded binding, before sliding from the shelf. She placed the volume gently on the desk, turned, and stopped to stand before a large break in the concrete-like wall.

Gaire’s gaze strayed to the volume, only reading the mermish word, “Secret,” before her attention returned to the Queen.

The elder did not turn back, but began to speak, a faraway tone filling the room, her voice heavy with emotion. “I was only a girl when we lost the Blue Men of Minch. Those of us passed into the age of covenant consent would make the yearly pilgrimage, each being joined by vow to a Blue Man of the queen’s choosing.”

She paused, and then her voice hardened. “And then mankind ended our hope. The Blue Men were found, murdered, and we believed our kind would die out. Many of us did…” Another sniff. “My mother never bore another, never found another she loved so much as my father…”

The Mother Mistress made a stately twirl to face her. Gaire avoided the direct gaze, but she stared through Gaire without seeing her.

Gaire shifted beneath the white eyes. The intensity of the gaze was awkward, and Gaire felt a mermaid blush again cooling her cheeks. The squeak of the wooden supports beneath the upholstery caused Mother Mistress to jump slightly, and her eyes narrowed.

Her eyes refocused, and she continued. “I realize that your future is with this Land Son, but you must keep true to our rules. They have been created for a purpose. If we are to survive, our traditions will be kept, as they are, and I will see to it. I will accept nothing less.” Across the desk, an intense gaze bored into Gaire’s emerald eyes. The warning was clear.

Gaire nodded. “Yes, Mother Mistress.” Tension squeezed her stomach, perceiving that with the warning danger had increased.

* * *
Consciousness drifting nearby, Calder swallowed. The press of his over-sized tongue in the back of his throat triggered a gag.

Swollen. I feel swollen all over.

His eyes hid behind his eyelids, not quick to rush into the pain threatening at the edge of wakefulness. He heard a rustle near his head, followed by the strong scent of jasmine and coconut on ocean breezes.

Gaire.

He coughed, and then retched over the edge of a soft bed. Reality shattered the muddled darkness, his thoughts still in pieces.

“Venora.” The word creaked out of his throat followed by a string of curses. He waved his arm ahead of him, searching for leather car seats, seatbelts, something to hold onto. Instead, he felt a gentle hand catch his flailing arm.

The lifeline calmed him and the gentle kisses placed in a line up his arm leeched the panic from him. He blinked, trying to clear the grime from his eyes, trying to see if she was really there.

“Gaire,” he moaned. The air feels different.

A woman’s soft body came close, and she bent his arms across his chest and wrapped him in a hug. Long hair fell around his bare shoulders. Coconut. Jasmine. Beautiful. Smell. Calming words began blooming in the muddle, and he heard a whisper in his ear, “Calder, I’m here.”

The closeness brought a sagging exhaustion. “Did I save Mike?”

She tucked his arms against his chest, pushing him back. “Sssshhhh, Calder, not now.”

“I dreamt I had a fin.”

“No, still legs…”

Strength spent, and still unable to see clearly, Calder rolled toward the voice and pulled Gaire close, locking her against the edge of the bed, crushing her against him. The revelation exploded just as the darkness grew heavy.

“Gaire, oh god, I can touch you.” He fought to stay awake, afraid she would be gone when he next woke, afraid she would not be in his arms.

* * *
Calder boiled in a bodiless void. Images tumbled through his mind, two tongues, blue tendrils, translucent skin stretched over an oversized skull. Then, he was drowning, the struggle for oxygen pressing against the crushing weight of the darkness covering him until a convulsion brought inky fluid rushing into his lungs. The water crashed through him, like hundreds of ice scorpions, cold and stinging.

He leaned forward onto his elbow, coughing and breathing hard. The terrifying crush was still fresh from his nightmare. He blinked.

The light hasn’t changed. How long have I been asleep?

He turned aside, “Gaire?” The question echoed in an unfamiliar way.

He blinked once more, clearing grit from his eyes. Furniture slowly came into focus. His naked chest was draped in a white linen sheet. An ornate headboard stretched in a semi-circle above him and boasted detailed pine inlaid in darker wood Calder did not recognize. Shirtless mermaids were carved into the wood, arms stretched forward over the bed.

He threw back the sheet. Ugh.

Weakened, he only succeeded in adjusting it to an odd angle. He tried again. The draft was odd against his bare skin and studied his legs. What the…? They were covered in orange shapes.

Scales.

He slowly reached toward the appendages, gasping when his hand touched his leg. It was topped with stiff, small plates, the size of each larger at the waist and growing smaller toward his feet.

Frantic, he yelled, “Gaire.” She was here. She must know what happened.

A horrible thought crashed against him. Gingerly, he reached down. Oh, thank god, that’s still there.

He yanked his hands back and threw his legs over the side of the bed. The swift movement brought on a dizzy spell, black spots swam in the edges of his vision.

He reached out to steady himself, but knocked a tray to the ground. It landed with a muffled thud. The floor was spongy beneath Calder’s feet, and he swore, fighting another wave of dizziness.

The door creaked. Calder bent forward, grabbing the silverware from the upended tray. He pulled the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around himself. A distinguished-looking woman stepped into the room. Silvery white adorned her legs and peeked through the slit in her dress. Straight colorless hair was hanging loose, the right side tucked behind her ear. No crown sat upon her head, yet she exuded majesty.

“Calder.”

Calder stood still, but he still flashed the butter knife. “How do you know my name?”

A dry laugh rasped. “Oh, I know you, Calder Brumen. I am Adrial, the Mother Mistress, Queen of this city. You are betrothed to one of our own.”

He remembered the feel of Gaire’s body in his arms, and he sucked in a breath. “Where is she?”

“She is…” A calculating pause, “…busy. She broke a great many rules to be the one to bring you home.”

 “Home?”

“Yes, Calder, welcome home.” She paused, scrutinizing him. “Welcome to Cathair Uisce. Welcome to the home of your mother.” She made a graceful turn, her chin held high. Her faint smile did not reach her eyes.

When the door latched behind her, Calder fell backward onto the bed.

Her words echoed in his mind. Welcome to Ka-hair Ish-ka. Welcome to your mother’s home. The thought disagreed with everything he thought he knew. My mother ran out on me as a kid. My mother had legs to run out on me.

He rolled to his side and pulled his knees toward his chest. He reached down, but feeling the newness coating his skin, he yanked his hand back once more. The shock scalded his thoughts. This doesn’t feel like home. He sighed, hungry again for Gaire. Funny, I don’t feel very welcome, either. He threw the blade at the wall, lodging it in the reef.










  
 

Chapter 2
A cuttlefish lifted her tentacles, bared teeth sharpened to fine points, and hissed a warning. Calder flipped his fin and swam backwards.

But I don’t have a fin, Gaire does.

The errant notion came drifting through. A purple octopus wrapped her blue arm around Calder’s middle and shook him.

 “Calder,” a familiar voice said.

He jumped, catching the hand at his waist. When he opened his eyes, he stared into her green ones. “Gaire.” He crushed her to him, pulling her from her feet and onto the bed.

“Calder.” She gasped in giggles as he covered her face in kisses. She threw her head back in laughter, exposing her throat. Calder brought her closer. Her bare middle pressed against Calder, lighting his desire. The intensity of his embrace grew passionate. Her laughter died, and she met his mouth with her own. “They’ll be here any minute.”

Calder’s hands fell to Gaire’s waist, his thumbs nearly meeting at her navel. Her slight mewling triggered a need in Calder to hear her call his name. Calder ignored the sound of a throat being cleared. He lifted Gaire up, and then pulled her down against his lap.

A cough. Then another, followed by an annoyed, “Gaire.”

Gaire’s skin turned a blueish shade. She grabbed Calder’s hands to stop his movement.

“What is it?”

Her red lips mouthed, “I’m sorry,” and she slid to the floor.

Wait. Come back here. “Gaire.” His voice was stern.

She waved toward the door. “They want to meet you.”

He finally noticed three women and one man waiting by the door. Their scales boasted various shades and colors.

“An Adrial lady came by earlier, Mother Mistress something or other.”  Gaire stiffened when he said the name, and he pulled her back onto the bed, tucking her against him. He whispered, “I’m glad you came back. I just wish you were alone.” At his wink, tension drained from her face.

She whispered, “I wish I was alone, too.”

He spoke to the others, “Hello, I’m Calder.”

Gaire smiled. “They know who you are.” Gaire’s eyes twinkled as she whispered. “You weren’t supposed to remember.”

“Well, I do. Why are my legs different?”

Gaire squeezed Calder’s hand. “That’s why they want to talk to you.”

A voice spoke up from the doorway. “We want to explain what’s happened.”

Gaire squeezed once more. “I’ll be back tonight.” As she slid from the bed, she dragged her fingers down his thigh.

He took the time to watch Gaire walk from the room before he turned to the strangers, “So tell me what happened. Can you tell me why my legs are covered in scales?”

* * *
Calder stared out the window. He frowned at the bubble encapsulating the mermaid city. Only 1 in 4 is a male, and they’re all transplants from topside… Born from mothers sent to impregnate themselves by human men…

Betrayed by his mother, born into a life he did not choose, kept from his father.

All for Gaire, all decided for me.

As if summoned by his thoughts of her, Gaire appeared in the doorway.

She stopped, speaking softly. “How are you?”

Calder pulled at his beard. “It’s a lot to swallow. My mother was a mermaid, and I died.” He looked at Gaire. “But I’m not a dead man, I’m a merman.” His voice sliced with an angry edge. “How should I be?”

Gaire frowned. “Should I go?”

Calder’s scowl deepened. “Tell me. How do most of the guys you kidnap deal with it?”

Gaire sighed. “I’ll go.”

Calder only turned back to the window.

* * *
Calder had been brooding for hours, moving on unsteady legs. No, they aren’t legs, they’re mer-legs. Gaire had not returned, and he was beginning to feel remorse for the manner he had sent her away. Propped against pillows and leaning on the headboard, he craned his head.

A slight tapping on the door brought a thrill. Please be Gaire. “Yes? Come in.”

His expectation was disappointed when the door opened to reveal a silver-haired stranger. She stopped just inside. “Mister Brumen, I am Mariella, Daughter of Morvoren, Daughter of Arglwyddes, Chief Madam Gardener.”

He did not immediately answer. Curious about mer-legs, he let his gaze drop. Her legs glinted gray and green scales, between the slits of her flowing dress. “Is everyone a different color?”

She smiled. “Yes, thousands of variations have been recorded.”

Calder imagined Gaire’s legs in some of his favorite, but hazy, memories. I hope I didn’t hurt her. He adjusted his position. “One more question, how do you keep all the coral alive? I’ve seen it from the window.”

Mariella’s eyes twinkled and she winked. “Mermaid secret.”

Calder decided he liked Mariella. “I’m Calder Brumen.” He extended his hand.

The woman’s eyebrows rose. “I haven’t seen that in a long time. I’d forgotten Land Walkers do that.” Mariella shook his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Calder Brumen. Gaire risked a great deal for you.” Her look dared him to disagree. “She used her giftings to rescue you. She breaks our laws out of love for you, exposes her future…” Mariella pressed her lips together. “I’ve already told you too much.”

Worry chilled his stomach. “What laws did she break? Is she in danger? What will happen to her?”

“Gaire is in danger. She is…” The woman sighed. “Unique, and her fate is now in the hands of The Mother Mistress.” Coming nearer, she laid a pale hand on Calder’s ruddy forearm. “Keep her safe. Our way of life, our future depends upon her.”

 

Leaving a confused Calder in her wake, she turned to leave, closing the door gently behind her.

* * *
The next day, Calder sat studying the design on his side. He wore only shorts and they were two sizes too small. Every attendant seemed surprised when he asked for clothes, with the last one finally bringing shorts from some closet on the other side of the city.

He considered the perfect likeness of Gaire gracing his right side, her face smiling on the lower portion of his ribs, her tail curled around his right hip.

Hearing her light step, he asked. “Do you remember this?”

Gaire nodded.

“So do I. I remember fins and dreams, but mostly I remember how badly I wanted you. I need you.” She bit her bottom lip. He pointed and grinned. “You did that in the bar.”

“Just before you passed out.”

Calder basked in the warmth of her voice. “I’m sorry about yesterday. It’s a lot to take in.” Gaire did not answer. “I wonder where my mother is now. Where did she go?” He grimaced. “I’ve been thinking in circles all day.”

“She isn’t here, you know. I think she and I would have been friends if she had come back. But she never did….” Gaire’s eyes reflected her sorrow. “I made it harder. They have rules. I broke them. It made your adjustment period more abrupt.”

Calder pulled Gaire onto his lap. Her knee-length dress showed bits of metallic thread between the swirl of blues, greens, and browns. “You mean I wouldn’t be able to hold you yet?”

Gaire kissed his cheek. “No, and I shouldn’t have visited you all those times.”

“I’m so glad you did.” Calder mumbled in the nape of her neck. “Why did you?”

Gaire jumped up without meeting his gaze. “Come on. You should see your new home.”

Calder stood, looking down. Gaire’s gaze followed. Excited by the prospect of having Gaire to himself for a few hours, he had let his feelings lead his thoughts. Exasperation at Gaire’s change in pace colored his voice with pain. “You’re always doing this to me.”

She smiled. “Soon, I promise.” She tugged him toward the door. “Come see Cathair Uisce.”

“What does that mean anyway?”

“City of Water.”

“Oh, reminds me, one more. Venora kept calling me Cold Water. Why?” He still held to the edge of the bed, gathering his balance.

Gaire giggled when Calder tipped into her, flattening her onto the bed. Calder’s hand reached around to Gaire’s front with a low growl.

“You’re impossible.” She pushed against him, grasping his arm to help him balance once more on his feet.

“In our world, Calder means Cold or Harsh Water. And your last name, Brumen, is a variation of the mer word for bridegroom.” She tugged on his beard. “You’ve been mine since the beginning.”

“Since the beginning.” He whispered as he lowered his lips over her mouth and her arguments fled.

* * *
The farther they walked, the steadier Calder grew on his feet, slowly regaining strength after his drowning. He followed Gaire through the town, walking beside her. She pointed out important people and landmarks. Calder kept her within touching distance, his hand never leaving her.

“I can touch you,” he muttered for the dozenth time.

She nodded. “I never thought you’d remember me. The scent was to hide your memories. Mermen aren’t supposed to know about their mermaids until they come home.”

Calder rubbed his hand up her shoulder. “Oh, but I remembered, and you left sandy footprints in my bedroom.”

“I’d gotten careless.”

He tugged on the long-sleeved dress. “Do you have anything more… comfortable?”

Before his eyes, the dress changed to a matching sheer miniskirt and tank top. The light from the dome caught something like sequins sewn into the fabric. “Better?”

“How did you do that?”

“Every mer-child learns to take from the surrounding molecules and fashion clothes of one kind or another.” She winked. “It’s awfully helpful when one wishes to walk onto a beach. People notice when you travel on-land without clothes.” At his grin, she added. “It’s the only gifting everyone has. Well, besides, changing from scaled legs to our water fins.”

“I like this dress much better.” Calder patted her backside, appreciating the view. “Will I learn to do that?”

Gaire nodded. 

Another question crossed his mind. He frowned and let his hand fall. “Do you think Mike’s okay?”

Gaire shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Was Venora’s body in the car wreck?”

Gaire shook her head. “You were the only one there. Don’t worry. Venora can’t come here. Nymphs have never been able to breach our city.”

“It’s not that. What if she went back to Mike?”

Gaire had no answer, and the worry wiggled behind Calder’s thoughts.

* * *
Calder still did not understand the science behind the day and night here. It followed a normal cycle – still called days, but a week is called a turn, Calder surprised himself with the recitation. Somehow, the air moves with the ocean current, feeding the coral, and on through the other side of the giant bubble… He tried to remember science and chemistry. Magnetic containment? He walked to the gap in the library wall, his eyes drawn to a merman far below him.

Calder watched the man slip easily through the bubble to stand on one of the twelve semi-circle outcroppings that surrounded the round city, each equidistant from the one before and the one after. The merman’s knees bent, followed by a powerful thrust upward to hover above the outcropping.

Pressing his legs together, a bright glow surrounded his legs. When the glow dissipated, a single yellow-green tail took the place of the tandem appendages. With a mighty flourish of fin, the merman sped away. He shook his head, disbelief still plagued him. How can I do that? Will it feel like drowning all over again?

His breath caught as images trapped his thoughts. Red convertible. Darkness. For Mike’s parents, squeezing a slimy creature in the crook of his arm. The moon. Lovely. Gaire. The water was closing in. His view narrowed and a wave of dizziness forced him to his knees. He sucked on the air, gasping with his mouth open. Feels like a straw. Unbreathable air was thick, devoid of oxygen. He retched and gagged. Drowning. Flecks floated in his vision.

A cool hand slid along his as he gripped the windowsill. The coolness slid slowly up his arm. She wrapped herself around him, surrounding him with softness. “You’re okay. I’m here. I heard you.” She said from behind, her mouth close to his ear. Her hands moved up, then slowly down his trembling arms, comforting against his hot skin.

The dark waters receded and the spots clouding his vision disappeared. His breathing slowed and he noticed the sweat dripping down his back, the pulse pounding in his ears. In time, the drumming slowed, he shifted. Gentle words, soothing.

“Better?” She stepped back.

Calder nodded before pulling himself even with the window once more. “I’ve never had that happen before.”

“You died.”

“Well, I guess, I’ve never done that before either.” He flashed a weak smile.

Settling into the cushioned chair, she smiled up at him. His heartbeat quickened, and he leaned forward to kiss her forehead, his fingers already woven in her black tresses. Her soft sigh tickled across his chest. Desire stabbed the pit of his stomach.

Gaire pulled away. She whimpered when her hair held her still. Calder grinned, taking his time untangling his finger. The color spread across her face. Her green irises picked up the color, tinting them a teal shade. You are most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. “Why so blue?”

Finally undone, the flip of her head brought her hair out of his reach. “If you must know,” her color brightened. “I’m blushing.”

Calder laughed outright, earning another glare from the keeper. “Blushing? Blue?” He reached out to touch her blue-ing cheek.

She slapped his hand, the color deepening. “Yes, I’m blushing.”

“It’s cute.” The dangerous look on her face kept him from teasing anymore. “How do you manage to show up every time I think of you?”

Her color deepened. His curiosity grew, and he pressed when she did not answer. “Well?”

She waved toward the keeper and mouthed. Not here. Louder, “What have you been studying today?”

Calder tapped his chin and whispered, “I won’t forget.”

Gaire shook her head, her hair falling forward over her shoulders once more.

“Well, I’ve been studying about the reason I exist, I suppose. The Blue Men being captured. I wondered how that happened. Did they ever find out how they were discovered?”

Gaire shook her head slowly, her gaze darting to the keeper.

Another conversation for later, Calder thought, he added, “I had no idea about the mermaid grave at Benbecula.”

“We worked very hard to keep it quiet. That one was difficult for us to clean up. I was not very old at the time, but I remember. She decided she wanted to live on land, and that’s against the rules.” Her attention slipped once more to the keeper.

When Gaire shifted in her seat, Calder felt the desire to move in sync. She was uncomfortable, and his reactions reflected the tension. He turned toward the keeper, who was still engrossed in her document. He bellowed, “Madam Keeper, I’m finished for the day. I’ll return in the morning.” He towed Gaire from her seat, escorting her from the room, out into the open air of the city.

As he exited, he marveled again at the world built from coral. The light falling from the giant orbs fixed at the top of the arch filled the city with light. He knew they were hundreds of feet below where sunlight reached, but warmth and light flourished here in the underwater bubble created by some secret alchemy.

Gaire’s feet took two steps to each of his.

“Here we are in the open. Start telling.”

“Nobody here knows how often I visited you. It’s illegal to land stride without direct instructions from the Mother Mistress. To learn do so, you must visit the Land Lost and learn their magic, and that is also against the law.”

Calder hugged her, his voice playful. “Couldn’t stay away, eh?”

Her disgruntled “humph” earned a kiss, followed by another. She sighed. “I couldn’t. Then I saw something…” Her voice died away. “It was a vision, I think.”

She paused again, her eyebrows drew together, angling away from where they met.

“Are visions normal?”

Gaire shook her head. “Not for most mermaids. In it, Venora had found you. I was terrified for days afterward. I had to make sure your mind was so full of me, Venora couldn’t steal you away with her enchantment. If your mind was full of me, even if you couldn’t remember if I was real.” She motioned in the air between them, her earnest eyes glowing green. “Of my scent, of me, then she could not take my place in your mind. It’s the way a merman mind works. Once their brain recognizes the scent of their mate, then they are impervious to mirage magic. At least, that’s what I’ve read.” She shrugged, sadness tugged at her lips. “How else do you think Venora convinced your friend to love her, to see nothing wrong with her? It’s her mirage.”

“You saved me.”

But who saved Mike? He pushed the guilty thought away.

She nodded. “But, really, I saved me… I don’t think I could have lived without you. I learned to use something called the Looking Well so I could find you.”

She looked so earnest, but uncertain, he swept her into another embrace. Afterward, she continued, “Venora’s mother used to be a mermaid.”

Calder settled Gaire on a short bench in a square, seating himself beside her. He draped his arm behind her, pressing his hand to her shoulder. “She decided she wanted not only to live on land, but to live against our code of conduct.” Gaire smiled sadly. “My mother captured Venora’s mother and returned her for her trial and punishment. She was found guilty of breaking our laws…”

Another pause. “They discovered that she had committed murder. Some say she was responsible for the death at Benbecula. Mermaids don’t kill mermaids. Venora’s mother was changed to a nymph, marked as one in the Chronicles, and banished.”

Calder held Gaire’s hand gently, his thumb rubbing across the back. “What happened to your mother?”

“I don’t know. I can guess, but I don’t know. They tell me Venora’s mother had something to do with it, and Venora has wanted to kill me since then.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. Blue drained from her face. “I think Venora’s mother tried to kill my mother, my mother killed Venora’s mother instead. My mother was probably wounded and never made it home. Venora is a nymph, too, so she isn’t allowed in Cathair Uisce.” Her ashen expression was drawn.

“What if there is something more?”

Gaire tilted her head, quirking an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

He thought of Adrial’s visit to his room. “I’m not sure. I just think there’s more to the story than we know.” Calder squeezed her hand, adding nothing more.










  
 

Chapter 3
Calder scrubbed the blurry picture from his eyes. He scooted his wooden chair over the floor with a loud grating sound when he stood abruptly.

Across the room, the Keeper of the Chronicles, a spectacled woman, looked up from her parchment. “Finished, Mister Brumen?” She pressed her teal lips together, every inch a stern librarian.

Calder bristled. He returned to his seat, but closed the ancient text. Gaire swam through his thoughts and he wished for her company, instead of this old book. “So much to do before the ceremony,” he mumbled.

“What was that?” Beneath a lifted eyebrow, she peered at him.

Gaire strolled in, a shimmering tunic covering her, her legs flashing between the slits. All frustration fled, and he called out, “So much work goes into this colony.”

A smug, “Hmmm,” and the librarian bent back over the aged scroll.

Gaire dragged another chair to Calder’s table, the sound less grating when she made it. Calder watched her, openly studying her from his seated position on the table. “How do you do that?”

She shrugged.

“Gaire…” His voice dropped several decibels. “What if I want to visit Mike?”

Gaire’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened slightly. “Why?” The word was lilted with fear.

“I just want to check on Mike. I’ve been here a week.”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to leave,” she said in a frenzied whisper. “I’ll take you to the Looking Well. Tonight.”

But what happens if I don’t like what I see?

* * *
The light was fading in the library. Calder’s eyes hurt from hours of reading. His stack of study material had diminished by three books. Holding a quill, he dipped the tip into an inkwell before adding seaweed to his doodle. A groan escaped his lips as the librarian neared with four books in her hands.

“Mister Brumen?” Her voice clipped each word.

He did not answer, but waited for her to continue.

“These four books detail the genealogies of Gaire’s family and your own.” She held up a red ledger. “Your family, but this is your more recent family and your mother is the last entry.”

She held up the tan one. “Gaire’s are in these.” She pointed to two others, much darker. “You’ll be required to recite the genealogies.”

Her glare added, “IF you are able.”

“Sure thing.” Calder’s expression changed from satisfaction to disheartened, the corners of his mouth turned down. He reached for the titles. When he pulled, she gripped more firmly. He tried again, when she did not loosen her hold, he looked up.

“Mister Brumen, you may be particularly interested in this book that I have included for your studies.” She tapped a small scroll nestled in the red book. The hard cover camouflaged the document. “I believe you will find the inscription in the front cover of equal interest.”

She loosed the stack, resuming a rigid posture, her voice abnormally loud. Calder resisted the urge to glance around, certain she did not speak for his benefit alone. “Yes, Mister Brumen, I give you permission to remove the volume from my keeping. I understand how difficult the traditional recitation of genealogies might be for the human portion of your genetics.”

He stood still as she marched back to her desk and resumed study of the scroll. She did not raise her head again.

Calder eased the pile onto the desk. The crimson book was on top. The color matches Gaire’s lips, he mused. He scanned the room before opening the cover. Just inside, a small note glowed with the same ink Gaire had used. He grasped the corner of the thin paper and read:

 

Mister Brumen,

 

Gaire is in jeopardy. This afternoon, from a lower floor window, I overheard her confession. What she did not express is that only the Queen – the Mother Mistress – has visions. When a younger mermaid begins to experience visions, combined with other giftings, it means the queenly mantle of leadership is passing from one to another.

 

This can be a perilous time. In the secret annals, many mermaids have been murdered to keep this responsibility from passing from those with an iron fist. Soon, Gaire will begin reading thoughts and exhibiting other abilities that will set her apart as our next leader.

 

The Mother Mistress requested that I research visions and the laws governing this process. She suspected Gaire’s abilities. Please, keep her safe, Mister Brumen. Our traditions have been in place for thousands of years.

 

I will be in contact.

 

Shalidan, Daughter of Morvoren, Daughter of Arglwyddes

The Keeper of the Chronicles

 

When he read the last word, the thin paper evaporated in a tiny puff. The miniscule cloud disappeared in the ether tide, and with that, a strong foreboding settled across his shoulders.

* * *
That night, Calder spent three restless hours trying to fit all the pieces together. How do I help Gaire and save Mike? I have to leave one to save the other. I can’t ask Gaire to put herself in more danger by leaving her home. The Mother Mistress would punish her for being in San Francisco.

A tapping interrupted his agitation. It sounded like tiny woodpeckers. Funny, I’ll probably never see a woodpecker again.

Then he turned the knob, it did not open. Calder cursed, and the tapping grew faster, he turned the key, cursing his fumbling fingers. The movement stirred the air around a startled Gaire.

“Calder.” She hissed, jumping into the room.

She turned her back against his chest, pushing the door closed. “Where have you been?” He demanded against her ear. He felt her shiver, though when she spun out of his arms, her eyes flashed, the color high in her cheeks.

“Why did you leave me out there so long?” Her hands were fists settled on her hips.

“You’re in now.”

Gaire ignored his question. “Are you going out in those shorts?”

He looked around the bed. “I don’t have anything else.”

“Did anyone teach you to make clothes?”

He shook his head. “Try,” she said. “I know you’ve read about it.”

“Wait.” Frowning, he looked down and focused on the molecules surrounding him. In an orange glow, pants formed over the small shorts. When he looked up, Gaire beamed at him. 

Considering the evening ahead, Calder’s hand landed on her forearm, staying her progress back toward the door. “Are mermaids nocturnal?”

Gaire grinned. “No, but you should know that already, too.”

“Why should I know that? Nobody even taught me how to make clothes. I had to read about that. And whenever I saw you, you were always awake.”

Periwinkle spread across her expression. “Have you not read your homework?” Gaire looked fierce for a few seconds, but the façade broke and she laughed. “You’re impossible!” She crossed her arms, fierce once more, but the twinkle in her eyes still gave her away. “And, no, I have to take you to the Looking Well, so we can check in on Mike. It bothers me to see you so worried about him. He was important to you?”

Calder nodded. “Yes, I can’t imagine what my life would have been with no mom, no dad, and no family. I don’t think I would have made it past my teenage years, Gaire. And he pushed me to paint, to hope, to dream. I owe him so much.” His words had grown heavy with emotion.

When his eyes met Gaire’s, he was surprised to find moisture filling them. “Then I owe him, too, Calder. If it weren’t for him, you would not be here.” He pulled her into another hug, feeling the tear drops spill from her eyes.

Clearing her throat, she wiped her cheeks, adding, “Besides, I don’t want that nymph witch to have her way.”

“Fair enough.” Calder put his hand on the knob. “Ready?” At her nod, they stepped out into the darkened city. “Is what we’re about to do illegal?”

“Yes.” She darted down the corridor.

They kept to the shadows. At each of the circular pads leading out and away from the mer-city, there stood one lone merman, garbed in shiny armor, watching. They kept out of view, letting the shadows hide them.

She led him into the heart of the city, ducking behind statues, darting through so many corridors that Calder lost count. “How much farther?”

She shushed him with a finger over her lips. Those lips, that pucker… Calder’s wandering thoughts were interrupted when Gaire threw her arm across his chest.

“Stop.” She hissed. She pressed Calder against the wall behind her, as she leaned out into a large open room. Her pale shoulders relaxed.

“All clear,” She flipped her hair forward over her shoulder with the quick movement.

The great hall was covered in paintings. Real sea fauna grew within the artwork, providing a third dimension to each piece. Calder found himself drawn to the walls. He counted eight corridors leading away from this room. “Is everything circular here?”

Gaire nodded. Calder straightened, puffing out his chest at Gaire’s pleased smile. “The whole city is circular, protected beneath the dome. We have three levels, and we’re on the lowest one now. The Keeper of the Chronicles, the Mother Mistress, all leaders of any kind live here in the lowest levels. The Well is housed below this chamber and sits at the lowest point in our city.”

She led him to the edge of a chasm. An ivory railing curled intricately around the opening. “The craftsmanship is amazing…” Calder brushed his hand over the spirals. Gaire pulled him away from the balustrade toward a break in the railing.

“Gate?” 

Gaire nodded, reaching to pull on the opening. It didn’t budge.

“Locked?”

She nodded once more, but still didn’t answer. Sinking low over her feet, Gaire studied the black metal lock hanging from the ivory fence. Moving forward, she placed her lips on the keyhole and blew. The iron warmed to a dull red before popping open with a soft click.

Calder whistled quietly. “Where’d you learn that?”

Gaire shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes I wake up and know I can do something new.” She spun toward him. “I haven’t told anyone, so I’m not sure what it all means.”

Calder only nodded, but his thoughts drifted back to the visit from the Gardener and the note from the Keeper. When this is over, I have to tell her about the note. Gaire led him through the small gate and carefully down a corkscrew staircase. The way was narrow and steep.

Sweat break out on his forehead, as he fought against images from his drowning. He sucked air inward, gasping, choking out a cough then clearing his throat to cover the sound. Gaire didn’t show any response.

I hope she doesn’t notice.

The stairs opened into another small cave-like room. Water pooled on the ceiling, several inches thick, rotating in a circular stream. Despite normal gravity, it flowed from the perimeter toward the center to collect on a stalactite, dripping only from that one spot into the white basin. The bowl sat on a stalagmite formed out of the floor.

“Looks like a bird bath,” Calder murmured.

Gaire turned, vertical wrinkles showing between her eyebrows. “Birds have baths?”

Calder chuckled. “Yes, yes, they do. They even have saunas.” He joked.

“Saunas? What is a sauna?”

“Never mind.” Calder shook his head. “What do we do here?”

Gaire nudged Calder forward. He didn’t move. The walls felt too close again, like fingers wrapping around his neck, squeezing.

Gaire studied his expression, her gaze growing soft. She caressed his cheek, wrapped her hands around his face, and eased him to her. She pressed her lips against his forehead, murmuring, “Poor Calder.” Coolness bathed his body, and his anxiety ebbed. “Rest easy, beloved.”

Calder caught her face, staring into the green depths of her eyes. The irises were ringed in the blue glow of her magic. “Thank you.” His whisper grated against the silence in the hold.

“Anything for you.” She tugged gently, coaxing him forward. She stopped before the pedestal and basin, placing her on either side, she leaned forward. Without turning, she whispered, “If you come closer, you can watch.” Calder stepped nearer, feeling his scaled calves brush against hers. “The water is so clear,” he said.

“Mmm-hmmm,” was her only answer, and he did not speak again, sensing her concentration. A glow brightened, forming in her hands then covering the Looking Well like a cloud of light. The drips halted and his heartbeat slowed.

Suddenly, pictures washed across the Looking Well. Calder gasped when the bridge hurried by. His mind filled with the flight through San Francisco. Seagulls called, cars honked, and they flew through the city, recognizing places. The restaurant… Then on to a gym, finally, the movement slowed. The view lowered over a lone man on the beach.

Mike looked haggard – a scraggly beard, unkempt hair, dirty sweats over tennis shoes. “Oh, no…” Calder breathed. “Does he know we’re watching?”

Gaire shook her head, whispering, “No, those we watch cannot tell.”

Mike’s voice filled the concrete room. It echoed. “My parents were murdered… Red car found in the Bay… accident… No bodies. Cal, where did you go?”

From behind Mike, a voice slurred, “You ready to go in, ssssweetheart?”

Gaire slumped forward with a gasp. The glow winked out, and a steady drip, drip, drip hit the back of her head. She straightened.

Droplets ran down her face, streaking her cheeks in tear-like trails. “Oh, Calder, I’m so sorry.”










  
 

Chapter 4
Calder spent the night pacing, staring between the gaps in the walls, turning, and walking across the room to stare out the other opening, back and forth.

He was not greeted by a giant orb peaking over the horizon in the midst of a spectacular sunrise, but the light beneath the dome changed. More people began walking the streets, visiting the shops, laughing, and smiling. The guards at the gates were relieved by others, mermaids this time.

With any luck, I can find a way to get back to Mike, take care of Vee, and be back here before a half turn passes. Remembering the words from the Keeper, he frowned. No, she must come with me. I have to keep her safe. How will I convince her?

Calder’s stomach grumbled, and he decided it was time to begin his day. Exiting his room, he turned to the right toward Gaire’s quarters, his bare feet making no sound.

Across the garden square, two male guards stood, one on either side of her door, each holding one golden spear. Passers-by noticed the guards, whispered to each other, but continued on. The fierce faces focused straight ahead, beards well-groomed but grown mid-chest. White coated scientists went in and out.

Just as he lifted his foot to take a step forward, two additional male guards came out leading Gaire. Bindings held her wrists, bruises purpled her cheeks and chin, the white of one eye showed the bright blue of ruptured blood vessels. Scrapes covered her shoulders. As she was led down the lane, she faced away and Calder caught sight of several angry streaks striping her back. The skin puckered on either side of each lash.

Calder’s temper broke, spilling rage that burned hot in his belly. The edges of his vision grew black, his senses heightened, and his view of Gaire exploded to fill his sight. He huffed, blood pulsing in his muscles.

I can take them. 1… 2…

Gaire cried, “No.” She dropped beneath the arms of her captors, spinning around in a crouched position, she looked directly into Calder’s eyes.

The shock halted Calder’s attack and surprise caught his feet. How did she know I was right here?

He heard her words in his mind, saw her lips shape the words, “Run, beloved.” A sharp pain exploded behind his eyes, quickly dulling to a throb, followed by a flood of information… Land Lost… Venora… Conspiracy… Murder…

The guards locked their arms beneath Gaire’s. They raised her up, their height lifting her completely off the ground. She kicked her legs, but it did nothing to halt their progress.

Ignoring Gaire’s instruction, Calder launched himself toward the quartet of guards, roaring, “Get away from her.”

Gaire screamed, begging him to leave her.

He leapt onto the back of the nearest, wrapping his arm around the thick neck. “You can’t have her.” Clawing at the face of the merman, Calder pushed his fingers into the eye sockets while kicking the back of his knee. Loosing Gaire, the guard fell to his knees with a cry of pain.

Gaire screeched, “Calder, look out!”

A blinding pain exploded in the back of his head, toppling him into unconsciousness.

When Calder came to, Gaire had been dragged away. No more mer-guards were in sight. He had been left face down on the paving stones.

How long have I been out?

The artificial light shared no clues, and Calder propped himself against the statute, once more in the foliage. He pressed his fist into his mouth, fighting nausea as the city spun around him. He focused on the pain and ignored the information Gaire had pressed into his mind.

Where did they take her?

* * *
Gaire is gone. Gone. Panic twisted his stomach, and terror gripped his middle. The Keeper, she must be able to help me. He left the room, locking the door behind him, placing the leather cord around his neck. The antique key settled beneath his white shirt.

Though the library was not far, Calder flinched each time a mer-person glanced his way. He expected a pointing finger and screams of “Arrest him!” It felt as though every person either avoided his gaze or stared. He chided himself for his paranoia. Gaire has been arrested, not me.

When he reached the library, the doors were closed, locked, and barricaded. A white parchment had been nailed to the wood, but the symbols swirling across the page in a glowing ink meant nothing to him. He tugged on the brass handles to no avail. A merman passed behind him.

Calder spun. “Sir?”

The man kept walking. The black scales on his legs shimmered like a shadow in the daylight.

“Sir?” Calder asked again. This time, he tapped on the tattooed shoulder. The stranger rounded on him. Meeting the unfamiliar eyes, he started at the black eyeballs. “Why is the library closed? Where is the Keeper?”

Disgust flashed across the man’s face. “Why wouldn’t it be closed, man? Do you think anyone can replace her?”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s dead, murdered by one of our own, murdered at the hands of Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters.”

The accusation punched Calder in the stomach. He returned to his room.

No, no, no, she couldn’t. His thoughts tumbled over one another, and the nausea returned. Venora has Mike. And I don’t know anything about how to do anything.

He slammed his fists down on the desk. I can’t stay here and do nothing. Opening the mahogany door of the armoire, he found one pair of breeches, a white ruffled shirt, and he stuffed them in a brown leather bag that had been shoved into the corner of the cabinet.

He took papers, books, the corked inkwell, and also put them in his bag. He gingerly slid two quills and a small knife into the front pocket. Finding no other items that could double as a weapon and be easily carried, he closed the satchel and slipped it over his body. The knife will have to do. Wishing for boots to soften the roughness of the reef, he prepared to run.

Calder let out a surprised, “Oh.” A reddish glow surrounded his feet. Calder high-stepped across the room, trying desperately to walk out of the glow, but the light followed. When it faded, soft leather boots greeted him. “Ha.” Satisfaction spread across his face. “Might be easier to run now,” he muttered to himself.

He was startled to find two guards on either side of the exit. They were identical to the ones outside Gaire’s. They did not move. He contemplated sliding between them. Deciding, he slid forward, but with a metallic ting, the spears crossed in his path.

“This is ridiculous. You can’t hold me captive.”

Without turning his head, the black bearded one spoke. “Mr. Brumen, by order of the Mother Mistress, you are confined to quarters pending an investigation into the murder of the Keeper of the Chronicles.”

Calder took two steps backwards. “Thank you for the update.” He accentuated the words with the slam of the door.

Now what?

Stomping to the window, he studied the exterior of his accommodations. The wall was too tall to jump. It wouldn’t help if he broke both legs trying to escape. He studied the bed sheets, but they were too slick to stay tied together. Hours passed.

A soft knock brought Calder rushing forward with the small knife.

Holding a tray of food, a startled mer-woman appeared, splashed with pink below her waist and hundreds of freckles above. He lowered the knife. As quickly as she had come, she left, leaving the unappealing finger foods. Lifting the gold cloche, he found a piece of paper placed beneath a seaweed roll.

Words slashed across the page in a hasty scrawl. “Help will come. Be watchful.” After he read the missive, the paper disappeared in a puff.

Pushing himself back to his feet, he returned to the window to begin the scrutiny of the mer- faces. I have to do something – anything. As darkness finally fell, the hustle and bustle of merfolk tapered off. When the streets had emptied, Calder still stared.

What can I do?

Two harsh knocks interrupted his thoughts.

A cry sounded from outside his window, setting his heart into a galloping beat. He jumped to his feet, scooping up a broken chair leg from the ground. From outside, there was the low trill of a mourning dove.

That’s not right.

He jogged to the door, pressing his ear against it. He gripped the knife. Odd, I wond- But his thought was interrupted once more by two sharp knocks on the door. He yanked his head back and wrenched the door wide. It slammed against the wall with a loud, thwack.

Before him stood two identical women covered in silver armor. Taking one step backward, he considered the two before him and he sank to a defensive stance, wielding the club. “Who are you?” He demanded. When they did not answer, his upper lip flexed in a snarl.

He repeated, “Who are you?”

“Your rescuers.”

“Don’t mince words with me. Who are you?”

“We don’t have time. The warriors will soon be upon us.” This time, the two warriors stepped forward as one. Calder noticed their feet. “Sandals? They don’t wear shoes here. Who are you?” He asked, tilting his chin to the side, fight no longer first in his mind.

The blonde on the right nodded, “Yes, Cold Water, come, we are taking you to Gaire.”

“She’s alive?” Relief crowded his heart.

The nod came quickly. “Yes, but we must hurry.”

He planted his feet. “Where is she?” He cast a mutinous look at them.

“We do not have time. They are coming.”

“I’m not leaving until you tell me.” And then, clenching and unclenching his jaw, he stooped and picked up a short sword that had fallen from one of the prone soldiers. Moving it from hand to hand, he tested the balance. “Answer me. Now.”

Identical irritation shone on their faces, but they answered solemnly. “Gaire is waiting for you on the main isle of the Land Lost.”

He scooped up the messenger bag and ran after the fleet footed twins.

The blondes positioned themselves one ahead and one behind. They urged him to run faster and faster, down and away from the quarters toward the outer edges of the mer-city dome. Approaching an exterior pad, he looked about for the guard normally stationed nearby. Multiple sets of footsteps chased them, accompanied by the clatter of swords and shields.

Each stride brought them closer to the edge of the city. Almost free from danger.

From the left, a dark figure sprang through the air. In his peripheral vision, a fierce snarl, punctuated with pointed white teeth, was plastered across the face of a merman. Calder ducked. The warrior sensed the counter move and grasped at the air with his arms, keeping himself from sailing over the red bearded man.

The momentum tumbled them both over, crashing against the dead reef. Calder felt bits of skin break away from his shoulder as it grated along the roughly dimpled surface. At his groan, the merman rolled over, landing a jab to Calder’s chin, then sinking his fingers around Calder’s neck.

Pressure pushed outward from behind Calder’s eyes, forcing them against the sockets. He forced his palms together, fingers straight, wedging them between the forearms of his attacker. Once through, the grip on his throat lessened and with the balls of his feet, Calder pushed off the ground, twisting to the right.

The man launched over Calder, landing head first in a bench. Calder rolled, preparing for another attack, but the guard moved no more. Coughing and gasping, Calder pulled himself upright.

“Ready?”

They nodded simultaneously. The speaking one said, “You won. Now we must hurry.” They turned away from the city, but before stepping through the membrane, they removed their sandals, snapping them together and hooking them just below the back plate of their armor.

Stepping through, they jumped together, each pressing their legs against the other to initiate the morph into fins. They hovered in the water, medusa-like strands of blond hair floating away, waiting.

Calder cursed below his breath. “I haven’t done this yet.” He turned to look behind him. A detachment of about twenty-five armored warriors were charging down the hill, armor flashing, scales winking in a rainbow of shades.

Panic flooded Calder, slowly creeping up from his toes. It felt like the water filling the car. “That’s a lot of water out there, ladies.” He grimaced, and then tried to laugh, but it sounded choked. Choked, he thought, feeling pressure against his chest, imagining the darkness of the bay pressing down on him, staring into the moonlight.

Sweat formed on his forehead. Looking over his shoulder, the warriors were nearly upon him. Lines appeared between their brows, and they pressed their lips into lines. They waved him through the membrane, but he could not move.

“Calder.” While the quiet one gestured frantically, the other yelled at him.

Sounds of armor on running soldiers drew nearer. Mer-people stood in the streets watching. Squeezing his eyes closed, he heard swords pulled from sheaths.

Death by the sword or drowning?

He swallowed, his throat dry. The irony – a dry throat and about to drown. He pushed another stream of curses between his lips. Bile gurgled in his stomach. Glancing toward the waiting rescuers, he bellowed, “Now or never.”

He jumped through the clear edge, leaping away and upward. A peculiar feeling swirled in his legs. Surrounded by a bright orange glow, his two legs became a single muscular fin. “Let’s go.”

Before fleeing, each pulled two balls from the pouches at their waists. Throwing them toward the dome, they exploded in a large cloud of cloudy sediment. “Now, we go, Cold Water.” The three swam south.










  
 

Chapter 5
Not halting their progress, they pulled several cylinders from their pouches. They made breaking motions between their hands, followed by shaking the short sticks. A familiar snapping sound preceded the bright glow.

Calder began a laugh, but coughed instead as an unfamiliar inward rush of water tickled his throat. “Glow sticks?”

They smiled in return. One said, “Yes, ours were the original.” They fastened them to their belts, brightening the ocean in a yellowish sphere around them.

Calder squinted forward. “Can I see better?”

“Than when you were land bound?”

He nodded.

“Yes, your irises are larger and your pupils dilate to a much larger diameter. You see as merfolk do, using the little available light to see long distances. Your vision will return to a human equivalent when you go ashore.”

“Who are you?”

“We were sent from the Land Lost. We are not so lost to land as Mother Mistress would have you believe. My name is Hope. I am named for the human half-sister of my father.”

Calder’s gaze flicked to the other. “Does your sister speak?”

Sadness clouded the ice blue eyes of both. “She is Melody.” Calder noticed the gentle squeeze from one sister’s hand to the other. “And, no, she does not speak.”

“Why?”

She flipped her blond hair, irritated. “Her tongue was cut out by that she-witch that holds your brother-friend.” She waved toward her twin. “It took us days to find her and rescue her, betrayed by one of our own.” She added nothing else, but her eyes smoldered through the dim water.

He didn’t ask any more questions, but followed his new escorts, comforted by the vehemence of the sisters. They didn’t offer any more information, but made hand signals to one another effectively eliminating him from their conversations.

Instead, he studied the new experience as the water slid by at speeds that surprised him.

It feels like flying. He smiled into the water. No, more like skydiving.

The movements needed to swim seemed unnatural, requiring a flexibility he didn’t know he possessed, but the motions were familiar.

Like realizing you’ve visited a place as a kid.

Anxiety stalked him from the edge of the surrounding dark water, but he kept it at bay by mentally replaying Gaire’s kiss on his forehead. Almost able to feel her healing coolness wash over him, he swam where his rescuers led, his thoughts dwelling only on his mate.

Several hours passed. They stayed just below the twilight zone. Calder could see farther through the water than he had ever seen before. He could sense where ships weighted the surface of the water, the pressure of them registering somewhere in his brain.

He knew they swam the Pacific, but were heading toward land, by the composition and temperature of the water. He heard the squeals and clicks from dolphins several miles away. By the third pod, Calder wished for a break in the monotony.

I wonder if I can communicate with them somehow.

Still traveling at a high rate of speed, he did not slow the paddling of his tail, but imagined the pod swimming with them for a time.

He heard two clicks followed by the whistles of several different dolphins. Their sounds grew closer. The leader of the two slowed her pace. “Do you wish to rest?”

Calder shook his head. “No, I need Gaire. We should keep going.”

She laid her hand on his arm. “You’ve called the pod. They’ll be here shortly and wish to play. If you need to rest and wish to play, we’ll need to surface. There are no boats here. We are making good progress.”

Calder frowned. The sun. I haven’t seen the sun in weeks. Will it feel the same? “Do you swear Gaire is safe?” He stared deep into Hope’s eyes.

She nodded. “I would not lie. Gaire’s safety is my sole purpose.”

“Then we will rest, but not for long.”

She nodded. “It is a good time to rest. Your tail muscles are not used to the use. Our speed will be faster once we’ve rested.” She hovered in the water. Her sister smiled also, both allowing their bodies to right themselves vertically before pushing hard against the water, moving upwards.

Calder followed. Oh, Gaire, I wish you were here. He thought he heard, “I love you, Calder,” in her voice.

The sunset stretched across the sky before him as he broke the surface of the water. He imagined the sun setting and rising out on the open ocean – the flat expanse of forever water tickling his muse. How would I paint it? All flat lines and colorful skies… Painting…I miss it. His fingers twitched as he imagined taking a brush to canvas.

He imagined he heard Gaire whispering, I love seeing things through your eyes.

With a start, he realized what had just happened. You can hear my thoughts? Are you safe? I’ve been so worried.

“For some time – since before the library. I am safe here with the Land Lost. I am well.”

How is this possible?

“It is a byproduct of our bonding. Try it. I know you can do it.”

Can you hear everything?

“Yes,” she answered. “It is meant to make our bonding last across miles of ocean. I will teach you to close the door between us. It takes time to learn how, so most bonded pairs choose not to use the trick after learning to live around every thought of their mates.”

We’ll learn together.

The sun warmed Calder’s back. He relished the change from the always-cool mer-city, but by the hour’s end his skin was tight and dried, and hearing Gaire speak into his thoughts brought night-time memories to his mind. Remember San Francisco?

When she giggled, his throat dried with nervous anticipation. Will it feel the same?

Everything will feel better than before, Calder.

After that, Gaire had grown quiet, and the distraction drew him more and more away from the fun, his eyes being drawn again and again to a faraway point.

The sea was calm sea in the wake of the dolphin pod. Hope asked, “Ready?”

Calder did not even wait to respond, diving forward into a hard swim, reaching out to Gaire across the miles. He was drawn toward her, an invisible road map.

* * *
Miles flowed away and hours passed. The ocean bottom lifted to meet Calder like a familiar friend. Land… It’s been a while. He felt different than expected. Estranged almost.

A flourish of hand signals drew Calder’s attention from his thoughts.

Hope raised her hand, “We’re growing close. We should slow so that they can see us approach. They’ll open the gates when they recognize us.”

The waters were warmer, clearer, and the sunlight reflected off the white sand marked by ripples from the waves above. Hope and Melody surfaced, with Calder close behind.

“Are we close?” A long island rose above the surface of the ocean before them. Calder noticed a shimmer that moved through the air. Gaire yawned and stretched in her corner of his mind. Calder felt her gasp as her movements disturbed her injuries; he could not stop the sympathetic wince he reflected.

Hope grinned, elbowing Melody. “Do we have the right island, Sister?” Melody offered an innocent shrug, pointing to the west. Calder did not hide the irritation as his stare swung toward them, but he caught the twinkle in Melody’s eyes, followed by a fast in and out wheezing sound shaking her shoulders.

“You got me.”

Hope’s laughed lifted high over the temperate waters. “We did. None could come between a mermaid and her mate and certainly not one as strong as Gaire.”

Calder puzzled on the words. “Strong?”

“It is her story. She will tell you, in time.”

He didn’t press, but another shimmer across the long island brought a different question to his lips. “What is the light between us and the long island?”

Hope and Melody wore mirrored pink smiles. “It is our shield. It can camouflage our island from travelers. We don’t swim across the island, but a matriarchal colony all sharing the same leg tattoos would cause questions. It’s the same technology they use to cover Cathair Uisce.”

Another shimmer crossed the shield hanging in the air, then disappeared completely. Once gone, Calder could hear the call of wild animals from the lush inland.

Hope raised her hands toward the long piece of land before them. “Welcome to your new home. This is the first of three long islands we inhabit; we affectionately call them the Three Fingers.” She swam leisurely toward the island, her sister following close behind.

Calder took in the view. “Always wanted to try living on a tropical island,” he announced.

Melody dipped down, racing ahead. Hope smirked but said nothing. She waved at her sister before speeding away. Calder turned a questioning eye toward Hope. She shrugged. “She flirts with an eel-lipped land brother and believes he will offer his protection in mating. She rushes to his side to give him every opportunity. I can’t see what she sees in him,” she added under her breath.

They still swam at a leisurely place, Gaire was coming closer. The excitement building in her chest tickled the pit of his stomach.

“Your face does not keep secrets. It tells that you have felt the bond she shares with you.”

He chuckled. “She reads my mind.” 

“Yes, she can. She can also read mine. But you are two parts of one whole. You have been bound since before either of you were born, betrothed since your youth, and now mated. She lives in your mind just as you live in hers.”

She placed her foot on the beach, her fin split into two legs without slowing her steps. She continued, “Such unions are always bestowed on the mermaid queens. She will draw from your strength.”

Calder stumbled. “Is it different than changing to a fin?”

Hope nodded and beckoned him to the beach. “Yes, it’s harder and harder again without the water surrounding you, but you can do it.”

“How?”

“Focus, focus, and more focus.”

I will help you. Gaire’s words steadied Calder.

By the time his orange scaled legs propelled him forward, she had gone, and the weight in her words brought a fresh onslaught of unsteadiness.

The beach did not sway with the heartbeat of the ocean. Shaky steps led him haltingly up the beach, the pulse of the waves tugging against his precarious balance.

Gaire broke through the foliage onto the beach, her smile stretched from ear to ear. Calder held out his arms. He fell when the force of her hug knocked him to the sand. She feathered kisses across his face, Calder pursuing the bright lips with his own. The intensity burned through his mind, drowning out the wild animal calls and the rolling crash of waves.

Gaire broke the deep kiss. Beneath his hands, thin stripes crisscrossed Gaire’s back, reminding him once more of the brutality she suffered. A pang of worry struck him, and he loosed his hold, gently pushing her to a seated position.

She laughed. “No, it doesn’t hurt now.” He thought of the morning’s stretch. A sheepish grin settled over her mouth. “It only hurts when I stretch, but the healers are working to right that by tomorrow.”

He studied her profile, her expression was pensive. This close, he could almost discern each of her rolling thoughts as she turned the puzzle this way and that in her head. “How did you get here?”

“Hope and Melody brought me also.”

What is it? He pushed the thought toward her, testing the bond.

She turned to regard him. “They wish to make me queen.” Calder held his breath. “We will be meeting with the Elders when the sun bends low to kiss the horizon.”

Calder lifted an eyebrow. Tossing a shrug, Gaire rolled her eyes. “Every important thing in our history – for millennia,” a hand motion emphasized the last word, “has been done at twilight. It’s always called ‘when the sun bends low to kiss the horizon.’ It’d be faster to call it sunset or something.” Her lips pursed, staring at a distant point. “Some traditions never change.”

Her sad sigh floated out and away on the breeze. His strong arm pulled her against his bare chest to press his lips against hers. They stayed until the sun reddened, throwing mauves and pinks across the clouds, contrasting the gradient blue expanse. Calder kept watch while Gaire nodded as she dozed.

A gust lifted Gaire’s hair, and it grazed Calder’s cheek. The unexpected caress woke him from his reverie, and he shifted to whisper against the delicate ear, “Gaaaaiiire.”

The low growl and gentle tug of his lips on her earlobe evoked his name. Pleasure laced her voice, and his body flushed.

Beach is empty…

Ignoring his awakened need, he gently jostled her. “I think they’ll be coming for you soon.”

She sat up, pushing her hair from her face. The designs on her leg glinted and sparkled, blues and green winked in the peachy hues of the setting sun. Calder whispered, “You’re incredible.”

Her lips opened in a languid smile. When she turned toward him, her eyes twinkled. Calder was mesmerized, held by the halo of light around her face, her dark hair falling free around her shoulders, the lush fauna in the distance, the sounds of the water caressing the beach. “I will never forget this moment. I think I will spend my life trying to capture it.”

Without warning, Gaire moved toward him, her expression playful. Surprise brought an answering grin to his face, and he threw his arms wide, before closing them around her, pressing the raven-haired woman against him.

As Calder’s desires stirred, he looked up the beach and down.

The feelings careening through her exploded into her corner of his brain, effectively shattering what little restraint remained. Beach. Still empty, was Calder’s last coherent thought before he claimed the woman that completed him.

The warm sand made a soft bed, and they did not hear the approaching footsteps. From far away, there was a cough, the sound was out of place in the sensations. The cough was repeated, a grating sound in the current of emotions driving them both.

Gaire retreated. Calder lay on his back, panting, suddenly bereft of Gaire’s moist warmth, elbows dug into the sand. His eyes opened in a fierce glare, his cursing growl not far behind. “What is it?”

Hope’s mocking grin met his angry gaze. “They need her.” Melody stood nearby, a complete copy of Hope’s expression.

Calder threw his head against the white seaside pillow.

Already standing, Gaire leaned over him, her face upside down in his view. “Come, beloved, we have years yet.” Vulnerability, nervousness, and uncertainty broadcasted from her side of their bond. She chewed on a fingernail, and her chin quivered.

His frustration ebbed, his desire quieted by her distress.

“Really?” She offered a small nod, and then Calder really did smile. He reached out. Stepping around, she slipped her hand into Calder’s and helped him to his feet.

“You say years.” Calder twitched his reddish eyebrows, and then he draped his arm around her. “Do merfolk live longer than humans?”

Lifting her chin, she brought her eyes to his, lowering her voice and arching one ebony brow, the quiver had disappeared. “We age like humans until we reach maturity. At that time, our years lengthen. When your human form died, you were reborn as mature mer. We’ll live twice as long as humans and only grow white with age. Agility and flexibility will be our curse until we die.”

Will old age be our cause of death, Gaire?










  
 

Chapter 6
Calder crossed his arms. “Why does your clan need Gaire?”

“It’s the only thing we’ve been missing. With a queen, we can say our society is matriarchal. Gaire is the first to show the signs of being queen. Well… that we are aware of.”

“What are you saying?”

Hope had tears in her eyes, and she moved her hand rapidly in sign after sign, while Melody shook her head. She turned back to him, “I don’t know much. What I know has been passed on from others. Did you ever meet the Madam Gardener while in Cathair Uisce?”

“Yes, she came to see me when I first arrived.” He pulled at some errant grass, sulking over the lack of information. “When she introduced herself, she said she had expected ‘more.’”

Hope guffawed, and Melody launched into a tirade of finger talk with Hope nodding now and then. The two said nothing more to Calder, but leisurely kept their spots.

Irritated that they had given him no more information, he studied his surroundings. Here, the dome was only visible intermittently when he looked straight up. It pulsed every so often, rainbow colors beginning at the zenith and traveling downward in a ripple.

Finally, Gaire stepped out the door, followed by a silver haired woman. Her legs were covered in scales in grays and mossy green. Calder looked at her curiously, but he had not paid attention to the feelings from the link.

Leading the older woman forward, Gaire smiled at Calder. “Calder, I want you to meet someone. She left Cathair Uisce after we did,” She turned her smile to the other woman, then back to him. “No, she left because we did.”

Calder stood, dusting sand from his shorts.

Gaire’s happiness shone in her eyes and hummed along their bond. She put her hand on his forearm. “May I present Mariella, Daughter of Morvoren, Daughter of Arglwyddes, Chief Madam Gardener. She is my favorite of all the Gardeners. Her skill with coral is legendary. She fashioned beautiful gardens outside the palace.”

The other woman laughed good-naturedly. “I only did what I could. My skills do not compare to the Gardeners of old.”

Calder shook her smooth, tattooed hand.

“Mariella helped explain why I needed to help you.”

“Nonsense, I know what you know to be true. I only have the added weight of experience. You will gain that immediately when you are queen.”

“Thank you.”

Calder’s eyebrows raised as Gaire’s cheeks cooled to a blue.

She pushed the thought, “She told me to call her by her name. I have never called her anything but Madam Gardener and curtsied to her throughout my life. It’s… awkward for me.”

Calder smiled at the older woman, when she took his hand, she swayed. He braced his arm to steady her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m sorry, dears.” She looked around the worried group. Hope and Melody had also stepped forward to offer assistance. Mariella continued, “It’s been some long years since I’ve walked on the earth. It does not move as waters do and my muscles are wearied. May we sit beneath the palms?”

“I’ll be there in one moment,” thought Gaire, her expression was grave. The twins followed, looking grim and nodding.

Calder led Mariella to the shade beneath the palms, easing her to the sandy beach. His attention followed Gaire. Hope spoke quickly, emphatically; Melody’s expression was also intense. What are they telling her? The bond offered no clues.

Mariella tugged on Calder. “Sit, she will come. I have something for her.” The seaweed pouch at her side opened to reveal a book. She held it out to him. “Look. I brought another piece of the puzzle for her.”

The words brought Calder back to the conversation, and he seated himself beside the mer-woman. Calder accepted the book. Strange markings had been drawn across the front, swipes and swooshes in a metallic ink.

“It says ‘Secret Annals.’ The Keeper of the Chronicles was my sister. She begged me to give it to Gaire.” A single tear sparkled as it rolled down Gaire’s face. “It arrived the same day she was murdered.” She swiped at the moisture on her cheek, clearing her throat, her voice turning gruff. “Help me up. I’m tired.”

He scrambled to his feet, pulling her with him, just as Gaire reached their sides. Concern wrinkled her forehead. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, dear, I’m old and prone to emotional fits.” Mariella waved toward Calder. “He has something for you. It came to me from Shalidan, Daughter of Morvoren, Daughter of Arglwyddes, The Keeper of the Chronicles. She sent it the day she died. Her note instructed to give this only to you.”

With that, the woman strolled toward the cluster of huts at the edge of the tree line. She swayed every few steps and stopped to pass her hands over plants.

Calder pressed the book into Gaire’s fingers. “The Keeper was her sister,” he said, his voice low.

Gaire nodded. “I know.” A swell of emotions filled their bond. Abruptly, the feelings dulled as Gaire collected her composure. She sniffed, wiping more tears from her eyes.

He studied her face. Now neutral, her expression gave nothing away. “Well? Tell me about your meeting.”

“They want me for queen. I do things nobody else can.” She sighed. “It nearly killed me once.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think the Mother Mistress wants to give up her throne?”

Calder nodded. “Makes sense. It’s in all the movies back home. Power corrupts.”

“We should see a movie when we visit again. I’ve never seen a movie.”

“You’ll have a lot to do here.” His voice trailed away, thinking of Mike, wondering how to broach the subject with her. I have to save him, and then I can come back and be wholly here. “Gaire.”

“ItoldthemIcannotaccept.” Her words sped out all at once, racing to say what she wanted before he could say anything else.

Incredulous, Calder tilted his head, “What?”

For me?

“I told them I cannot accept,” she repeated, this time slowly and more clearly. She met his eyes. “I want to save your friend.”

Relief sagged through him. “Oh.” Calder hadn’t realized how much he had hoped she wouldn’t choose the colony over Mike. Mentally, he jubilated. “Are they angry?”

She shrugged. “I gave them no choice. They accepted my terms. I will be queen, for good or bad, even I have read enough of the histories to understand what it means when a woman has the blessing of strong gifting.” A sheepish look graced her cheeks. “I never counted on it manifesting in me. Or that the Mother Mistress would have me banished, or send someone to murder me as I fled.”

Slowly, the words registered, as the gravity of them fell, Calder scowled. He frowned at Gaire. “You’ve been keeping secrets.” Beneath furrowed brows, he pinned her with a fierce look, clenching and unclenching his teeth.

Drooping shoulders accompanied her defeated sigh. “I didn’t want to worry you.”

“What happened when those guards dragged you away?”

“Well…” She swallowed. “I received a vanishing message summoning me to the Library. It was signed by the Keeper, but when I arrived, she was bent forward over her desk. Her eyes already stared into tomorrow. A pool of blood covered the desk beneath her, and a whale bone knife protruded from her back. I tried to heal her…” Gaire’s eyes were a mask of horror as she remembered. Sadness flicked in Calder’s mind.

She continued, “When I realized it was useless, I fled. In my room, I could not think of what to do. Murder between mermaids has not happened for nearly a thousand years. The last atrocities were the unexplained mermaid death on the Isle of Benbecula, followed by the genocide of the Blue Men of Minch. But mermaids did not cause those.”

The Secret Annals given by the Gardener entered Calder’s mind. That may not be accurate. “Go on.”

Love shone in her eyes. “It was the desperation after the deaths of our men that led us to seek new ways to bear our sons….” She caressed his face, her palm moving down from his cheek to follow his jawline.

Calder smiled, leaning into her touch, but not dissuaded. “Gaire, I need to know.”

Her hand fell, and her voice took on a tremble, “Before I could decide what to do, the soldiers came crashing in. They asked no questions, caught me, and… beat me.” 

She covered her face with her hands. “It hurt, but mostly, I was terrified that you would try to save me. They would have killed you. And I would have died.”

Calder shook his head. “No, you would have lived, found a new mate, been happy.”

A sad laugh filled the breeze. “Maybe, but Queens rarely live past the dying of their mates. The connections are too strong, the wound too large to learn to live around.”

 

Calder said nothing as the words sank in. Venora had wanted to capture Gaire, and use him to hurt her. “You mean my death might actually kill you?”

“Probably.” The breeze played with her hair, but Calder intervened, catching his fingers in the dark tresses. 

“After that…” Her voice trembled as she began…

* * *
Gaire sat in the corner, knees tucked against her chest. Shadowy pools of darkness filled the spaces between the nebulous light cast by the oil lamps, making the roughly hewn jail cell only dimly lit. She shivered.

Cold or shock?

Gaire searched her mind for Calder. When the merman brought his sword hilt down on the back of Calder’s head, the pain exploded in hers. Calder had crumpled to the pavement, his thoughts a void. I may be too far. Gaire still could not sense his thoughts, and distance played a part in the sensitivity at the beginning. Stay alive, Calder.

The sound of approaching footsteps sent her scrambling to her bare feet, gasping through the sharp pain stabbing through her ribs and throbbing face. A lopsided grimace stretched her bloodied lips, one side of her mouth more swollen than the other. The faint echo that followed each footstep accentuated the distance Gaire felt from her kind.

An ugly featured man, his mouth pulled into a sneer, stopped in front of the iron bars. His deep voice bounced off the sparse floors and walls. Unrolling a scroll, he asked, “Are you Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters?”

Gaire considered. I should answer no, just because…

The thought of another beating stayed her disagreement. She placed the soles of her feet upon the floor, pulling herself to her to stand, even while hiding the pain. Her shoulders straightened, “I am she.”

He barely gave her a second glance, but continued reading from the scroll, “Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters, you have been convicted of the murder of the Shalidan, Daughter of Morvoren, Daughter of Arglwyddes, The Keeper of the Chronicles.”

His hands lowered. “Murder between sisters has not been seen for millennia. Yet the Queen Mother Mistress has found forgiveness in her heart, and she does not give you death.” Lifting the scroll once more, “Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters, you are hereby banished from Cathair Uisce. May the Fates accept you, smooth the rough shoals, and wash you in gentle waves.”

Two more guards filed in. Dressed in full armor, the light from the lamps glinted on the breastplates, and the sound of old keys rattled in the room. One slammed into the lock, followed by the click and creak of old mechanisms.

The sounds brought a bevy of flinches that Gaire could not control, still bearing the marks from the last meeting with her kind. When the guards entered the cell, she started to tremble and her teeth chattered.

The soldiers’ fingers grasped Gaire’s upper arms, pinching hard. They pulled her in front of them with a growled, “Let’s go.” Joined by another twenty guards waiting just outside the jail, they poked and prodded her through the city. Sneers decorated the faces of her country-women, pushing Gaire’s head lower and lower. At the edge of the membrane, the pincer-like grip lessened. A swift kick and she was booted through to the circular pad.

Righting her posture, she turned to study the city behind her.

Home, no longer.

She prayed beneath closed lids. Jumping upward, she pressed her legs together. As soon as the blue glow disappeared, she began flexing her morphed fin in a fast swim.

Several hours later, Gaire’s trajectory crossed a reef. Feeling the need for rest, she found a comfortable place between the flowering polyps. Tucking herself in between the bright colors, the water swirled around her. Large waves crashed far above her head while evil, murdering queens haunted her dreams. Sleep was light.

“She must be here somewhere.”

Unfamiliar thoughts crashed through, shattering Gaire’s dream of Calder. Startled, she pressed herself flatter against the reef. Without moving, she listened.

“Here, somewhere, let’s get this over with.” A dark figure passed over. Gaire did not recognize the masculine silhouette. Another figure swam in from the right, then a third from the left.

They crisscrossed the reef, running their search in a grid, as Gaire tried to remain hidden. I can’t beat three. Not three. I can’t fight three. Still hunting, their minds played with the ideas of their intention and their rewards, there was no doubt murder was on their minds. Panic clutched at her throat.

One, I could fight, but three? Run. I have to run.

Just as she prepared to launch forward in a break-neck swim, a silver arrow flew past her hiding place. With a dull thump, it landed in the bare chest of the dark merman. Blood puffed from the wound, and his face mirrored Gaire’s surprise.

What was that? She ducked deeper into the arms of the reef. Does that make a fourth? Another arrow flew in, striking a second male in the dorsal. The bolt squarely centered in the fin, pinning him to the reef beneath.

Gaire still could not see the source of the attacks. If I stay, I’ll be next. And with that, she launched herself from her hiding place and swam hard. When she looked over her should to view her pursuers, she could see that the pinned mermaid had not yet been killed, and another came after Gaire. She let out a scream, the gurgle filling the reef.

The farther she swam, the less safe she was, with the would-be murderer in a determined pursuit. When two silver armored figures swam up behind Gaire, she screamed again, pulling a belt knife from her pouch.

Rounding on the two new threats, she found the identical mermaids swimming back toward the reef. They met the oncoming warrior with a clang of swords and metal. The new development pulled Gaire back to the reef’s edge, where she watched them battle against a skilled merman.

When it became clear that he would not win, he lifted his hands in defeat. “I do not wish to die here today,” he said.

The two lowered their swords. One asked, “A truce, then?”

“Yes, I will return to Cathair Uisce with my deed undone.”

“You do that,” growled one, waving a sword dangerously close to man’s bearded neck. With that, the warrior fled, leaving two smiling women, one calling insults behind him.

The altercation completed, Gaire carefully approached her saviors. “H-h-hello?” She swam slowly, studying their posture, and searching her sixth sense for anything.

“Gaire, daughter of Maridian, daughter of the Warm Waters?”

“Yes, I am Gaire.” There was a shift in the emotions of the twins – from cautious to respectful. The change made Gaire uncomfortable.

“We were sent to find you, and we will escort you to our city. My name is Hope.”

Not answering, Gaire frowned at the speaking sister, scrutinizing first Hope, then the other. 

“She does not speak?” It was said as mostly statement, but with a hint of question. I wonder… “What is your name?” She pressed the thought toward the quiet sister.

Though the mermaid kept her features schooled, Gaire still felt awe in her words. “My name is Melody, Mother Mistress.”

“Could they not heal you?”

“They could not heal what they did not have. My enemy cut out my tongue and kept it as a prize.”

Hope watched the two, giving no answer. Gaire gasped. “Oh, I’m sorry, Melody.”

Hope’s face now wore the frown. “How did you know her name is Melody?”

Gaire pressed her lips together, considering, then said, “Melody told me.”

A smile exploded on Hope’s face, white teeth brightly flashing. “Then what they say must be true.” She paused, waving excited hand signals to Melody, who began nodding emphatically. “Please come with us, your Majesty.”

* * *
Calder listened quietly as Gaire finished the story. When she grew silent, Calder squeezed her against him.

Thank god you’re safe. While his death might kill her, he knew with certainty that her death would kill him, either by the insanity it wrought or through the wasting of heart and soul.

The end had been so near. He imagined a merman holding a sickle, draped in a black cloak.

“That is not a nice picture. Paint something else.”

Calder didn’t speak, but brought forth a beach scene he had been working on days before the car accident. A boy played on the beach while a dark-haired woman with flowing hair unloaded a picnic basket.

“Much better,” she pronounced.

“Gaire? Will your people accept me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m an orphan. You’re a queen.”

“Don’t be silly. You are mer. And you are mine. That is all that matters.” She tapped the arm he stretched across her chest. “It’s time to go,” she said.

Calder relaxed his grip, finding his way to his feet, and then knocking the sand from his lower half. With a sly grin, he began dusting Gaire’s legs and bottom. When all the sand had disappeared, his strokes became more and more suggestive, until she caught his hand.

“Not now.”

The sound of a throat clearing startled him, and Calder’s eyes flew open, meeting the white irises of Hope with Melody close behind. “You people are always doing that.” Calder’s fingertips stroked his red-hued chin hairs.

Hope only beamed, ignoring Calder’s scowl. “We’re ready, Gaire. I still feel odd calling you that. We should be calling you queen.”

Gaire laughed, stepping forward to pat Hope’s shoulder. “We can save that for when it’s official.”

Calder noticed several bags sat around the two pair of white scaled feet. “What’s in the bags?” He had not thought it possible, but her grin brightened even more.

“Weapons, supplies, anything we thought we might need to defeat the foe and protect the queen.” Melody was nodding again.

Calder spoke through the bond, “Will they really be much help?”

He saw the shiver dance down her spine before she turned to smile at him, pride shining in her eyes. “I love it when you do that.” Her eyes flicked back to where the twins stood. “They will. I have seen them fight. I did not ask for volunteers, but they volunteered.” Uncertainty spread through the bond. “And we’ll need all the help we can get to defeat Venora.” He barely caught the added, “And whoever is helping her.”








  
 





The Return







  
 

Chapter 1
Calder’s head popped above the ocean’s surface. Golden Gate Strait… Home…

He looked around. Funny, doesn’t feel like it anymore.

The beginnings of a cramp pinched the dorsal muscles of his tail, but he ignored it, scanning the sands along Baker Beach, hoping to catch a glimpse of Mike.

With shallower water offering less opportunity to hide, Calder slowed his approach. 

If he’s up for a morning run, he’ll be along shortly.

He settled in to wait.

Just as the sun crested the horizon, lighting up the patches of fog in the bay, emblazoning the orange of the Golden Gate Bridge, Calder caught sight of a lone figure jogging down from the familial beach house traveling northward up the beach. The chest was tanned and bare, the shock of yellow hair reflecting the sunrise.

Mike.

Calder swam nearer, grasping a bit of driftwood in front of him to hide his presence. Mike’s progress was slow, and Calder was close enough to see that Mike had lost weight and dark circles hung below his eyes.

“Oh, man, you look awful,” Calder whispered.

As if he’d heard, Mike halted and stared toward the bay, gasping from the run. He rested in a still shadowed place on the beach. He dropped to one knee, his lips moving quickly. Calder propelled himself forward, though he still could not hear the words spoken in genuflection.

The sun broke over the bridge, brightening Mike’s tawny hair in a burst of blond. An “Amen” floated across the sea breezes, then Mike straightened. Bare feet took three steps, flipping sand up and aside as his stride lengthened and his speed increased. The figure dwindled into the distance, disappearing around the beach corner.

Calder swam forward. As the silty ocean floor met the tip of his fin, he pressed his legs together. The glow flared and two legs with tangerine tinted scales replaced his yellow-green fin. All ashore that’s going ashore, he pressed the thought toward Gaire.

“I’ll travel landward tonight. Be careful, love.” Her thought answered back, the sweet sound bouncing through his mind.

* * *
Calder peeked over the edge of the lawn atop the rock face at the rear of the beach. He peered through the breaks in the privacy fence. The manicured expanse had not changed. Against the back of the house, the curlicue shrubbery still looked like jagged, dark green fingers crawling up the white adobe.

His jeans felt unnatural. Pulled over his legs, the denim scratched against his scales, irritating him. A heavy fog had settled; casting a gray hue, it dampened the morning sun. Images of Gaire washed through his mind, and he checked the corner of his thoughts now reserved for her.

Trying to see into the large picture windows that covered the rear of the house, but squinting, he still could not see through the cloud now hanging over the bay. A revelation struck him. Gaire… He waited.

Her answer was not long in coming. “Yes?”

There’s a heavy fog, but the sun was shining bright earlier. Is that your doing?

He understood that she smiled, rather than seeing or hearing it. Yes. After you’d gone, I practiced pulling clouds from the sky. I thought it would help. He sensed her uncertain pause, felt her second guessing herself, insecurity creeping into her thoughts.

Smiling, he could see her chewing her bottom lip, and he was captivated by the image. Her hesitation filled the bond, and he offered reassurance. It’s perfect. With a twinkly-eyed scowl, he scolded, but next time, you better let me watch you practice any new talents you find.

Not waiting for her response, he climbed the old rock steps that had been deeply laid into the sandy soil leading down to the beach. Still no movement in the yard. He approached the black-coated chain linked fence. Slipping his hands deep into his pockets, he adjusted them, a frustrated whisper escaped, “They never bothered me like this before.”

A metallic crash caused Calder to duck low behind the slatted gate. His oversized iris pressed against the thin wood. He heard a meow and a bell jingling low to the ground, moving from the right to the left, across the thick sod.

Cat…

Gaire heard him, but said nothing.

Heart pounding in his ears, he listened carefully, but no more sounds followed. The fog remained heavy, despite the climbing sun. Approaching the gate once more, he grasped the lock in his hand. He tugged. When it didn’t release as usual, he frowned, trying to remember the code.

Why is it locked? It’s never locked. Birthday, birthday… somebody’s birthday… He puzzled. Oh. 04-21.

Pushing aside the pang of the memory, he turned the dials to the date of Mrs. Love’s birthday.

With a click and a lift of the wrist, it popped open. How many times have I done exactly this? Every time the same, but this time… Hooking the lock on the fence, he lifted the latch and pushed inward. The gate caught as it swung over the thick Bermuda. He leaned into it, shoving twice before pushing it open far enough to let him in.

Stepping around, his toe caught on something soft and he tripped. Catching himself on his left foot, he straightened, turning as his temper ticked. His eye lighted on an arm bent backward, covered in a rolled up khaki shirt. Bones protruded from a dark gash in the forearm, the body warped into an inhuman shape, blood splashed across the white pants.

The almond eyes were foggy, staring but seeing nothing. Flies buzzed over the body, walking confidently undisturbed across the dead man’s cheeks as the blood drained from Calder’s face. Anger boiled up until a seething fury enveloped him.

“Calder? Is it Mike?” Gaire’s gentle question banked his rage.

No, someone else. Gaire did not respond, but he felt her sorrow lapping against his wrath, cooling it until the jeopardy inherent had faded.

So senseless, why kill the old man? Venora must answer for her actions.

Footsteps crunched across the gravel path. Panicked, Calder darted into the studio. He searched the room. He needed a hiding place, and quickly. The fog still hid him from view, though the footsteps came closer.

“Who is it?”

I don’t know. Folding himself between a sideboard and the farthest corner from the door, he held his breath, his legs pressed against his ribs, pinching the floating rib on both sides of his ribcage.

Mike stepped from the fog, mumbling to himself. “Where did that gardener go? He should be here by now.” Week-old stubble shadowed Mike’s chin and cheeks above an emaciated frame.

The mumbling continued. “Left this door open, Calder. When will you be back from Hawaii? Venora wants to get married. My parents love her. They’ll be at the wedding.”

A screeching voice called from the distant fog. “Mike. Mike. Come back in here.”

The vibrating alien voice was cut off by Mike as he slid the door closed. Calder heard Mike call weakly, “Coming, Venora,” and he trudged away from the out building.

Calder rushed to the window to watch Mike shuffle past the contorted remains of the gardener and into the heavy fog. Calder clenched and unclenched his teeth, the action echoed by his fists.

Gaire, come quickly.

* * *
The full moon lit the strait, the water shimmering in sparkles. The unnatural fog had faded while Calder cursed the she-devil that held his friend captive. Looking through the window, he saw no movement inside the main house. Calder could feel Gaire drawing closer, the twins with her.

He watched from the window, waiting quietly, feeling the rush of warmth as Gaire shifted from fin to legs. 04-21. He shared the information.

“What?”

Gate code. Calder did not add anything else, steeling himself for the coming task. A soft rattle of metal brought Calder to stand at the rear window, where he watched Gaire, Hope, and Melody slip into the backyard. Their feet made no sound. Hope and Melody each had heavy canvas bags slung over their shoulders.

He gently pushed against the door, inviting them in. Standing just inside, they each left a puddle on the floor beneath them, still wet from their swim. Calder pulled Gaire against him, taking a moment to relish the serenity in her nearness.

“Where is Mike?”

In the house, I think. He leaned into the nape of her neck, letting her smell fill his mind. Pulling strength from the softness of her comfort, he took a deep breath. To Melody and Hope, “Are you ready?”

Hope grinned, pulling armor from their bags and handing duplicate pieces to Melody. “My mother heard a saying once. I think it went something like… Paybacks are a water witch.” She strapped a thin gauntlet to her forearm.

Close enough.” With that, he slipped out, quietly padding toward the house. Gaire followed, Hope and Melody following close behind, armor glinting in the bright moonlight.

Hiding in the shadow of a corner, Calder looked into the window. Still seeing nothing, he pressed himself against the backdoor and pulled the levered handle down slowly. It clicked quietly, swinging on silent hinges, and  Calder eased through.

Almost in, he thought.

He could feel the air thrumming with anticipation and something else.

Gaire answered, “I think it’s me.”

Calder puzzled only a moment before nodding, then stepping onto the wooden floor. No sound stirred. No alarm blared. He waited as Hope stepped into the living room, followed by Melody, who gently closed the door behind them. The dim lights glinted on the daggers they now held.

The air around them began clicking, popping like static electricity in a woolen sweater. Gaire?

“I can’t help it, Calder. She’s here. I can feel her.”

Where?

“Just here. That’s all I know.” Gaire’s hand closed around Calder’s arm. “But Mike is here, too.”

Calder looked into her eyes. Something else?

She nodded. “Mike won’t be on our side… not at first.” She bit her bottom lip.

Even though we’re old friends? Surely he remembers me. I haven’t been gone that long.

Gaire lifted her shoulders.

They moved through the house, slowly, warily, peeking into each room before gingerly entering, leaving none of the vast expanse unexplored. Until finally, Calder stopped, back in the living room.

“Where is she?” He whispered. Still here?

She nodded. A clatter down the bedroom hallway startled the hunting quartet, bringing the twins and daggers forward into attack posture. The panic room. Calder burst between the twins and jogged down the hall, impatience winning over caution.

Launching himself into Mr. and Mrs. Love’s room, he dove toward the nightstand, keeping the bed between himself and the entrance to the panic room. He knew Venora could see him. A thump-thump-thump sounded from behind the wall.

He grasped the handle on the drawer. Yanking it open, he spied the nine millimeter pistol Mr. Love kept there. Yes. Venora didn’t know and Mike forgot.

He released the clip. Perfect. Fully loaded.

He twisted to face the panic room entrance. “Come on. I’m waiting for you.” He bellowed at the wall, pointing the barrel at the hidden entryway. Gaire, Melody, and Hope waited in the hall, their eyes on Calder.

The wall opened slightly. “Waiting for me?” A harsh cackle followed Venora’s answering wail. “Mike is in here.” The pounding intensified. “I can kill him.”

“You can,” Calder concurred. “But then what keeps me from killing you?” She cackled again.

The door opened farther. Mike sat in a stupor on the floor, staring into the distance. Anger flared in Calder again. A single tentacle slipped into the room, held over Mike’s head. Calder shot three times, missing the wiggling appendage and Mike. Another cackle sounded.

He sank behind the bed, catching Gaire’s eye. Calder, I think I can do… something.” He nodded.

The air in the room suddenly crinkled and popped with intensity. Green eyes glowing, Gaire lifted her hands toward Venora, palms down, eyes closed. The panic room entrance was flung wide, exposing her white-gray squid upper body, over the humanoid lower shape.

Calder squeezed the trigger. Three more shots flew. Aim true, two grazed the shape shifter’s elongated head and one lodged in her shoulder.

Her pain-filled shriek shook the window panes. Mike roused, mumbling to himself, patting the wound. “Poor Vee, poor Vee,” he repeated over and over. 

She struck him, lifting him from his feet and flinging him into the frame. He crumpled to the floor.

Calder bellowed, “Mike.” He threw himself onto the king size bed, squeezing the trigger and emptying the clip into the squishy creature. She did not fall, but shrieked again, slamming each of her ten arms on the floor, splintering the hardwood and breaking tiles. Throwing herself at Calder, she knocked him to ground at the foot of the bed. Her ten arms soon overpowered his two.

Out of the corner of his eye, Calder saw Mike stir, then stand, swaying on unsteady feet. Mike reached into the secret room. When he brought his hand back, he held a 454 revolver. As if under a spell, Mike stepped toward Calder, holding the weapon out at arm’s length, pointed directly at Calder.

Struggling against her, Calder tried to free himself. Each time he freed an arm or a leg, she recaptured it. Mike still pointed the gun barrel at him. Can’t get free.

He felt Gaire strain, just behind the wall, all three still hidden from Venora.

“Hush, I will not let you die.”

Mike pressed the barrel against Calder’s forehead. Gaire, he thought again. I love you.

“Hush.”

He felt her reach out, siphoning energy from the earth, the water, the sky. Molecules danced in the air. He struggled against the arms holding him down. Venora’s hold weakened when she turned to study the wall that hid Gaire.

She feels it, too. Gaire, what are you doing?

“Distract her.” Calder kicked his knee toward Venora, trying to unseat her. “You’re going to die.”

Venora glared at Calder. “No, I won’t.”

Mike pulled the hammer back, eyes glazed over, Venora began cackling manically. Mike said, “You are dead, Cold Water. Dead. Gaire will die.”

A light exploded in front of Calder’s eyes, dulling his senses. Two screaming women clattered into the room, shouting. A shriek sounded close to his ear. The blast of a gun sounded close to Calder’s ear, and then there was nothing.

Dead, am I dead? Have I been shot?

He blinked rapidly, his vision slowly returning. As his pulse throbbed in his ears, everything else was a blank of sounds. Dark shapes slowly congealed into people, features appearing in the shadows.

Realizing he was no longer held down, Calder heard himself call, “Gaire?” The sound was muffled and faraway. The twins were hunched over the gelatinous remains of Venora. Bits of tentacles stretched out from a semi-humanoid shape, and the tips twitched like a snake missing its head. Pushing himself up to an elbow, Calder surveyed the room.

Gaire’s cool hands caressed the hair at the nape of his neck, humming what seemed a familiar lullaby. “See, you’re alive,” Gaire crooned.

A blue glow settled over Calder. His heartbeat raced, pushing weariness from his limbs, and clearing his thoughts. When Gaire’s hands fell away, Calder discovered that even his stomach had settled, despite the gore still covering the room.

“It’s done.” Gaire spoke the words softly.

Calder asked. “Venora is dead?”

“Completely, this time. Guess I found a new gifting.”

“Did Venora explode?”

“It seems so.” Gaire smiled, but concern pulled her eyebrows together. “Mike is struggling.”

Calder leapt to his feet. “Where is he?”

Gaire pointed to the hallway. Hope cradled Mike’s head in her lap, whispering softly in his ear, stroking his face. A slight glow danced at her fingertips. Mike’s eyes were rolled back in his head, his body seizing violently. Calder looked to Gaire. “Can you do anything?”

She shook her head. “I’ve done what I can. Hope is helping. It takes time to see what damage remains.”

“Can we take him home? Will they accept him?”

“If I accept him, they will accept him. But how will we get him there? He’s not a merman.”

Calder’s answering grin was mischievous. “Have you ever been on a yacht?”










  
 

Chapter 2
“In other news, San Francisco native and billionaire Mike Love is still missing only one month after the brutal murder of his parents. If you have any information on the whereabouts of the local billionaire, please contact Crime Stoppers at…”

Calder switched off the radio.

His gaze flicked across the hardwood deck. The mahogany polished to a shine, the soft leather seats were the finest quality. Mike sat huddled at the edge of a bench, staring off into the distance. Calder wondered how far away he was today. “You okay, Mike?”

Mike startled. The dark circles were fading and his weight was increasing, but his complexion was still sallow. He flashed a weak grin, “Sure thing. Just thinking.”

“Have any nightmares last night?”

“Don’t think so. Hard to believe my parents are really gone. Sometimes I think I’ll wake up and find this was all a dream. She told me over and over that I had sent you on a sketching trip to Hawaii, and when you got back, we’d get married. I can’t believe I couldn’t think straight enough to know she murdered them.” Pain crossed Mike’s face.

Calder didn’t respond. The old Mike showed up from time to time, but withdrawals from Venora’s mind control and horrible nightmares were taking their toll. Soft footsteps pulled Calder’s attention from his longtime friend. Hope’s blond hair whipped about her. She was wrapped in a sheer white dress from top to bottom.

Meeting Calder’s eyes, she asked, “How is he today?”

“Ready for your company, I think.” She looked sheepish. Calder hid a knowing smile, and he looked down to keep it hidden. She thinks we can’t tell. “Go on, Hope.”

She strolled across the boat, gently seating herself next to Mike. He patted Hope’s knee, but she caught his hand, holding it until he turned to look at her. She smiled into his eyes. Mike raised his eyebrows and then his gaze dipped lower. The sheer dress hid very little, and when his gaze returned, Hope still smiled. Mike tossed Calder a blatant wink, before he settled his arm around her, pulling Hope close.

I think he’ll be okay. He could feel Gaire winding her way up the spiral staircase.

“I think so, too,” she answered. “Hope is very fond of him.” She appeared on the deck, blueish scales flashing through the slit in her sarong. Out loud, “We’re almost home.”

“When we return to Three Fingers, will you be queen?” Hope asked.

“I promised.” Gaire tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, squeezing into the seat next to Calder behind the steering wheel. “Melody is fussing downstairs, worried about her betrothed back home.”

“We’ll be there today.” Locking the wheel, he put his arm around Gaire, watching Mike. Hope laughed at something Mike said, and Mike beamed. “I’m pleased about that. Maybe he’ll find some happiness after all the ugly.” Gaire nodded. “And you’ll be queen.” She nodded again. “And I’ll be… What? The Orphan King?”

Gaire laughed. “King?” She playfully pinched his tattooed side. “No, you will be my mate.”

“Even better.” He tucked his finger beneath her chin, turning her to face him. “What will you do about the other queen?”

Gaire shrugged. A small volume was open in her lap, a doodle in the margin caught Calder’s eye. A white-haired mermaid clutched a trident in one hand while the other gripped a crown in a tight fist. He tapped the image. “I think I’ve seen that somewhere before.”

“Really? These are the Secret Annals, meant for queens’ eyes only.” She closed the book, tucking the small volume between them. “I wonder where you could have seen that.”

Calder shrugged. “We’ll deal with Mother Mistress when we have to, I guess. We’ll welcome all the mermaids that leave her.”

She paused, studying her fingernails. “I can’t believe that Venora did everything on her own. And the Secret Annals record a different story for the Mermaid that died at Benbecula. That mermaid had shown signs of becoming the next queen.

“Adrial was careful in her recording – accusing her of insanity and ignoring laws. I don’t believe them, though. There are even some journal entries that imply the Blue Men of Minch were beginning a rebellion.” She sighed. “There are so many pieces to wade through.”

This time, Calder nodded. Gaire continued, “I’ll be forced to deal with her someday, but when the Adrial’s neck is threaded in the noose, we’ll lay her treachery bare. Justice must find her.”

Calder nodded again, solemn, feeling her determination through the bond. He hoped he was prepared to shoulder the weight of leadership, sharing Gaire with the colony, without complaint. He swore to be the man she needed.

“But, for now, I am yours.” Her words reminded Calder that she could hear his thoughts.

He pulled her against him. “When the other time comes, we’ll deal with her together.” Their lips met in a deep kiss.










  
 

Epilogue
A few months later…

Calder did not answer Gaire’s thoughts, but listened to the bits and pieces crossing his mind. He sketched on the parchment, the peacock feather quivering above the quill. I think your wedding tattoo is coming along nicely. Another few days and it will be done. Do mermaids always tattoo their hands?

A light-hearted smile dimpled her cheeks, her eyes twinkled. Yes, mated ones - always in blue and always on their hands and always during the ceremony announcing their first child.

A scowl crossed her face. I still want to find out what happened to your mother, Calder – I think Adrial knows.

Pushing aside the twinge of melancholy, Calder laughed instead. Tomorrow’s worries. When do you think we’ll be able to announce our first fishling?

She agreed, in his mind now. I have a feeling it won’t be very long. You had better hurry with that tattoo. I’m the queen now, you know, maybe I’ll make a new tradition. Do you like purple ink?

Purple would be perfect. Things have turned out rather nicely.

He nodded at Mike. He recognized the intense look on his friend’s face. Hope was seated next to him, speaking animatedly. Mike had settled into life on Three Fingers, and Hope was the puzzle before him, and Mike intended to figure her out. Good luck, Mike.

Gaire burst out. “Oh. I have something for you. I asked Melody to put it in a safe place until we returned.” She reached into a seaweed woven pouch hanging at her waist.

She scooted in front of Calder, bringing herself forward onto her knees. He noticed little sand grains held to the edges of her scales. Calder brushed his hand over her, staring into her intense gaze. “I saved this for you.”

With her left hand, she positioned Calder’s two like a cup. Lowering her tightly fisted right over his open palms, her face awash in happiness, he felt something drop. She pulled her fingers away and waited.

A cobalt shell rested in his grasp, covered in stripes and spots. The memory of a system kid filled his mind.

Mike asked, “So, what was it?”

“It was a shell, a weird blue one. I can’t remember what she looked like, but that shell still smelled like my mom, or at least I think it did.” Calder shrugged. “Smelled like home anyway. It’s long gone now. They chucked it down the storm drain.”

“Never know. Sometimes things work out.”

“They don’t for me.” He took one last look toward the dark hole in the long stretch of roadside curb. “It’ll probably be that way until I die.”

That was a lifetime ago. Awe filled his heart. “Gaire? Where did you find this?”

“On a San Francisco beach, while I sought the one my heart loves.”

He pulled her close, breathing in her smell. “I have always been chasing you.”
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WHAT IF LOVE TURNED YOU INTO A MONSTER?

 

Forget petticoats and demure female behavior. Melusine Doré prefers armored corsets and knives and slays evil creatures for a living. The grim and gruesome don’t frighten her; she’ll take on a cyclops or a dragon and not even break a sweat. But when her rival, the charismatic Levi Cannon, comes to town, all her buried fears begin to surface. Melusine realizes she is in danger of something much more horrifying than facing blood-thirsty beasts – she’s in danger of falling in love. Because love alone has the power to reveal a secret terrible enough to completely shatter her world.

Set in the muddy streets of 1850s steampunk Chicago, Immersed by Katie Hayoz is a dark yet romantic fantastical romp. It is a stand-alone novella, the first in a series of adventures that follow Melusine on her quest to rid the world of monsters…and her struggle to come to terms with every monstrous facet of herself.








  
 





Note from the Author

 

Set in a steampunk version of Chicago, Immersed is fantasy.  However, while the story and gadgets and monsters may be make-believe, the setting is not. Built barely above lake level, before the mid-1850s Chicago had no proper drainage system and was a cesspool of disease and muck. So city officials as well as property owners took on the enormous feat of raising the streets and buildings anywhere from 30 inches to 14 feet!  It was common to see entire structures lifted by jackscrews, or even for houses to be moved from one part of town to another.  There were also building owners who decided not to raise their property.  Some of these houses partially below street level can still be seen today.

 

If you want to read more about Chicago raising its streets, you can start with these websites:

 

http://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago-Magazine/August-2010/Raising-Chicago-An-Illustrated-History/

 

http://gapersblock.com/airbags/archives/city_streets_how_chicago_raised_itself_out_of_the_mud_and_astonished_the_world/








  
 





Chapter One

 

LEVI CANNON BACK IN CHICAGO. NO NEED TO FEAR THE BOGEYMAN shouted the headline of the newspaper spread out on Melusine’s dresser.  A skilled drawing of Mr. Levi Cannon stepping on a monster with one giant eye was directly underneath the headline.  Below that was a quote that made Melusine fume:  “Miss Melusine Doré is now free to learn flower arrangement and make social calls.  There is a man in town to do a man’s job.  I promise you all that the beast found hunting here will be gone in a matter of days.  Unlike Miss Doré, I do not take precious time to see if a monster has a heart of gold or not.  It’s a monster, after all, and if its heart happens to be gold, well then, I shall rip it out and sell it for a fortune.” 

Grabbing her fountain pen, Melusine inked warts onto Levi’s nose and cheeks, and filled in the area between his eyebrows.  She gazed down at his lifeless face and grunted.  Warts and all, Levi Cannon still looked good.  Too good.

Once a year or so Levi would come into town, challenging Melusine, leaving a trail of dead monsters and smitten women in his wake.  But she never rose to his dares and instead stayed out of sight until he left.

He was too dangerous, for so many reasons.

Tonight, however, she had a job to finish.  She’d be quick as a bullet, no dallying.  Then Mr. Cannon would have no reason to stick around.  She fastened her scabbard around her right thigh and headed down the worn wooden stairs on tiptoe, but Mrs. Steed heard her regardless.  The landlady stepped out in front of her, her red-gray hair coiled round her head like a snake ready to squeeze.

“Where you off to, Miss Mel?  I don’t want you bringing any beastly body parts back here, you hear me?”

Melusine sidled past her, stifling a grin.  “It was just the once.  Every part of a Silver Spined Dragon is useful; I couldn’t allow the corpse to go to waste.”  The dragon meat was roasted, the claws carved into weapons, the scales ground up and sold and the vertebrae made into bullets. The wings paid for one month’s rent and a bag of butterscotch candy.  If Melusine had another beast like that to bring back, she wouldn’t hesitate.

Mrs. Steed harrumphed and pointed to the boarding house door. “Pull it tight behind you.”

Outside, it was approaching dusk, the smoke and steam of the city blending into the blue of the darkening sky and the white of the rising moon.  Across the street from Melusine, workers swore, sang and grunted, preparing a block of buildings to be raised by lifts out of the muck that was Chicago.  Up above, an airship hissed over the city, and down the street a clockwork horse whinnied a brassy sound.

A steam carriage huffed its way through the mud to stop directly in front of the boarding house.  As she trod down the steps, Melusine thought she saw something move in the alley next to the building.  A man, perhaps.  Thieves and assassins were common in Chicago, killing for a penny if they could.  Mel narrowed her eyes, scouring the darkness, but the driver pumped a lever and the coach coughed out a cloud of hot vapor.  “You getting in or not, Miss?”

She threw her shoulders back and climbed into the carriage.  Whatever it was that was out there was by far less worrisome than the thing she was on her way to face.

 

There were definite low points to Melusine’s job.  Looking out the coach window to see an enormous house rotting in the moonlight, Melusine thought, this is one of them.   Monsters never seemed to lurk in palaces with fancy rooms for rent.  They almost always chose buildings that looked about ready to crumble.

The house must have been white at one time, but now the paint was dirty and cracked, the gray wood peeking out from underneath.  A small porch hung onto the ground floor, a well-worn wooden rocking chair standing guard at the top of the steps.  The bottom step was half hidden in the sodden ground.  Melusine imagined it wouldn’t take much for the mud to swallow the house whole.

Her spine was jolted as the steam carriage drove over tree roots poking up through the dirt. The driver didn’t even call out an apology.  Had she been like other women, he’d have tipped his hat when she’d stepped onto the coach and he’d have apologized for a rough ride.  But she was unaccompanied, armed, and dressed more like a cut-throat than a lady.  She wore a stiff leather corset lined with metal that had saved her life more than once, as well as calfskin leggings and knee-high boots.  She wore no hat or ornaments in her dark hair and instead of keeping it in a smooth chignon, she’d tied it into a messy knot, the ends trailing over her bare shoulders.

She was often treated like she had the pox.

The carriage belched out black smoke and continued down the road, leaving Melusine to mount the house steps alone.  She tightened the pack on her back, loaded crystal bullets into her Colt Dragoon and verified her ease of access to the silver dagger in her scabbard.  Before turning the knob on the front door, she inhaled, the breath stretching into every part of her.  She counted – one, two, three – and then felt the familiar tug.  So it was here.  A monster’s presence announced itself like an itch from an invisible thread stitched underneath her skin.  Some would call it luck, others the Sight and still others a curse.  She played it off as talent and a job well done.

The door whispered against an Oriental rug, sending dust motes flying upward into the moonlight reaching lazily through the windows.  Melusine allowed her eyes to adjust to the dimness, then moved forward.  The scent of rot and decay got stronger as she closed in on the parlor. The hum of hundreds of flies filled the otherwise silent room. Both human and animal carcasses lay all over the floor.  Several factory workers had gone missing before anyone had thought something might be amiss.  The police did some detective work, but what they’d discovered was not the kind of adversary they were used to—a carnivorous Cyclops with an insatiable appetite.  The monstrous was more Melusine’s domain.  Once she’d determined a beast was a real threat—and once someone came up with enough gold to pay her—she’d agree to even the most grisly of jobs.

Despite the half-eaten bodies all around and the wriggling maggots decorating them, this was not nearly as grisly as the scenes she was used to.  A Cyclops was huge, strong, quick and hungry.  But not particularly smart.

The itch under her skin was nearly unbearable now.  The Cyclops had to be in the room with her.  She squinted into the shadows, keeping her breath even, her stance strong.

The darkness shivered next to a broken china cabinet.  A long arm reached out, claws swiping at her stomach. The Cyclops was directly in front of her then, nearly twice her size and faster than any human; it pushed her down, pinning her to the floor.  One giant eye blinked at her, a ragged set of teeth underneath it widening into a leer. She felt hot breath on her cheek, the odor of rancid meat accompanying it.

Melusine pulled the trigger on her pistol.  At the same moment that she sent crystal bullets exploding into the beast’s stomach, a long saber glinted out of nowhere; it swept down and sideways, slicing into the Cyclops’ neck.  Time stopped as the monster’s head wobbled then fell, slick, dark blood oozing all over Melusine’s chest and throat.

She swore as the hot liquid trickled down her shoulders and beneath her corset. “What in the blazes—?”

“I believe you meant to say ‘thank you’ and, of course, you’re very welcome.”

She knew that voice.  Its deep tone reminded Melusine of the molasses taffy from the confectioner’s down the street from her room. Damn it all to pieces. There was no hiding this time.

“Mr. Levi Cannon,” she said, pushing the Cyclops corpse off of her.  “What are you doing here?”

“Looks like I’m saving your life.”

Now that Melusine was no longer lying under the creature she could see Levi standing in a ray of moonlight, his dark auburn hair falling over his forehead.

“The Cyclops was already dead.” She motioned to the empty hole where its stomach used to be.  “I used crystal bullets.  Clean and tidy.  Crystal makes no mess.  Then you have to go and ruin my clothes with all this, this…blood.  She pulled at the top of her corset, her mouth turned down in disgust.

“You could always take them off. I wouldn’t mind.”

When Melusine’s only response was to glare, Levi continued.  “Besides, Miss Doré, you shouldn’t be in this business if you can’t handle blood.”

“It’s not the blood I mind.  It’s the needless mess.”

“Ah. “ Levi removed leather gloves from his hands and stuffed them in his pocket.

“Gloves?”

He winked and moved to help her up. “I don’t like to get my hands dirty.”

Ignoring his outstretched hand, Melusine jumped to her feet so she could glower at him from a better position.  His eyes were the color of dark honey and when they settled upon her, heat burned her cheeks.

This was Levi Cannon, the only other monster hunter in the country whose skill could rival her own.  He came from fortune and probably shat gold and yet he regularly yanked jobs out from under her feet – jobs she needed to pay the rent.  It was a joke to him.  It was survival to her.

“This is my kill.  Don’t even think you’re going to take credit. I’m the hunter in this town.” Melusine slid the pack from her back and grabbed the creature’s head by its hair.

As she began to put it in the bag, Levi reached out to stop her. “Sorry, Miss Doré.  If you want proof of the kill, you’re going to have to take the body. I’m the one who beheaded the beast.”

She glanced over at the corpse.  Even without the head, the Cyclops was at least seven feet long.  There was no way she was getting that into her pack or carrying it.  She’d have to chop it into pieces.

The swoosh of metal scraping leather filled the air and in an instant she had her dagger at Levi’s throat.  “I’ll take your head back with me if need be.  It would be a pleasure.”

There was no fear in Levi’s eyes, just a glint of amusement.  He licked his lips and waggled his eyebrows.

Melusine’s rage made her hand shake: he was enjoying this.

He put a finger to her dagger and slowly pushed it away from his neck, never taking his eyes off of her, his smile never faltering.  “If you feel that strongly, I won’t argue.  You can take the filthy head.  That’s not why I’m here, anyway.”

Melusine shoved the dagger back into her scabbard and fastened the pack closed over the monster’s hair.  “Well, then, Mr. Cannon.  Enlighten me.  Why are you here?”  She stood up straighter.  “Wait a minute…I’ve been tracking the Cyclops for days.  How did you know to come to this place?  Did you plant the monster here?  I wouldn’t put it past you to sacrifice innocent lives to boost your reputation as a hero –”

Levi laughed, the sound of it deep and strong.  “Oh, come now, Miss Doré.  You don’t believe that.”

Melusine looked him in the eye, her voice strong and serious.  “Yes, Mr. Cannon, I do.”

She saw the sparkle in his eyes dim somewhat and his smile slipped.  “Ah.  Well…in that case…”  He coughed.  “I followed you.”

“To home in on my kill.  You told the Chicago Times that the creature would be caught.”

He gestured to the decapitated body on the floor.  “And so it is.”

“You were outside my building!  You sneaky—”

“Alas, Miss Doré, I did not follow you to claim the Cyclops.  I’m here because Sir Edwin Aldridge asked me to speak with you.”

“What about a telegram?”

“He said he’s sent his card several times.  He’s also knocked on your door twice in the past three days.  Your landlady told him you hadn’t been very…social for a while.”

Melusine threw her hands up. “I’ve been on the job.  Sir Aldridge knows I don’t concern myself with other things while I’m working.”

“Yes, well, something of significant grandeur must be happening.  Why else would he beg me to come back to Chicago only to entreat me to find you?  He knows we stay out of each other’s way.” He popped open the cover of a shiny gold pocket watch.  “We’ll need be to going or we’ll be late.”

“He wants to see us now?  I can’t go now.  I’ve got to get proof to my employer.  And I’m covered in Cyclops blood.”  Melusine threw the full pack over her shoulder and strode towards the door.

Levi followed, touching his fingers to her elbow before she set foot on the porch.  His fingertips were warm against her skin.  “It’s not as if he’s going to ask your hand in marriage.  He knows the line of work you’re in.  Doesn’t matter if you’ve had time to freshen up.”

She sighed and let out a soft laugh.  No, Edwin was not going to ask her to marry him.  He already had and she’d already turned him down.  He was a man who always got what he wanted and did not take well to hearing the word “No.”  Her refusal of marriage had angered and hurt Edwin, and so it had been nearly a month since they’d spoken.  She wondered why he had broken the silence.

“I’ll need to hail a carriage,” she said. 

“I’ve got a horse.”  Levi pointed around the corner.  “You can ride with me.”

“Let me guess – it’s one of those ridiculous clockwork steeds that sweat steam but get nowhere fast.”

“Just come with me.” He still held her elbow, and now he dragged his hand down and slid his fingers into her own.  The moment their fingers entwined, she jerked her hand away. 

She followed him down the street, past dilapidated houses and a newly built factory.  Around the corner, a flesh and blood chestnut colored stallion was tethered to a hitching rack.  The animal snuffed out a greeting as they came near.

“He’s lovely,” said Melusine.  “I know you didn’t get him from Sir Aldridge because he only owns copper and steel.”

“I have other friends, believe it or not, Miss Doré.”

Melusine didn’t doubt it.  Between his father’s airship business and his own monster hunting, Levi probably had contacts in every city in the country. 

She mounted the horse, swinging her leg over gracefully.  Levi pursed his lips, another smile hovering behind the gesture.  “Most ladies prefer side saddle,” he said.  “Unaccustomed as they are to having something between their thighs.”

Melusine began to slide off.  “I believe I’d rather walk than listen to your—”

But he stopped her midway.  “Forgive me.  I take far too much pleasure in goading you. I’ll shut my sauce box. I promise.”

Levi settled in directly behind her.  She felt the heat of his chest against her back and the steel of his thighs around her hips.  The thick, dark curtain of her hair didn’t block out the warmth of his breath just above her right ear as he leaned forward and clicked his tongue, sending the stallion on its way.

She shifted forward, hoping to create a cushion of space between their bodies.  But with every step the horse took, she found herself sliding back into the solid wall of Levi’s chest.

They stopped at her employer’s, where she handed over the pack (and was thanked profusely for the dripping mess) and got a heavy purse of coins for her effort.  With it, she’d be able to pay the month’s rent and even afford a hot bath every other day.  A shiver of anticipation ran through her.  She’d also be able to afford a new vial of those fancy bath oils on display at the druggist’s.

She and Levi then rode past Lake Park to Aldridge Manor on Michigan Boulevard.  The Italianate tan brick mansion was grossly out of proportion to the other stately homes on the street.  Sir Edwin Aldridge was one to never be outdone, and his dwelling place was the obvious indicator of this.

Most of Sir Aldridge’s staff was mechanical—metal machines made up of gears and catches and pistons put together to look vaguely human.  An automaton wearing a top hat and a copper smile answered the door and led them to the private receiving room.  Under the light of the gas lamps, Levi seemed fresh and put together – the shimmering satin of his black cravat, the twinkling silver embroidery on his deep purple waistcoat a distraction from any possible lingering dirt or dust.  His disheveled hair was the only indicator that he’d just come from a kill and not a good grooming.  And here was Melusine, covered in Cyclops innards and cobwebs.

Levi smirked at her and opened his mouth to speak.

She held up both hands.  “Do. Not. Speak.”

He turned to poke at the logs in the fireplace.

The massive door to the room swung open, and Sir Edwin Aldridge stepped inside.  He removed his silk hat with his left hand—the mechanical hand—the copper cogs that made up his knuckles shining in the firelight. He held out his flesh and bone right hand to Levi, who pumped it up and down with his own.

Edwin strode towards Melusine, blanched at her appearance, and gave her a dry kiss on the cheek, his long nose cool against her skin.  “You’ve been busy, I see.”

His blond hair lay expertly coiffed upon his head, his rim beard combed into a sleek mane skimming his chin and sideburns. Every inch of him from his cravat to his walking stick to the metal tips on his shoes was crisp and shiny.  Melusine raked her teeth over her bottom lip and sighed.  Edwin’s preoccupation with perfection was one of the factors that had forced her to refuse his request to marry, no matter how much he had to offer.  Rationally, she knew she should have said, “Yes.”  It would have been nearly failsafe as there was little chance she could actually fall in love with the man.  He seemed more automaton than human at times, as if his mechanical arm was in fact the window to his heart.  There was little space for anyone in that clockwork organ.

She fingered the line of ribbons around her wrists.  Better to swear off men altogether.  It was safer for everyone concerned.

“Miss Doré.” Edwin lowered his voice so only she could hear.  “I’ll give you one more chance.  Marry me.”

“I’m sorry.”  Melusine turned to leave, but Edwin’s metal fingers flicked out, creating a cold cage around her wrist. 

“Then we have other business.  Stay.”

The clang of the iron fire poker against the marble fireplace made them both jump.  Levi slid the tool back into place next to the grate.  “So, shall we get the party started?”

Melusine threw her bloody self into one of the Louis XIV armchairs, taking a twisted sense of joy from the anguished look that crossed Edwin’s face as she did so.  “I’m sure I can find a clean dress for you in the house, Miss Doré,” he said.  Melusine imagined he was already making plans to scrub the upholstery.

She held out a hand in front of her, as if to inspect the blood caked under her fingernails.  “Thank you, but no; I’m dressed in my element.”

Levi laughed out loud, covering it with a cough.  Edwin glared at him but motioned for him to take a seat.  “I have a business proposal for the two of you,” Edwin started.

“Let me stop you right there.  You know he and I don’t work together,” Melusine said to Edwin then narrowed her eyes at Levi.  “I do have standards.  I may be a monster hunter but I’m in it to eliminate evil, bit by bit.  I don’t do it for sport, like some. I’m not in it to put another notch on my belt.”

Levi’s eyebrows went up and he gestured to the lines of white satin circling her forearms.  “No, just another ribbon on your wrist.”

She froze for a moment, taken off guard, a familiar feeling of terror chilling her veins. Memories scratched at her brain, trying to claw their way out, but Melusine shut them away so that all that came to the forefront was a sense of uncertainty.  “It’s not what you think.”

Levi winked and tugged at his pant waist.  “And I wear no belt.”

Edwin threw up his hands.  “I beg of you!  I’m no schoolmaster.  Stop acting like children.”  Melusine and Levi shifted in their chairs and sighed, but allowed Edwin to speak.  

“Now,” Edwin continued.  “I am not asking the two of you to work together.  Instead, I’d like to offer you a…challenge, if you will.  A competition.  I need a creature killed and quickly. I’m willing to pay an astronomical amount for that to happen.  Whichever of you succeeds gets the reward.”

“How much is astronomical?”  Levi asked.

Edwin wrote a figure on a piece of paper and held it up.  Levi whistled.  Melusine swallowed.  The numbers made her dizzy; it was enough to set her up for five years.  She needed that money.  Badly.

“You know I need more than money as motivation,” said Levi.

“Oh?”  Edwin stroked his thin line of beard with a copper finger. “Word has it that your father has grown tired of your ‘futile attempt at vengeance’ and has closed his purse to you until you’ve washed your hands of this monster hunting business.  If so, you’ll soon see that money is a very good motivator, Mr. Cannon.”

Levi’s jaw twitched.  Other than that, there was no sign that Edwin’s words held any weight with him.  Melusine wondered if the Great Levi Cannon really needed cash.

“But, believe me, there are other reasons you’ll be vying for this job.”  Edwin stood and paced in front of the immense fireplace.  “I lost one of my schooners, most of its crew, and an entire shipment of iron ore on a day when Lake Michigan was calm and slick as glass.  Another one of my ships went down a similar way.  I may be wealthy, but my bank account is not infinite.  I cannot withstand losses like this forever.  And, though we’ve made many modern advances, I’ve yet to find a ship that can sail itself.  In addition to my lost ships, my business is losing money daily because my men’s fear has taken over their common sense.”

“Fear of what?” asked Melusine.

Edwin took a moment before he answered.  He reached for a box on the low table between the chairs and took out a cigar, rolling it between his fingers.  He offered one to Levi and, when Melusine pouted, he offered her one as well.  It was only when the three of them were puffing pungent clouds of smoke out into the parlor that he spoke.  “One of the surviving crew rambled on about a sea creature taking them down.”

Dread crept quietly across Melusine’s stomach.  She shifted in her chair and focused on the cigar, trying to calm her beating heart. 

“Mermaids!  Sirens!”  Levi smacked his hands on the armrests of his chair.

“Mermaids couldn’t take down a whole ship,” Melusine said, her voice calm in spite of how she trembled inside.

“Oh, you’d be surprised.”  He turned to Edwin, excitement in his voice.  “This is why you called me!”

Edwin’s slate colored eyes rested on Melusine, and she looked away, afraid he’d read her sudden panic.

“So…what kind of sea creature is it?” she asked. “Is it really a siren?”

Edwin shrugged.  “It is the stuff of legends, Miss Doré.  A beast of giant proportion and force.  A kill like this could make your reputation shine for years.”

She and Levi shared a look, one that said, “That monster is mine.”

“Yes, but what is it exactly?”

“That,” Edwin said, “is for the both of you to find out.”








  
 





Chapter Two

 

The eyes on Sir Aldridge’s automaton driver shone like lamps.  When the carriage stopped in front of the boarding house where Melusine lived, the automaton turned its head, illuminating the shabby state of things in all its detail.   The city had been creating new, higher streets over plumbing pipes to keep Chicago from sinking further into the mud, asking property owners to raise their buildings to be in line with the new streets.  The boarding house owners didn’t want to spend the money.  Instead, a new stoop had been laid—a rickety wooden thing that set Melusine’s teeth on edge—and the second floor was now the first.  The first floor would now be well below the raised street level and so essentially a basement. Her landlady, Mrs. Steed, had moved her rooms so she could be next to the new entrance.  She sat with her door wide open in order to keep her stern eagle eye on everything and everyone who passed.

Melusine closed the front door behind her and turned to Mrs. Steed, handing her a coin.  “Tub free?”

Mrs. Steed wrapped her greedy fingers around the money and narrowed her eyes at Melusine. “All that blood is as bad as body parts.  What I don’t have to endure with you, Miss Mel. Careful not to ruin the carpet.”

Melusine eyed the stained, threadbare runner beneath her feet and raised her eyebrows.  “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Don’t go using the reservoir of hot water all for yourself, now, either.  We’ve got other girls here, too, who need a cleaning up.”

It was true—with all the whores and the pickpockets and maid-servants residing in this building, many were often in need of a bath.  The building owners had invested in a gas burner attached to the tub and had been clever to do so, as they charged extra for the privilege to use it.  It was an immense luxury in a house of otherwise meager comfort.

While Mrs. Steed started the process of heating the water, Melusine went up to her room to gather a robe, a small pistol (impossible to go anywhere without it) and a tiny vial of rosemary oil.  Then back downstairs again and to the basement.  One side of the space was used as coal storage; here again, each girl paid out extra for the privilege to keep her room warm.  Foodstuffs were also kept down here—potatoes and apples and the like.  Melusine contemplated taking an apple from the top of a bushel, but from its wrinkled appearance it wasn’t worth the pennies she’d have to pay.

A rat scuttled across the floor and wiggled into a large crack in the foundation. Melusine peeled her clothes off, grimacing at how stiff they were.  There was a lot of gore she’d have to scrub out.  Despite the early summer heat, it was cool down here and she shivered, chill settling on her skin.  She put one foot into the steaming water, then the other, sinking down until her shoulders were covered.  Of all the residents in the house, Melusine used the tub the most.  She was at odds with herself each time she bathed—part of her remembering that one fateful night, and part of her drawn to the water, to the feel of it caressing her limbs and holding her in its embrace.

A thick knot formed in her chest.  Mother.  It was impossible to take a bath and not think of her.  Impossible to forget her.  Which then, of course, made it impossible to forget him.  Her father.

Melusine took a rough cloth and began to scrub it over her skin.

She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of rosemary, remembering baths in another place, another time.  On bathing day, Mother took items from hidden drawers and pouches and set them along the vanity—from animal bones to human hair to odd teeth and scales from beings of nightmares.   She lit candles and set them in a circle around the tub, the wax pillars oozing a strong scent of decay, their flames spitting and fizzing rather than burning brightly. Mother filled the tin tub with water heated over coals, then lowered herself into it, directing Melusine and her younger sisters to bring her items from atop the vanity.  She chanted words that made no sense, hummed melodies that had no tune.  She smiled at her daughters, her eyes swirling with the blue of the sea.  Melusine, Ori and Tina rubbed a musty-smelling soap over Mother’s legs and arms and stomach and neck, then they held hands in dread and awe as the water in the tub bubbled and frothed, tendrils of steam rising like vines from its surface.  Mother glowed, her beauty growing tenfold, her dark hair curling like silken corkscrews about her head, her lips softening and plumping like pillows, her skin tightening and shining, once again fresh and young like dew on rose petals.   Even the girls did not know what their mother really looked like; Mother recast the same metamorphosis spell each week, never allowing its power to lose anything but subtle effect.  And yet the girls were fully aware that Mother’s bath was miraculous.  It was not voodoo.  It was not black magic.  It was both, and much more.

Witchcraft.

Her hands trembling, Melusine pushed the ancient memories from her mind.  It did no good to relive those days and widen the empty hole in her chest.

Instead, she forced herself to think about Edwin’s challenge.  Aside from the massive difficulty of having to face Levi Cannon, something else bothered her about the situation. She could understand why Edwin would hire them both.  Why he’d pit her and Levi against each other.  It was the fastest way to get rid of a monster.

But why hadn’t he told her about it sooner?  Had she really wounded his pride so fully by refusing his hand? Or did he know something more?  An underwater beast.  Quite coincidental that he chose to contact her to kill this type of creature.

Did he know?

No.  She shook her head, sending water droplets flying.  No.  She could not remember ever letting her secret slip.  She could not remember ever confiding the truth to him.  Edwin was not the sort of man to whom one showed one’s vulnerability.

The water was cooling down, and along with the rosemary oil, Cyclops scum floated on the surface.  Melusine glanced at the basement stairs and wondered if she could sneak in a clean soak before Mrs. Steed got suspicious.  She decided to not to take a chance at another bath, but just rinse instead.  She pulled the plug to drain the tub, not getting out of the copper coffin.  When there was no water left, she turned the spigot again.  Rusty brown liquid spurted out, then gave way to clearer water.  She put her limbs under the weak trickle.

She stopped, only for a second, when she dragged the cloth over her thighs.  Several triangular shaped welts spotted her skin there, a line of raised scar tissue along the edge of each mark.  She swallowed a raw lump in her throat and continued to rinse off, refusing to look any further at that part of her body.

Mother had got what she wanted:  Melusine was alone.

She dried off and wrapped herself in her velour robe (a rather inappropriate gift from Edwin).  She took the two flights of stairs to her room and stopped short when she saw there was a man sitting in the spindle-legged chair next to her dresser.  His face was hidden behind the open pages of the Chicago Tribune.

Melusine pulled the derringer from her pocket and pointed it, ready to shoot.

“You can put the weapon down, Miss Doré.  I’ve no intent to harm you.”  It was that taffy voice again.  Levi Cannon flicked a wrist and the paper folded down, revealing the drawing of him that Melusine had defaced only hours earlier.

Levi coughed lightly and one side of his mouth hitched up, his amber eyes dancing in the soft light.  “I didn’t realize you had such artistic talent.” 

Melusine ignored the comment.  She lowered her gun, but did not set it down.  “What do you want, Mr. Cannon?  And how did you get past Mrs. Steed?”

Levi took a moment to answer, his gaze traveling down to the exposed skin where the neckline of her robe gaped open.  Goose bumps eased up her spine, tickling the back of her neck. She grasped the robe and pulled the material together at the base of her throat.

“Your Mrs. Steed can easily be bought off with a smile and some cash.”

Melusine scoffed.  She should have known.

Levi continued, “And I am here because I’d like to offer you a proposition:  instead of working against each other for Sir Aldridge’s reward, why not work together and split the winnings?”

“I have a different proposition:  Why don’t you go back to whatever estate you’ve been hiding in these past couple of years and leave the job to me?”

Setting the newspaper back onto the dresser, Levi tipped his head to the side, scrutinizing her.  “Miss Doré, please tell me what I have done to elicit so much hatred from you.”

Melusine felt her face heat up, so she moved quickly behind the mahogany dressing screen that stood in the corner of the room.  She peeled her robe off and pulled on clean clothes, her heart thumping like horse hooves on cobblestones.

She’d set eyes on Levi for the very first time nine years ago.  She was only sixteen then, but she’d already seen the kind of damage love—her love, especially—could do.  She had performed for pennies, her clothes ragged and ripped.  He had watched, wearing the kind of finery only the wealthy can afford.  The spark of warmth in his amber eyes and the easy smile on his face had made her breath catch with longing every time they crossed paths.

And she hated him for it.

“Why hate you?”  She said now.  “It may have to do with the fact that you ridicule my successes and look down upon women as a whole.  It may also be because you are a spoiled little rich boy who takes work from those who really need it.”

Fully dressed in men’s gas pipe trousers and shirt, she stepped out from around the screen.  Levi took in a breath and let it out slowly, his hand running through his thick auburn waves.  “I see, then.  I’ve offended you.”

Melusine lifted her eyebrows, hands on her hips.  Levi’s gaze moved to where the material of the pants and shirt pulled against her curves.  “Although,” he said.  “Many would argue that it is you who offend the natural order of things.”

“Leave my room, Mr. Cannon.”

He stood, his frame taking up a good part of the tiny room.  “I, however, believe unruliness is far more fun than order, don’t you?”

“Good-bye.”  Melusine walked to the door and opened it for him.  He came through before she could move away, so she pressed her back against the doorframe.

He stopped there, the two of them with only a whisper of space between them.  He smelled of licorice and cedar wood and Melusine had to stop herself from sighing as she breathed in.  Leaning forward, his mouth grazed her ear, sending a warm shiver through her core.  “I’m not who you think I am, Miss Doré.”  His breath was hot against her skin.  “Aren’t you the least bit curious about the man underneath all the rumors?”

He walked down the stairs and out the front door without looking back.

Melusine turned back to her room, searching for any indication that something was not as it should be.  She did not keep any personal writings that would reveal her past.  She had no family heirlooms.  And apart from her weapons and the purse she’d won tonight, she owned no item of value.   The only thing she owned that she refused to part with was the one reminder of who she was and what she could become.  It would mean nothing to someone else.  But the memories laced to it were what instructed her whole life.

She opened a warped drawer on the right side of her dresser, the wood sticking and groaning as she did.  Under her chemise and stockings lay the naked bottom of the drawer.  Melusine rummaged around further, throwing the items onto her bed, but it wasn’t there.

Damn him, she thought.  Her armored corset was still a mess, so she topped her outfit with the next best thing: a thick leather one with steel boning and thick shoulder clasps.  Over a blouse and with an attached secret chatelaine, it was the perfect place for hiding a multitude of weapons.  She clipped a small dragon claw spear to one of the chains and slipped a throwing star in the pocket under the buckle on her left shoulder.

Then she rushed out the door after Mr. Levi Cannon.

 

Melusine’s boots thudded over the plank boards laid out as a sidewalk over the muddy street.  Ahead, standing under the gas street lamp, was Levi, tugging at the slippery cords of her small drawstring bag.   Melusine arrived in front of him just as he was dropping the contents into his palm.

“That’s mine.”

Several lengths of white ribbon, just like the ones Melusine wore on her wrists, tumbled out, many falling between the boards at their feet.  Then a rusted key with a filigree bow along with a dozen glittery coral colored scales, each one the length of Levi’s thumb, shaped like a small shell, only flatter.  Tiny prongs sharp as swords lay across one side of each scale.

 Frowning, he studied them.

“Hand it over,” said Melusine.

Unabashed, Levi began to stuff it all back into the little bag, pausing over the key.  “Key to your heart?”

“I have no heart, Mr. Cannon.   And very little patience as well.”

Levi couldn’t hide a laugh.  He dropped the key into the bag, but held up a shiny scale.  “Souvenir of a kill?”

Mel’s lips came together, forming a pink rosebud.  Her hair was still damp from her bath, the ends curling up and sticking to the skin on her cheeks and neck.  She brushed it away, trying to gain time to calm the panicked buzz of nerves riding her spine.

Levi’s eyes followed the sweep of her finger.

She took in a large breath and let it out.  “Souvenirs of a death, yes.”

“Care to tell me more?”

“Care to tell me why you stole that bag?  Not much in there is of use to a gentleman of means.”

Levi’s gaze flicked down to the sack then up to her face.  “I like to know who I am working with.”

“I’m not working with you, Mr. Cannon.”  She tore the bag from his hand and began to walk away.

“How do you intend to find the monster?”  He called out after her.  “Not easy to track in the water.  Lake Michigan is vast.”

She slowed but did not stop, turning just a bit to answer.  “Sir Aldridge has an underwater vessel–”

“Yes, I know.  He promised me use of it.”  He threw up his hands and grinned.  “But you…how are you going to track the monster?”

His grin grew wider as she stopped and swore.  “Damn Sir Aldridge and damn you, too, Mr. Cannon.”

Levi said, “It seems as though we may be forced to work together, Miss Doré.  You may have the rusty key to your heart, but I have the key to Sir Aldridge’s submersible.”  He held up the large mechanism that opened the hatch of Edwin’s vessel.

“Sir Aldridge is having a bit of fun with me and I don’t appreciate it.” She came back to him, the fizz of anger nearly popping off of her in sparks.  If Edwin was already helping Levi, she had little choice than to either work with the man or bow out of the challenge altogether.

She needed the money.  The question was, could she work so closely with Levi without consequences?  The weight of the small satin bag in her hand suddenly seemed enormous. “Mr. Cannon, I intend to find that monster and take Sir Aldridge’s money.”

Levi twirled the key in his fingers.  “It will happen much quicker if we fight together, not each other.”

Melusine closed her eyes and focused on how maddening Levi Cannon was, ignoring all else.  “Fine,” she said.  “We work together for Sir Aldridge’s coin.  But I need the cash more than you do.  We split it 60-40, with me getting 60 percent.”

“That’s preposterous!”

“Do you need the money?” Melusine heard the sharp edge of the dare in her voice.  Would he tell her the truth?

Levi stared at her, his eyes narrowing.

“Do you?”

“Oh, tarnation,” he swore.  “Yes.  Yes, I do.  If I continue the monster slaying and I don’t help my father out with his airship business, the only fortune I have is the fortune I make.  So I am no longer a gentleman of means, Miss Doré.  I was born into a cloak of wealth, but my life choices have caused me to shed it.”

“Hmmm…55-45.  It is my last offer.  I know the Chicago hunting grounds better than you, Mr. Cannon.  You’d do well to agree.”  

“I don’t see why—”

“Agreed or not?”  She kept her tone forceful and haughty, though she knew he was the one who held most of the cards. 

“Agreed.”  He rubbed a finger over the thin patch of stubble on his chin.  “I have a feeling it may well be worth my while to bow to your demands, Miss Doré.”








  
 





Chapter Three

 

Levi put a hand under Melusine’s elbow.  “Let me accompany you back to the house.  Then I’ll make a stop at the Patch to get any essentials.”

“You’ll be doing no such thing without me.  We will go together.”

For the first time, Levi looked astonished at something she’d said.  His eyes widened and his voice hitched up. “You do realize the Patch is extremely dangerous, Miss Doré?  Some call it the den of all the darkest sin and crime in Chicago.  In good conscience, I cannot let you come with me.”

Melusine let out a long sigh.  “Mr. Cannon, I lived in the Patch when I first arrived in Chicago.  Though you might believe my skill with weapons is inbred, it was, in fact, learned as means to survival.”

“I’d rather you stayed back, a woman has no place—”

“This woman’s place is everywhere.  Especially the Patch.  Besides, you may just need my protection.”

Levi laughed. “Ah.  A bricky girl, then.  Though I had no doubt that little frightened you.”

“Little does.”

“And yet there are moments that I would swear you are terrified of me.”  He looked her in the eye as he said it, the amber of his irises bright with mirth.  His gaze fell down to her lips and a hot thread of confusion wound around her lungs.  She took a step back and regained her composure.

“Terrified to be associated with you, Mr. Cannon.  I do have a reputation to uphold.”

He fingered a damp curl that had stuck to her neck.  “And what sort of reputation is that, Miss Doré?”

“The kind you do not have.”  She knocked his hand from her hair and swallowed a rising bubble of longing.  “We should go.”

Levi stared off down the street for a moment, then nodded.  “I’ll follow your lead, then.”

“We’ll walk.  I wouldn’t want any harm to come to your horse.”  Melusine headed in the direction of the river, her stride long and sure.

They walked in silence for a few minutes until Levi turned to her.  “I used to watch you perform.  Before I left town.”  Melusine stumbled, but caught herself, and Levi continued, “When you were just a girl of sixteen or seventeen begging for pennies on the street and surprising passersby with the quick turn of a blade or your accuracy with a blindfold and a bullet.”

Keeping her eyes on the wooden sidewalk in front of her, Melusine was grateful for the dim night.  She felt her cheeks blazing in memory.  Levi was a few years older than she, so he was a young man already when she would put on shows and pick pockets.  The wealthy boy with the auburn hair and the warm smile who came round, always leaving three times what he should in her little tin can.  The wealthy boy with the warm smile who made her want what she knew she could never, ever have.  So much better to hate him.

Levi continued. “But you had a strong Southern accent back then.”

Melusine shrugged.  “It took a while, but Louisiana finally lost its hold on me.”  Even as she said it, she knew it was a lie.  What happened down South still had its knobby roots wrapped around her soul.

 “I brought my pa ‘round once, to see you.  I thought…”  Levi shook his head.  “I don’t know what I thought, but I wanted him to see the girl with the indigo eyes and shining black hair that kept me captive.  The firecracker of a girl who whipped knives into painted targets and shot tin cans as they were thrown in the air.”

“Oh?”

Levi chuckled. “He wasn’t impressed.”

Melusine’s cheeks burned hotter.  She sped up, but Levi shot out a hand and stopped her by grasping her upper arm.  He moved in closer to her, his grip tightening slightly.  When his face was near enough that she could see the shadow that came from a day without a shave, he said, “But I was impressed.  Very much so.”

She glanced up at his eyes; for once there was no hardness there, no pleasantry or teasing.

She felt her own eyes burn and prickle with ridiculous unshed tears.  She pulled her arm from his hand and set back off at a brisk clip, staring straight ahead.  “There may be several places in the Patch to procure what we need; however, the very best is a shop run by one Mr. Digby, an apothecary of the supernatural.  In order to kill a sea creature, we’ll have to first lure it out.  It’s not as if an underwater surface as large as Lake Michigan is easy to explore.  We’ll need –“

“Special bait.  I know, Miss Doré.  I’ve been hunting monsters for a while now.”

Her hands shook slightly as she fingered the satin bag containing the scales.  Mr. Digby would love to grind these into a powder to sell just for this purpose.  She yanked on her chatelaine, pulling one of the strings of copper chain out from between her breasts, clipping her bag to it and stuffing it back down her blouse.

The noise coming from the streets and the leaning wooden buildings and cabins told them they’d reached their destination.  While the rest of the city wasn’t deserted, it had been fairly quiet compared to the ruckus in the Patch.  Saloons belched out drunken men and plenty of ladies with too much paint on their faces hugged the dark entranceways to different businesses.  Loud barking and growling came from one of the doorways that was half sunk into the mud.  Men shouted and jeered on the dogs tearing at each other.

A dusty sign hanging over a pit that led down creaky wooden steps to the door, said Eden’s Apple.  The odor of the long-dead and the musk of magic was thick.  Melusine hesitated, her heart catching, as the smell brought her back to her mother’s secret spells.  To the spell her mother had cast on the last night Melusine was home.

Mother had lowered Father to the floor, setting him down gently, as if he could still be wounded.  She stood, her dressing gown covered in blood, loathing darkening her eyes.   “I will never forgive you, Melusine.  I will make it so that you can never love. I will make it so that love turns you into a monster.”

She took her powders and liquids and, in a bowl made from the skull of a rougarou, pounded the ingredients together.  From her tongue shot a stream of unintelligible words, harsh and clipped.  In her right hand was a large rose colored scale covered with barbs.

“Komplé,” said Mother, and dropped it into the skull.  “Even if you find love, Melusine, when your lover sees you as you truly are – monstrous – you will find yourself alone.”

Now, Melusine opened the door to Eden’s Apple.  No windows brightened the shop, just dripping candles and a gas lamp here and there to keep the place from falling into total darkness.  Bottles of powders and grains lined dusty shelves, and bouquets of feathers and different kinds of animal tails hung from the rafters.  Levi walked slightly ahead of Melusine – she wasn’t sure if it was chivalry or chauvinism.

Mr. Digby stood behind the counter, carving intricate symbols into what was once the talon of some beast.   From this angle, Melusine could see through his thinning gray hair to the rounded line of his scalp.  He looked up and focused on Levi, then took off his spectacles, his already rheumy eyes going even cloudier with suspicion.  “Who are ya and what d’ya want?”

“Mr. Digby,” said Melusine, forcing him to look her way.  “It’s me, Mel.  I’ve come for a bit of help, if you’d be so kind.”

The old man’s eyes went soft.  “Ah. My sweet Mel. You’re a sight.”

“Mr. Cannon and I are hunting a lake monster.  We don’t know exactly what kind, but something strong enough to take down a schooner.”

Mr. Digby put the carved talon on the counter and shuffled over to a bookshelf with dozens of thick volumes squeezed into the shelves.  He took out a blue leather tome, its pages edged in gold, and thumbed through it.  “Lucky for you, you’re lookin’ for a freshwater beast.  Were ya looking for a sea creature, we’d have too many options to sift through.”

He put a knobby finger on a page and moved it down, mumbling as he did so, “Kraken is saltwater… not a clelosees…don’t think it’d be a kelpie…a naiad isn’t strong enough…not likely it’d be a fin person…”  Tapping the page as he reached the bottom, he said, “You’ve got four real possibilities: a Leviathan, an Abaia, a Fystenean, and a Siren Eel.”

Melusine shared a glance with Levi.  Each of those were enormous beasts with hides like armor.

“Lake monsters are monsters, ya know.  Not aquatic animals.”  Mr. Digby closed the book and began to search through potions and powders. “They cannot be caught with a hook and line, and their appetite is specific to their race and breed.”

Levi nodded.  “And do you have bait for each of these creatures?”

Mr. Digby looked in silence for a while, tsking and harrumphing as he came across bottles with barely a speck inside.  Finally, he set out a bottle of pasty gel, a tin box of fine shavings, and a flask of clear liquid.  “These’ll do ya for the Leviathan, the Abaia and the Fystenean.  But I ain’t got the dust that’ll attract a Siren Eel.”

“Where can we find it?” Melusine asked.

Mr. Digby shook his head.  “I’m afraid it’s unlikely you will.  Need mermaid scales—or the scales of a siren or some sort of fin person.  Could be why a Siren Eel is attacking, because the fin people are its natural prey.  And ain’t no one seen a mermaid or the like in—”

“Eight years,” breathed Levi.

Mr. Digby narrowed his eyes at Levi and nodded.  “That’s it exactly: eight years.  Any found were massacred after a mermaid captured a boy—one Amos Cannon—right here in Lake Michigan.”  Now he stopped and tilted his head at Levi.  “What’d you say your name was again?”

Levi took a breath and let it out in a short puff.  “Levi Cannon.  Amos was my older brother.”

“And you’re the one who done the killing.”

Levi’s face darkened.  “Those evil beings shouldn’t be allowed to live.”

“It won’t bring him back, though, will it?”  Melusine said quietly, the pain and guilt around her own loss still raw after all these years.  “Your brother’s gone no matter how many monsters you slay.”

“Are you judging me, Miss Doré?  Because I’d say coming from a monster hunter such as yourself that takes a lot of nerve.”  Levi’s whole body went taut, his eyes burning.

Melusine thought of the key and the scales in her satin bag.  “No,” she said truthfully.  “No, I’m not.”

The three of them looked down at the items on the counter and listened to the distant sounds of a fight somewhere on the street.  Levi said, “Wrap them up for us.  We’ll try what we can.”

Once the items were in a bag, Melusine tapped her fingers against the counter. “It’s a Siren Eel.  Good luck is not my calling card, so I’d be surprised if it’s any of the others.”

Mr. Digby shook his head.  “Then I hope you’re in no hurry to catch it.  Without a mermaid for bait, it’ll be hard to find.  Those creatures are smarter than they look.”

While Levi tried to coerce the old man into searching the room again, sweat trickled down Melusine’s back.  A sour taste rose into her mouth, and she swallowed it down with difficulty.  Finally, she reached for her satin bag and dug a scale out of it, silently setting it on the counter.

The men stopped arguing and looked down at the scale, up at her, then back to the scale again.  When Mr. Digby picked it up to examine it, Levi whispered, “I should have known. That’s a mermaid scale. ”

“Fin person,” said Melusine under her breath.  “This particular one has two tails.”

“Dear Mel.” Mr. Digby beamed.  “Please tell me you have more of those.  They’re priceless.”

“They’re not for sale.”

“The more I use, the more powerful the potion.”  Mr. Digby could barely keep his hands from her bag.

“I’ll give you six,” said Melusine.  “And you’ll make the potion right here where we can see you do it.”

 

Half an hour later, Melusine and Levi climbed up the stairs out of the underworld foundations and into the street.  The stink of booze and vomit and sludge permeated the dark air.

On the corner, a band of five rough-looking men stood sizing them up.  As Melusine and Levi were about to walk past, the thugs stepped out in front of them.

The biggest one had a long scar running from his temple to his neck.  He tilted his head towards Levi.  “Mighty fancy clothes for this part of town.”

Levi looked down at his waistcoat and smoothed it with his hand.  “How kind of you.  I’ll give you my tailor’s name, if you’d like.  His shop is just ‘round the corner.”

One of the shorter ones chuckled, and Melusine noticed half his teeth were missing.  He elbowed another man, who had a matted beard and arms the size of pillars.  The bearded one addressed Levi. “Forget the tailor, pretty Mary, we want the clothes.”

Levi nodded and unbuttoned his waistcoat, but before slipping it off his shoulders, he took his leather gloves from his pockets and put them on.

The five men eyed each other, silently closing in on Melusine and Levi.   “The clothes. And the girl.”

Levi draped the waistcoat over one arm and tilted his head from side to side, considering. “I should warn you; the girl is more trouble than she’s worth.”

The big one grinned.  “But she’s such a bit of jam.  I’ll take my chances.”  He reached out to grab her, but he was too sure of himself, too slow.  Melusine closed her hands around his fingers and bent them back until she heard a pop.  He pulled back, swearing, tears in his eyes.

“Warned you,” said Levi.

Then it all happened at once.  Two shorter ones and the bearded one went for Levi, who flipped his waistcoat over the shortest one’s head, blinding him.  He kicked him in the kneecap, sent an elbow to the second guy’s chin and knocked the bearded one down with the sweep of his foot.

The big man came back at Melusine, this time faster and with more determination while his tattooed buddy grabbed her upper arm, fingers digging into her flesh.

A surge of adrenaline buzzed in her ears as she stepped forward, closing the distance between her and the big guy’s scarred face.  His tattooed friend still had a hold of her, so she thrust her forearm upward, the bones in her wrist clipping that man in the throat.  He immediately lost his grip and began to sputter.  The big guy was on her now and she elbowed him in the soft spot right under his ribs.  He bent over, grunting.  A swift knee to his trinkets and he was down.

She reached for the throwing star in her shoulder strap and sent it right into the tattooed man’s shoe.  She then pulled out the dragon spear, but the guy was hopping around, whimpering.  No need to waste a good weapon.

“Not another move,” she said, though a part of her was sorry it was over so fast.

Next to her, Levi had his pistol out and pointed at the men.  On the ground near his feet was an abandoned knife and the bag of bait from Mr. Digby.  He picked up both and smiled.  “We’ll be on our way now.”

The five ruffians did nothing as the two of them backed away.  Once they were out of sight, Levi stuffed his gun back into the holster under his shirt.

Silence followed the two of them down the street.  Finally, Levi turned to Melusine.  “Are you hurt?”

Melusine shook her head, then, in spite of herself, laughed aloud.  “Did you see the big one’s face?  Ha! That’s what he gets for calling me ‘bit of jam’!”

Levi chuckled. “Yes.  I’d think you’re more of a marmalade – tangy and sour.  An acquired taste.”

“Mr. Cannon, be careful what you say.  I’m still looking for a fight.”  The smile on Melusine’s lips grew wider, and she was surprised at how wonderful it felt tugging at her lips.  When was the last time she’d genuinely laughed?

“A bare knuckled brawl?  Not something I take part in very often.”  Levi slipped the gloves off of his hands, showing her a deep gouge in the leather, then a pink line on the fleshy part of his palm.  “Good for grabbing blades, if you’re able to avoid the sharpest parts.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed, Mr. Cannon?”

They were in front of her building now, the night at its darkest point.  She expected Levi to come back with a flip comment, something to annoy her.  But instead, when he spoke his voice was low and serious. “You were magnificent back there, Miss Doré.  I know I kid you and your work, but all kidding aside, I’m honored to carry out this job with you.  In fact, I very much look forward to it.”

Melusine felt a tightening under her breastbone and a swooping in her stomach.  For once, she did not have a sarcastic response at the ready.  She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.  Levi reached out and brushed a long strand of hair from her face, his fingers leaving a trail of warmth along her cheek and temple.  He leaned closer to her, ever so slowly, until she was surrounded in his licorice and cedar wood scent, until his lips just barely brushed hers.  His one hand moved behind her head, gently grasping her hair.  His other hand moved to her hip, shifting her corset just enough that the sachet with the remaining scales pressed against her chest.

Abruptly, she stepped back and untangled herself from Levi’s hold.  “Goodnight, Mr. Cannon,” she said, keeping her voice as steady and cold as possible.  “I trust you’ll understand if I ask you to give me the bottles of potion; you already have the key to the submersible—I cannot allow you to have the bait as well.” She held out her hand and waited.

Confusion clouded Levi’s eyes for a mere second, but then he nodded.  “Of course.”  He gave her the sachet without touching her skin with his own.  “I’ll see you in the morning at the boat docking?  Nine o’clock?  We’ll need the sunlight in order to see better under the water.”

“Until then.”  Melusine raced up the rickety stairs to her building, not daring to look back.  She ignored Mrs. Steed’s cries of, “Quiet, girl!” as she slammed the door and ran to her room.  Once inside, Melusine nearly fell onto her cot.  Her breaths came quick and uneven, her hands shook, and unshed tears clawed at the back of her throat.

Dear God, was she mad?  How could she have let her guard down for even a moment?  She KNEW how dangerous it was for her…and for him.

She undressed and slipped into a thin chemise to sleep in.  It covered her top half, but left her thighs bare.  The u-shaped scars on her skin there shone scarlet in the moonlight.  She opened the silk bag that held the key, ribbons and scales.  Half the scales were now pounded into a powder.  The remaining scales she took out and lined them up with the triangular welts on her legs.

They matched perfectly.








  
 





Chapter Four

 

Melusine looked out the window. The sky above the smoke of the city was turning orange. She spotted the gigantic silver balloons of airships glinting in the rising sunlight.  Below her, on the street, steam carriages hissed and sighed, carrying people from here to there.  It was just dawn and already Chicago was full of life.

Outside, she waited to cross the street as an entire house on rollers was being pulled down the road by live and metal horses.  Rather than stay put and have their homes raised out of the muck, many wealthy people had decided to move the buildings themselves to a new (and more stable) location in the city.  As the house rolled by, Melusine spotted a family sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast, their routine not changed in the slightest by the fact that the house was swaying underneath them.  Melusine smiled and shook her head.  This was the sort of madness she loved about Chicago.

Forgoing a carriage for a brisk walk, she kept pennies in her palm to pay the crossing sweepers.  The homeless boys who cleared the corner of slop and mud brought a pang of kinship to her heart.  She hadn’t swept dirt when she’d come to Chicago, but she knew what it was to rely on strangers’ generosity for her next meal.

At the far end of Dearborn Park, dull, black metal trains lined up at the railroad station, chugging and gasping as they prepared to leave.  Above her was the huge platform where airships docked briefly on their way to somewhere else.

Melusine strode to the boating docks, squinting out at the huge expanse of Lake Michigan.  The lake was an endless line of blue, meeting up with the sky at the horizon.  There was little wind today, the waves soft hills instead of sharp cliffs.

She heard the soft scuffle of shoes on the planks and said without turning around, “Good morning, Mr. Cannon.”

Levi moved next to her, an amused smile on his lips.  “How did you know it was me?”

“The stink of self-importance gave you away.”

Levi’s smile didn’t fall, but stayed fixed.  Too fixed.  “Shall we then, Miss Doré?”  He led her further down the docks, past the sailing ships and the newest steamers.  Here the mud and slime were worse than downtown, her feet nearly sinking below the surface with each step.  Finally, they came to Sir Edwin Aldridge’s private mooring.  Levi’s key opened the iron gate leading onto the jetty.  The doorframe was wrought into twisted vines that ended in barbed points, deterring any intruders from trying to climb around the gate to the pier.

The top half of the submarine shone copper and gold in the rising sun, a round metal ball with a large observation window at the front and a square hatch and long periscope at the top.  At the back, the rudder stuck out like a fish’s tail, two large propeller wheels hugging its sides.  But overall, it was not much larger than a marriage bed.

Melusine’s belly rocked and her knees nearly gave out.  But she locked them into place and stood in the slight breeze, deep breaths grounding her.  She’d traipsed through a mountain pass infested with packs of spike-tailed dragons, she’d carved the beating heart out of a 400 year-old vampire, for pity’s sake.  This should be easy.  She was a professional.  It didn’t matter that the quarters were so close.  Or that Levi smelled so good. Or –

“Gorgeous thing, isn’t she?” Levi commented as he opened the hatch.  “I cannot wait to try her out.”

Melusine took another breath and nodded.  The craftsmanship was lovely.  But the sub was just so small.  She stood stock still while Levi held out his hand to help her inside.

“Ahem,” he coughed.  “Ladies first.”

Melusine gestured down at her outfit of gas pipes and her armored corset.  “I’m hardly a lady, Mr. Cannon.”

His face broke into a grin and he pulled her forward so she could step inside the hatch.  “Then this will be so much more fun than I’d anticipated,” he said, his mouth near her ear as he lowered her into the submersible.

Inside, she had barely enough room to turn around.  There were two narrow leather seats facing the observation window, a panel of levers and gauges and, on the floor, two sets of pedals.  She sat down as he descended, spinning the wheel on the hatch above him to close it.

When he had settled into his own seat, it was obvious that even leaning away from him, their bodies would be touching.  His thigh grazed hers, as did his hip and shoulder.

He pointed to the pedals.  “A treadwheel powers the sub.  Looks like we may have to get hot and sweaty, Miss Doré.”

Levi flipped a lever and several switches.  Then the both of them began to pedal.  The water gave a good amount of resistance at first, but then the pedaling became easier as they moved further out into the lake and under the water.

“Sir Aldridge tells me we have a full two hours of air before we need to worry.”  Levi was pedaling faster now, his leg rubbing against Melusine’s, creating a small inferno in the friction.

“It’s a big lake.  Two hours won’t get us far.  We’ll need some luck if we’re to find the beast.”  Melusine focused on the glass in front of her.  They were still close enough to the surface for the water to remain murky, but the further they descended into colder water, the clearer it became.

“Or we’ll be lucky and the creature will come to us.”  Levi raised his eyebrows.  “You did bring the bait?”

Melusine pulled her chatelaine bit by bit out of her cleavage while Levi watched.  The first length of chain held the bottle of gel.  “Leviathan,” she said.  The tin box was clasped to another part of chain.  “Abaia.”  Then came the flask.  “Fystenean.”  Finally, the last links of copper were attached to a small glass vial.  Melusine held the shimmering powder a moment and swallowed.  “Siren Eel,” she said, her voice breaking.

Levi raised his eyebrows.  “What else do you have hidden in there?”

Melusine matched his look with her own.  “Treasure beyond your wildest dreams, Mr. Cannon.”

A wicked smile spread across his face.  “I don’t doubt it.”

A large perch swam past the observation window.  Melusine studied the levers and buttons in front of them.  “We’ll need to be ready. Where’s the harpoon on this vessel?”

Levi motioned to a switch near his shins.

“And the gun is here.  I’ll be happy to let you do the shooting.”  He grasped Melusine’s hand and guided her fingers between his knees to the long lever protruding from the control panel.

Melusine ripped her hand from his and shook her head, her hair falling over her cheeks.  “You are proof that wealth cannot buy class.”  To her annoyance, Levi chuckled rather than take offense.

They were now deep enough that the water was clear and they could see the gray expanse of clay-like sand at the bottom.  And there, just ahead, in two large pieces, lay the remains of Sir Aldridge’s ship, My Lady.

“Perfect place to start,” said Levi.  “Wonder what was so attractive about Sir Eldridge’s boat for the beast…”

Melusine swallowed a dry bubble of air.  It seared as it went down her throat.  It hadn’t occurred to her until now, but she’d been on both of Edwin’s downed ships recently.  Edwin had shown them to her, said he’d named this particular one for her as it had just come out of the shipyard.  He’d suggested that the money made on freight would keep her happy forever, if only she accepted his offer of marriage.

She’d said no, but had walked every inch of those schooners all the same. How had she not realized that her scent alone could be his undoing?  That her mere presence could bring on the wrath of a Siren Eel?  She understood now, but could not share her thoughts with Levi.  If anything, she’d have to throw him off the track.

“Perhaps the smell of money attracts water monsters,” she said.  “Sir Eldridge reeks of it.”

The line of Levi’s mouth tightened.  “Ah.  I see, Sir Eldridge reeks of money and I of self-importance.  Would it be possible, Miss Doré, that you disapprove of all gentlemen?”

“I see very little difference between monsters and men.”

Levi straightened his cravat.  “Surely, men are better looking.  At least you can give us that.”

“Is it starting to stink in here?”  Melusine waved her hand in front of her face.  “Conceit has such a rotten odor—”

“So does willful denial.  And you smell strongly of it.  Admit you’re attracted to me.”

“We only have an hour and forty minutes of breathing time left, Mr. Cannon.  I’m afraid all of your hot air will burn that up too quickly.  For our own survival, why don’t you keep your mouth shut?”  Melusine leaned away from Levi, though it was uncomfortable and difficult.  Immediately, she missed the warm tingling she had gotten from being in contact with his thigh.

Damn it all to pieces.  Her body was a treacherous, traitorous thing.

Levi didn’t look in the least perturbed.  He held out his hand for the bottles of bait and she handed them to him, one by one.

The sub had four mechanical appendages that allowed the vessel to either crawl upon the lake bottom or to grasp and hold items found in the water.  Levi put a small bit of bait into the compartment that held the folded limbs and then released them.  The gears clicked and whined, but eventually all four arms were fully extended, the different potions in their metal claws.  As the bait spilled into the lake, the water in front of the window went from clear to cloudy.

“Now we wait to see what kind of monster comes,” Levi whispered, a chord of excitement making his voice vibrate.

The only sound inside the submersible was their even breathing and the occasional groan of the vessel under the weight of the water.  Time ticked forward, Levi regularly taking his watch out of his pocket, glancing down at its face, then slipping it back into his pocket again.

“And what if it’s none of those four?  What if we’re dealing with something else entirely?” he said after nearly an hour had passed.

“Mr. Digby knows his monsters.”  But so did Melusine.   She began to itch, a tightening like salt water drying on her skin.  The thing was near.

The sub wobbled as something disturbed the water.  The observation window went dark for a good three seconds as the monster swam past.  Along its length, they could see immense shiny black scales with spiked edges.   Then nothing, as if it had disappeared into thin air.

Levi’s shoulders tensed as he put a hand on the switch for the harpoon.  His gaze darted to each of the miniscule port holes on their sides.  Melusine’s skin felt like it was going to crawl right off of her.

Suddenly, an enormous set of pointed teeth rammed against the front window, the sound as loud as an explosive.  A slick purple tongue dragged across the thick glass that was still, amazingly, intact.

“Siren Eel!” Levi laughed as if this were the creature he’d been hoping for.

He launched the harpoon as the beast pulled back to gather more steam for another attack.  The silver point of the weapon bounced directly off the thick layer of scales, but that didn’t stop the eel from screaming.  Its high-pitched wail could be heard all the way to the other end of the lake.

Now Melusine could see the creature well.  The Siren Eel was thick, but long and snake-like, maybe a good thirty feet long—Melusine wasn’t sure because from the observation window she couldn’t see the entire beast all at one time.  A mountain range of dorsal fins stuck out from along its back, sharp and pointy as swords.  Its eyes were like gaslight flames—a mixture of burning blue and orange.  Tube-like nostrils protruded from the beast’s long snout, and though all its teeth were massive and pointed, three pronged fangs jutted out from its top lip.

Levi reached down for the gun control, while she pedaled to get the vessel closer to their prey.  The monster opened its jaw and headed straight towards them, thousands of tiny bubbles trailing its head as it approached.

“Now!” shouted Melusine, and Levi pumped the lever, shooting off a round of bullets into the eel’s mouth.  It screeched, pink spots of blood flowing from its tongue, and shook its colossal tail, slamming it against the sub.  The vessel was catapulted through the water, Levi and Melusine like dolls thrown about inside it.

Somehow, Melusine had landed on top of Levi, her back to the control panels, her chest directly under his chin.  His breath was quick and hot against the front of her neck.  She grasped his shoulders, trying to quickly get off of him but her right boot was stuck between a pedal and the base of his seat.

“Blazes!”  She wiggled her foot and only succeeded in wedging herself closer to Levi. “I can’t get my foot free.”

The submersible juddered as the eel hit it again. “Dear God, any other time I would be reveling in this,” Levi moaned, his lips warm on her skin as he spoke, his hands gripping her hips.  “But right now, Miss Doré, you make a better door than a window.”

She was effectively blocking any view of the observation glass for him, her body in front, and her hair hanging like a thick curtain on either side.  He reached up and gathered her hair in his hand, then peeked around her shoulder.  “This will have to do.” He leaned further into her and shot off another round of bullets.

“Did you get him?”  She squirmed around, trying in vain to see behind her.

“Knocked out a tooth.  But with how many he’s got, I doubt it will make a difference.  We need to keep the sub’s appendages out; those are the only things that are making us too big for him to swallow.”

“Mr. Digby said the mouth is a Siren Eel’s weak spot.”

“It is.  But ‘weak’ for a beast of that size is relative.”  He pressed against her body, his chest hard against her as he fiddled with more controls and shot off another harpoon.  “Our harpoons are like tooth-picks to this monster.”

He must not have shaved that morning, because Melusine felt the rough sand of stubble against her collarbone.  One of his hands left the controls and slid up her back.  Her heightened adrenaline amplified the hum of his touch.

“We may be in over our heads,” he whispered.  She wondered for the briefest moment if he was talking about their physical proximity or their situation with the Siren Eel.

The submersible plunged into darkness as the Siren Eel wrapped its jaw around the vessel.  The screeching of bent metal filled the air, and then Melusine felt a steady trickle of wetness on her left shoulder.

“A leak!”  She took a breath and held it, counting to five, trying to calm her skittering heart.  When she exhaled, she didn’t feel calmer, but slightly more concentrated.  She wriggled her foot around once again, and this time she felt it break free from under the pedal.  She pushed off of Levi and fell back into her own seat.

The appendages must have stopped the eel from holding the sub in its mouth, as dim light once again filtered through the window.  Levi stood, struggling with the wheel on the hatch, which was dented inward.  Water rained down onto his face and shoulders.  A puddle of it was now at their feet, and was rapidly filling the sub.  “Oh, ballocks!” he swore and smacked the hatch.

“Pedal!  Let’s try to get this heap up to the surface if we can!”  Levi dropped back down into his seat which was now soaked.  The two of them pedaled as hard as they could.  Melusine’s thighs ached with the effort.  The eel must have damaged some part of the system, because it was nearly impossible to get the vessel to react.

But eventually, they moved upward.  Not all the way to the surface, as the water now reached their waists and they couldn’t waste any more time pedaling.  “And I thought our biggest worry was running out of air,” Levi shouted, shaking his head, lake water pouring over him.  “I need to get that hatch open or we’re trapped.  You try breaking the window.”

But the eel came at them again, the sub a toy ball for a large, ugly puppy.

At impact, the hatch folded in upon itself even more, widening the gap where the water was coming in.  Levi tugged at the thick metal, pulling it a hair’s breadth further.  But it was still too small for either of them to slip through.

Melusine pounded the observation glass with a sharp bit of metal from one of the levers.  But her blows made no difference.  Not more than a scratch.  Edwin had constructed this contraption to be indestructible.  Typical Edwin.

They were going to die in this metal vessel.

Enough! she told herself, you can do this!  And she pressed her face against the glass, the water up to her chin.  The eel was undulating around them.  She bit her tongue hard, the metallic taste of blood filling her mouth.  As the eel turned its head her way again, she caught its blue-flamed gaze.

She opened her mouth and spit into the water.  The red ribbon of blood floated in front of her, its scent slowly reaching the beast on the other side of the glass.

The eel’s eyes lit to orange and it raced directly towards her.  Its long teeth smashed against the glass like sharpened battering rams.  Once, twice…and as the water was level with her mouth, she was finally satisfied with a loud crack.

She felt Levi next to her.  “Something got him excited,” he said.  “Take a breath!”

He rammed his shoulder against the new fissure in the glass.  It broke into two pieces.  Water rushed in to the sub.  The eel bit down again, its teeth puncturing the metal.  Its tongue flopped into the open observation window as if someone were rolling out a long carpet.  Melusine stomped on the tongue with the heel of her boot and was rewarded when the slimy thing retracted.  Levi wrapped one arm around Melusine’s waist and swam quickly out the hole.

The two of them kicked their way upwards towards the surface.  Their shoes weighed them down, the water tugging on the stiff leather, but both Levi and Melusine had enough strength in their arms to keep them moving upward.  With the submersible still covered in the odor of the mermaid scale bait, the risk to their lives would be minimal…if it didn’t pick up on Melusine’s secret scent.  The Siren Eel gnawed for a moment on the vessel, but as Levi and Melusine reached the warmer water closer to the surface, it turned its attention towards them.

Already Melusine’s lungs felt full to bursting, but instead of kicking the few feet to the surface, she released herself from Levi’s grip.  She sensed his confusion in the way he thrashed around, unsure what she was doing.  She pointed upwards, telling him to go.  And as his head broke the surface, she swam off, leading the Siren Eel away from him. At least he would be safe.

She felt for the blade in her sheath and pulled it out.  Once the weapon was in her hand she kicked and turned around.  The eel was only a few feet from her; she was no bigger than its incisors.

The beast opened its jaw and despite her agility in the water, she was caught inside its mouth.  Its teeth were yellowing stalactites; she grabbed hold of one, though the force of the water wanted to push her further down its throat.  Before the Siren Eel could swallow, Melusine pierced the softer skin of the roof with the point of the dagger, then ripped a long vial of salt from her belt and dumped it onto the monster’s tongue, which was already riddled with tiny wounds from their bullets and harpoons.

It was enough to make the eel open up and squawk.  Melusine dove out from between its teeth and headed to the surface.  She knew if she didn’t get a breath soon, her reflexes would take over and she’d suck water into her lungs.  Her face broke through the skin of the surface.  She gulped in fresh air, then went back under.  The Siren Eel had already recovered and was heading towards her again.

This time, Melusine was able to avoid being caught in the beast’s teeth by a quick movement to her right.  But as the eel passed her, it made sure to slither through the water, its tail grazing Melusine, its spiny scales grating against her skin.

Long scratches showed up in the places where the tiny spikes of the eel’s scales had ripped through her clothing. The pain was intense—sharp and burning—and enveloped her entire body though she’d only been touched on one side.  Dark spots filled her vision.  Then she saw Levi dive from out of nowhere onto the monster’s head, a gun pointing directly at the beast’s left eye. She wasn’t sure if she screamed or the eel did.

All of a sudden, everything went cold and black.

Only Melusine’s memories burned inside her.

 

Melusine had always sensed the strange creeping prickle that moved along her spine the moment she was near a monster when her father came close.

Melusine’s father could do what he pleased in the house.  His word was law.  His every desire was to be fulfilled, regardless of the consequences.  Melusine’s mother was a strong woman by anyone else’s standards, but when it came to her husband she was mollusk-like—quivering and soft. Her mother’s normal eagle eyes went cloudy and blind when her husband’s touch lingered on his daughters.  Her normal sense of propriety went missing when her husband insisted on tightening the girls’ corsets or helping them into their stockings.

Mother never said a word against him.  Never looked upon him with anything other than a loving smile.

That is, unless it was bathing day.

It was the one and only rule Mother made and enforced.   Father was to never, ever interrupt her while she was bathing.

On bathing day, each girl had a specific task.  Melusine’s was to make sure the fancy silver key was turned in the lock.  No one could see her mother bathing.  Especially not Father.

“A beauty spell has repercussions on the lover of the woman who casts the spell,” said Mother.  “He is never to see her during her transformation.  His eyes will bleed and he will be blind to his lover’s beauty from that moment on.”

Melusine had seen her mother slice the head off of a knobby swamp troll who’d been gnawing on a human bone.  She’d watched her mother shoot a squat, hairy Sasquatch who’d come at them howling.  Melusine had helped yank the teeth out of their dead bodies and had cut off handfuls of their hair for Mother’s beauty spells.  The base, the ugly, the monstrous—it was this that Mother transformed into a web of desire.

“So all creatures that are beautiful are good?” she asked.

Mother had smiled at her, a small slow smile that spoke of many things unsaid.  “Ah, Melusine, not at all.”  Mother’s lovely eyes were dark jewels and the perfect plane of her face glowed softly in the moonlight. “Beauty can reveal one’s soul, or it can artfully disguise it.  But if you have an eye for seeing beyond appearances, you will find the monster that lurks under the skin.”

Melusine thought of her father.  Of the way his hands kneaded her skin. Everyone commented on his good looks, on his handsome charm.  But Melusine wondered if his true form was, in fact, monstrous.  If the face of his soul had horns.

 

For years, Melusine turned that key on bath day.  For years, she felt it click as the lock slid into place.  For years, she watched the handle shake as her father tried in vain to enter, wishing to see his wife step out of the bathtub, resenting the one rule he was beholden to.  For years, she obeyed her mother’s orders to keep him safe.

But there came a point when Father’s fingers strayed in ways that made Melusine’s throat close up.  It was then that she decided to no longer turn the key so Father’s eyes would bleed.








  
 





Chapter Five

 

“Miss Doré?  Melusine, can you hear me?”  Levi’s voice came to her through the darkness of her closed eyelids.

“Mmmph,” she said.  She didn’t want to open her eyes or move.  She was so comfortable.  Something soft and warm and divine was under her head and hugging her body.  She snuggled further into it, but her entire left side stung at the movement.  All of a sudden she remembered the morning and sat up, eyes wide open.

She was in one of Sir Edwin Aldridge’s guest rooms, on a bed, under a pleated velvet canopy.  She’d recognize Edwin’s butter-upon-bacon decorating style anywhere.  Underneath her were a stack of feather pillows and over her was a soft quilt in garish colors. The walls were covered in scarlet and plum brocade, gold framed daguerreotype portraits, and a series of varnished shelves heavy with odd gadgets.  A fireplace was on her right, an antique arm chair to her left, and Levi Cannon at the foot of the bed.

“Do you know what day it is?  What year?  Do you remember your name?”  He got up and moved next to her.  She saw that he had changed into dry clothing. “Do you remember my name?”

Melusine looked at him and felt her chest swell.  He’d saved her life.  She forced herself to take a slow breath in and out and affect an annoyed tone.  “Unfortunately, I do remember you, Mr. Cannon.   It would have been bliss to forget.”

He grinned and leaned closer, gesturing to her left arm.  “Let me see.” He had a warm compress in his hands.

From her shoulder to her wrist was a multitude of long, red scratches, and again from her hip all along her thigh, where the thin cotton nightdress she’d been put in was stained with blood.  As Levi touched the compress onto her skin, she held back a cry.  It stung like fire.

“Apparently, the spines on the eel’s scales are sharp as knives.  I was worr—” here he cut himself off and coughed, then started again.  “I was wondering if they were poisoned, so I hired a boy to run over to Eden’s Apple to ask Mr. Digby.”

The scent of clove rose into the air as Levi patted down her abrasions with the soft compress.  He’d finished her arm and dipped the compress into a bowl of water sitting in the seat of the armchair next to them.  He now looked at her, his usually teasing eyes serious and questioning.  He motioned to her thigh with the material in his hand.  “May I, Miss Doré?”

She swallowed a tangle that had formed in her throat and nodded once.

With extreme gentleness, Levi pushed back the quilt and lifted the nightdress just enough to reveal the pink flesh of her thigh, blood congealed on the surface.  The cuts were not deep, but the moment he touched her with the poultice her leg was ablaze.

He patted each wound with the flannel, starting from her knee and moving higher. As he reached her hip, the material slipped and his thumb grazed her skin.  She gasped aloud and Levi pulled away, looking startled.  “Forgive me; I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

But it hadn’t hurt.  Not at all.

She closed her eyes then opened them again.  Levi had put the poultice back into the bowl.  “And?” she asked.   “Is there poison on a Siren Eel’s scales?”

Levi shook his head.  “None for you to worry about; the poison is specific to its prey.”

The fire that had been coursing through her body turned to frost.  “Fin people?”

“Mr. Digby said it produced a manner of death sleep.  That is to say, a sudden sleep so intense it is nearly impossible to wake the mermaid.  Not that there would be time for that: a Siren Eel would swallow the monster in a matter of seconds.”

She glanced to the window, but the curtains were drawn.  “How…how long was I…unconscious?”

“Hours.  You saw how the Siren Eel knocked about the submersible with a swish of its tail.  I cannot imagine how hard it must have hit you for you to go under like that.”

Panic rose inside Melusine like water in a boiling pot.  She could not finish this job.  Regardless of whether her secret were revealed or not, it would be the death of her.  Of Levi. 

And though she told herself she didn’t care—that, in fact, she hated the man—her instinct to keep the Siren Eel away from him told her something else entirely.

He leaned towards her, taking her face in between his hands.  His palms were warm against her cool skin.  His voice low, he said, “What in heaven’s holy name were you doing out there, Melusine?  Why did you swim away from me?  You could have been killed.”

The way he used her given name—the way he said it like it was a rare item to be treasured—along with the quiet tone of his voice sent a delicious hum over her entire body.  She was infinitely aware of the way his fingers moved back and grasped her hair with gentle strength.

His gaze dropped to her mouth, his own lips parting slightly.  Her face lifted closer to his, her breathing coming quickly now.  She wanted to know what it would feel like to put her lips against his, to press against him.

She whispered the truth, “The scent…it was following me.”

“Perhaps you should think twice about carrying the bait on your person next time.”

“No, I—”

Just then there was a terse knock on the door.

Melusine shot backward, rapping her shoulder blades on the headboard.  Amusement once again lit Levi’s eyes.  He did not move from his spot next to her on the bed, just turned as the door opened.

Sir Edwin Aldridge stepped over the threshold, his face darkening for a moment as he took in the two of them, then smoothing out to its usual unemotional perfection.  “I thought I heard something. Miss Doré has finally awoken, then.”

“And it seems there’s been no damage to her sprightly personality,” said Levi, a half smile on his face.

At that Melusine found her acid tongue again.  “Kindly go to hell, Mr. Cannon.”

By now Edwin was standing next to the bed, opposite Levi.  He looked at Melusine’s arm and her exposed leg, his top teeth raking his bottom lip as he did so.  She tugged at the blanket that had fallen to her knees and pulled it to her chest.  “Your personality may have stayed intact,” Edwin said.  “But it seems your perfect canvas of skin has been marred.”  His mechanical fingers ran along her upper arm, leaving an icy trail in their wake. “Does it hurt?”

“Not really.”  She didn’t want him to know how much the lacerations burned.

Edwin nodded, his gaze still stitched to her bare skin.  “Well, then.  The two of you can get directly back to work.  You’ll need to in order to pay for my ruined submersible.”

Levi held up his hands.  “That was collateral damage.  With a beast that size—”

“I allowed you to use it.  Not destroy it.”

“Touché.” Levi laughed.  “However, Sir Aldridge, either you want the monster caught or you don’t.  We agreed on a price.”

Edwin sighed and moved to the window to pull back the curtain. The setting sun was turning the sky a deep orange.  “I entreat you to stay here tonight, Miss Doré.  Mr. Cannon has already been staying in one of my guest suites, but as you know, I do not lack room.”  He eyed the compress in the bowl.  “I have automatons who are skilled in the art of healing.  A messenger has already been sent to your boarding house, Miss Doré, so Miss Steed knows you will not be back there tonight.”

A protest hung from Melusine’s lips; she did not enjoy having decisions made for her.  But the soft horsehair mattress and featherbed underneath her promised a good night’s sleep for once.  Her own mattress was straw, and rather lumpy.

When she didn’t object, Edwin nodded.   “I have a dinner engagement, but my staff will see to it you both are taken care of.  You’ll be fed and I will make my carriage available to you.  I want you to find that monster as soon as possible.  It has ruined two of my schooners and now my submersible.  I will tolerate it no longer.”  He dropped the curtain, his blue eyes meeting Melusine’s.  “I will not tolerate anything that has a hand in my or my business’ demise.”

He left the room as quickly as he entered it, an automaton rolling in directly afterward to help Melusine into clothes.  Levi slipped away and Melusine took off the nightdress, allowing the clockwork maid to help her into a gown that must usually have gone on the automaton itself.  It was a simple navy silk that fell just off the shoulder, the bodice laced tight.  The skirt was massive, and Melusine refused to wear the steel-caged crinoline or the petticoats the maid offered her.  Even though the room was warm and the gown heavy, Melusine’s body shook and shivered.  She told herself it was due a draft of cool air on her skin, but part of her knew better.

Edwin suspected something.  And he was watching her.

 

Dinner found her and Levi at opposite ends of a long table, china bright and shiny under the gas lighting.  Automatons in expertly tied cravats served them roast beef and baby potatoes and the plumpest strawberries of the season for dessert.    The only sounds were the scraping of forks on porcelain and the crackling of the fire.   Edwin always had a fire going, even in the hottest of weather; Melusine had insisted that the servants let it die down while their master was not there, but the heat was long in leaving.  Sweat beaded along her brow and between her breasts.  The silken material of the gown clung to her skin where it hugged her upper arms.  Thankfully, her shoulders were bare and every once in a while she felt a wisp of a breeze come through the open dining room window, cooling her off and easing the stinging of her scratches.

When they finished eating, she intended to go directly back to her room.  But before she said goodnight, Levi grabbed her elbow and steered her to the parlor.  He headed directly to Edwin’s liquor cabinet and pulled out a bottle of greenish liquid.

“Absinthe?”  He poured the liquid into a glass then sat a lump of sugar on a slotted spoon.  On the cabinet was a massive polished silver absinthe fountain; Levi turned the spigot and chilled water drizzled slowly over the sugar and into the glass.  Once the drink had gone from a clear emerald to an opaque lime, he turned to her, eyebrows lifted.  “Or is la fée verte too much for a delicate woman such as yourself?”

She held out a hand, the abraded skin of her arm tearing at the movement.  “Bite your tongue, Mr. Cannon.”

She waited until he’d poured his own glass, then they both held up their drinks and nodded “cheers.”  She swallowed the bitter herbal liquid, a delectable warmth slithering down her throat and into her belly.

The parlor was decorated in burgundy and gold—velvets and brocade as well as clockwork items that ticked and hummed on the mantelpiece.  She’d been in here all too many times with Edwin.  All too many times, she’d had to tell him she had no interest in men and marriage.  That she had no interest in love.  The room had always seemed small and confining, and she’d had difficulty breathing in here.

She glanced over at Levi and realized she still had difficulty breathing, but for entirely different reasons.

He settled onto the love seat and motioned for her to sit on the deep red velvet next to him.  When she did not move, he said.  “I’ll be a perfect gentleman.  You have my word.”

The silk of her skirt rustled as she moved towards him, the many folds of the fabric occupying all of the space between the two of them on the small couch.  She shook her head.  “How do women wear these contraptions daily?”

Levi chuckled. “And it seems as though you are missing some essentials; most gentlewomen in the latest fashions have difficulty sitting down.”

A small smile tugged at Melusine’s lips. “I admit I left the crinoline untouched.  It looked more like a torture device than an item of women’s clothing.”

“Regardless, you look lovely.”

She glanced at him and his eyes caught hers.  She no longer felt the pain in her arm and thigh.  She no longer felt the oppressive heat of the fire.  Instead, she felt weightless, as if she were floating.  She took a sip of the absinthe, its intensity burning the back of her throat.

“We’ll need to get that Siren Eel soon.  Who knows what or who it will attack next?” Levi lifted his glass and emptied it in one swallow.  “The damned beast should have done its job eight years ago and fed on the sirens back then, when they filled the waters of Lake Michigan with their foul presence.”

Melusine stared down into her glass.

“My very first kill was a mermaid,” Levi said.

Her skin prickled and it was as if her lungs froze inside her.  “Yes. I know…it was in all the broadsides at the time.”

The Cannons were already well known back then, their fortune from a budding airship company already making them one of the richest families in the country.  That the youngest of the clan went off to the middle of the lake armed with nothing but several harpoons and a desire for revenge was nothing short of scandalous.  That he succeeded in killing an entire pod of mermaids and coming out unscathed was nothing short of miraculous.

“Amos, my brother, was hot-headed and full of himself and too mouthy for his own good.  He was also Pa’s favorite.  But I loved him.  I don’t think I’ve ever loved anyone more.  I was small when Ma passed away, and Pa…”  He shook his head and walked back over to the bar to fill his glass once more to the top.

“Those creatures took him from me.  But they kept him alive long enough to suffer.  You know how they say you can hear the ocean when you put a shell to your ear?”

Melusine nodded, though he wasn’t even looking at her now.  He was looking at the ghosts of his past.

“It works for the lake, too, though shells are much harder to find.  But put one to your ear and you can hear the merpeople’s songs.”  He sat back onto the loveseat. He rubbed a hand over his face and then through his hair.  “I, however, heard my brother’s screams. That is, until they decided to eat his tongue.”

“Dear God.” Melusine tried to ignore the sharp pain piercing her chest.  No wonder he hated fin people.

His voice lowered, its tone flattening as if he’d said or read his words a thousand times. “Human tongue is considered a delicacy for merpeople.  Sirens find it not only succulent, but valuable; it adds to the power of their voices.  And their voices are what lures one in. For a mermaid, man is her prey.  Seduction and song are her weapons.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He looked at her now, his eyes caramel in the dim light.  “What was your first monster, Miss Doré?  What did you first slay?”

She looked away from him to the gathering night outside the window and let the truth fall from her mouth.  “My father.”

Silence.  Then, “Your father?”

“I told you before there is very little difference between monsters and men.  My father was the worst kind of monster, the kind who preyed upon his own daughters.”  Melusine’s voice trembled.  “Ori and Tina were smaller, weaker than I.  I couldn’t let him continue to hurt them.”

Louisiana had left its damp imprint upon her; no matter how many years she’d hidden away in Chicago, her history would not let her go. She wrapped her arms round her middle as she remembered.

 

The key to the bathing room hung from a white loop of ribbon upon a small hook on the wall.  The night it all happened, Melusine wiggled the ornate silver stick in the door to make her mother think she was locking it.  She slipped the white ribbon over her wrist.  Then she waited.

Mother was well into her ritual, the water sliding over her naked body like a silver skin, when Melusine saw the doorknob turn.  Her heart lodged into her throat, fear and anticipation nearly strangling her.  Then the door swung open, and there was Father, his huge frame filling the doorway.

The candle flames flickered in the draft and Mother turned around.  It was as if her face melted, horror pulling her skin and mouth down.  “NO!  You cannot see me!”

His eyes were lit with lust and he strode forward.  “Oh, Pressine.  You’re so beautiful—”

He suddenly stopped and took in a deep, raspy breath.  He shook his head, as if trying to clear his vision.  Mother’s hair thinned to a fine cap, her peachy cheeks now sallow, the bones in her body protruding and evident under a waxy casing of skin.

“Pressine?” Father narrowed his eyes at her. “What…why…who?  You are not the woman I married.  Where is she?  Where is she, you old maid?”

“Ely…it’s me.  I’m the same.  Please, look.  Look closer.”  Tears ran down Mother’s face.  She began to sob, her body shaking so that the water sloshed over the sides of the tub.  “Please,” she begged him.  “See me as beautiful.”

It was then that he took in the odd-smelling candles and herbs.  Then that he saw the pile of bones, the bowls filled with animal toes and teeth.  “No,” he said, under his breath.  Then louder, “You’ve been tricking me! You’ve put a spell on me!”

He pushed at the copper tub with all his might and it tipped onto its side with Mother in it.  She lay on the floor, her body flopping like a fish as she sobbed.  Father brushed a long arm along the sideboard, knocking everything—from powders to animal parts to soap–onto the ground.  Ori and Tina slid back into the darkness of the corners of the room, but Melusine stood in the middle, waiting.

Waiting for his eyes to bleed.

It didn’t happen.

Mother insisted Melusine clean up the bathing room while her sisters got ready for bed.  Mother watched, her arms crossed, wearing her hatred like a fancy feathered hat.  “I will come up with a new spell,” she spat.  “He will love me again, you’ll see.”

“He’s a monster—”

Her mother’s palm stung against Melusine’s cheek.  “Go upstairs.  Leave me now.  I will imagine a way for you to pay for your error.”

But when Melusine opened the door to the bedroom, he was there, hurting Tina and Ori.

A blistering rage erupted inside Melusine, the fire of it smothering any other emotion.  The key from the bathing room was still on the ribbon around her wrist.  She ran at Father, brandishing the key like a weapon.  She drove the sharp end of it into his eyes.

He howled and rolled over, grabbing her and throwing her to the floor.  His heavy body pinned her down.  Father’s eyes had finally bled but it did not affect his strength.  Melusine writhed around under his grip, trying to reach her nightstand for the knife she carried into the bayou when with her mother.  It was just out of reach.

Then a delicate white hand took it off the stand for her, and set it into her palm.  Tina.  She stood shaking, her face wet with tears.

In one strong thrust, Melusine planted the blade into her father’s heart.   He fell on top of her, the hilt of the knife digging into her shoulder.  She shoved her father’s body off of her as her mother ran into the room.  When his head rolled to the side, she could have sworn she’d seen a forked tongue slip out from between his lips.

Pressure on her arm shook her from her memories, and she blinked herself back to the present.  Levi had inched closer to her, and was slowly rubbing the skin of her good arm, his thumb catching in the ribbons round her wrist.

The ribbon from the bathing room key…and the ribbons that she’d tied on after, one for each evil being she’d taken from this world.  Then another for the moment of guilt that followed.

“When was the last time you saw your sisters?” Levi whispered.

Tears stung her eyes.  “I was fifteen.”

“Then you came to Chicago.”  He reached up and tucked a length of hair behind her ear, his fingers dropping down and caressing the line of her jaw down to her chin.  “And changed everything.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The moment you set foot here, the city lit up.”

“That may have been when they installed the streetlights.”  Melusine kept her voice light, but her heart had picked up pace.

“Perhaps,” Levi agreed.  “Or, it may have been that a young girl started livening up the Chicago streets with spitfire and charm.”

“Aha.  And you expect me to believe the Great Levi Cannon took more than a passing glance at that homeless guttersnipe?”

“I’d been working up the courage to talk to her without getting shot right when Amos…”  He let his words trail off then traced her lips with his forefinger, his face close enough to hers that she could smell the absinthe on his breath.  “Over the years, I wondered if she would have ever paid me any mind.”

“She noticed when you left town.  She missed that handsome boy with the crooked smile who left too many coins in her basket.”

Levi was now sweeping his lips lightly against hers, barely making contact.  “She missed the boy or the coins?”

“Both.  But when they met up from time to time years later, the boy couldn’t stand the sight of her—”

He rested his forehead against hers and looked directly into her eyes.  “On the contrary.  That boy drank in the sight of her.  But she was angry at the world…not to mention rumor had it she was being courted by Sir Edwin Aldridge.  The boy had to protect his heart somehow.”

His words poured over her like a deluge of ice water.  The injury had to have been to her head as well, for there was no other explanation as to why she found herself getting affectionate with Levi Cannon.  She abruptly stood, nearly knocking Levi to the floor.  “Sir Aldridge and I are not courting.”

“Of course.  I would never have—”

She hurried to the door, panic making her voice break.  “And no man, no man will ever have my heart!”

But as she ran upstairs to the guest room, she worried it was too late.








  
 





Chapter Six

 

The clocks in the bedroom all rang at exactly the same moment.  Ten o’clock.  Melusine ripped the gown she was wearing in her haste to get out of it.  Her own clothes were drying on a screen in front of the fire.  She slipped the corset back on, nearly burning herself on the metal lining.  Her trousers weren’t salvageable—ripped to shreds, they reminded her of the clothing she’d worn that first year she was in Chicago.

The steel-caged crinoline the automaton maid had wanted to put on her stood like an enormous bell next to the large armchair.  But the maid had also left a pile of petticoats, and now Melusine grabbed a ruffled one and pulled it to her waist.  It would be too long to run in.  She searched wardrobe shelves and yanked open dresser drawers until she found a long pair of scissors.  She cut away two of the six tiers of ruffles so the makeshift skirt came to her knees.  Her boots weren’t completely dry—water still wet the toes and arch—but she laced them up and headed to the bedroom door, already wondering if she could beg a few coins off of Edwin’s staff to pay for a coach home.  She just needed to find an employee that was human.

She opened the door and stood face to face with Levi.  His hair was in disarray, as if he’d been running his hands through it, and there were slight shadows under his eyes.  A thread tightened in her chest, making her ribs ache.

“Have I offended you somehow, Melusine? I certainly—”

She pushed past him and started down the stairs.  “Excuse me, Mr. Cannon.  I must be leaving now.”

“We have a job to finish.”

“You are perfectly capable of catching the Siren Eel on your own.  You don’t need me.”

He hurried to stand in front of her, blocking her progress half-way down the massive staircase. “We agreed to be a team.”

“I am now disagreeing.”

He gawped at her while she stared at the varnished railing under her fingers.  Finally, he shifted his feet and hardened his voice.  “Are you telling me you no longer have the courage for the job?  Do I need to spread the word that Melusine Doré is afraid of the big bad Siren Eel?”

She no longer had the courage to spend any more time with him.  Who knew how far her heart had already betrayed her?

“It’s you, not the beast,” she said, her chest nothing but an inferno of pain.

“Ah.”  He nodded, his expression turning stony.  “So you’re terrified of handsome gentlemen.  Your admirers will be quite disappointed.”

Levi knew how to play with her ego.  The last thing she wanted was for the city to think her a coward.  No. Not true.  She didn’t care what the city thought.  But despite knowing down to her very bones that it was a bad idea, part of her still wanted to stay.

“Oh, confound it all,” she said.

“Have you changed your mind?”

She glared at him and sighed.  “We’ll need some new weaponry.”

Levi turned on his heel and led her down the remaining stairs.  “I know just the thing.”

Outside, Edwin’s steam carriage puffed a symphony as it trundled in front of the mansion.  Levi gave a street name to the automaton driver and the two of them slid inside.  “My father has a man here—Zahn—who is always coming up with better engine designs for his airships.  But Zahn deals in much more than engine design.  It’s been years since I was at his workshop, but I know I can find it.”

Levi directed the driver to one of the most dilapidated neighborhoods in Chicago.  The warehouse was red brick and crumbling.  Mud sucked at the steel horse’s hooves as they neared the building, the mechanical stallion’s steps getting slower and slower.  There were no wooden sidewalks here, and the street level had yet to be raised.  Levi and Melusine dismounted into a sea of muck that reached their ankles.

“Please tell me you have a pistol on you.”  Melusine said.

“Lost in the lake.”

“A crank gun?”

He shook his head.

“A —”

Levi held up his hand. “I’m only armed with my good looks, Miss Doré.”

“That won’t get us far.”

He fished something out of his pocket.  “And a folding knife.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve been out of Chicago too long.  In the past year or two, the stagnant sludge in this area has become infested with nests of mudsnares.  We need something loud to frighten them or they’ll constantly try to pull us down.”

“Ah.  Lazarus Mudsnares.  Those little monsters that pop up over and over again as if rising from the dead.  I haven’t had the misfortune of ever coming across them before.” He held up his knife.  “And why won’t this work…?”

Melusine let out a long sigh.  She’d already had a confrontation with the city authorities over this.  She refused to exterminate an entire species just for being a nuisance.  “They’re mischievous.  Not deadly.   I don’t maim or harm without reason, Mr. Cannon.”

He nodded and gave her a look. “Not with weapons you don’t.  But your words are often barbed.”

He pointed to a small, lit window in the building.  “Zahn’s here.”  He started forward and they picked their way towards the faded wooden door, eyes scanning the shadows for any trouble.

The quiet squelching of movement in the mud made the skin along Melusine’s spine tingle.  Then all of a sudden, the ground itself seemed to slither around.  “Run!”

But they hadn’t taken two steps when long fingers, lots of them, wrapped around their ankles.  Levi swore and kicked at the creatures, sending one or two flying into the air.  Melusine shook her feet and tapped the monsters on their bumpy brown heads.  Their wide mouths spread into a grin, a hissing laughter filling the air.   They looked like large toads—with the bugged out eyes and rounded bodies and folded legs—but they had long, muscular arms and skinny fingers that ended in hundreds of tiny spurs, allowing them to hang on to things even in slippery mud.  While she gently tried to extricate herself from their grasp, a dozen more gripped her legs.

Levi had gotten rid of his pests, easily kicking them away again when they came back to him.   He now began to rip the mudsnares off of her.  Still smarting from his remark, Melusine growled, “I’m fine.  Just get to the door.”

The beasts tugged and tugged.  One of her legs was already up to the knee in mire.

Levi knocked, the sound of it echoing into the night.  He tried the doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge.  “Zahn!” he called.

No noise came from inside the building.

One mudsnare then another hopped to her waist, wrapping their arms around her.  They were heavy as boulders, and with every movement she felt her equilibrium falter.  “Get off!”  She was beginning to rethink her decision not to hurt the monsters.

More pounding on the door got Levi nowhere.

While Melusine was delicately trying to remove the creatures from her person, he batted them away as if they were mere flies.  “Do you need my assistance, Miss Doré?”

Another mudsnare wound itself around her knees and she toppled backward into the mud. “NO!  I’m quite all right!  Just get us inside.” 

Melusine ignored Levi’s barely stifled laughter.

“I’ll need to break a window.” Levi undid his waistcoat and shirt.  He shrugged off the clothing, his chest bare, and slipped on his gloves.

Levi moved quickly, his long strides taking him to where he wanted to be in seconds.  He jumped, his fingers scrabbling on the sill, but finally taking firm hold.  As he began to pull himself up, a mudsnare wrapped itself around his ankles and yanked.

He swung his legs and banged the creature into the brick wall.  It shrieked and let go.

Levi pulled himself up onto the window ledge, wrapped his shirt around his hand and punched the window, shattering it.  While he cleared out the sharp pieces, the mudsnares made a game of dunking Melusine into the mud, letting her up, then piling on her to push her in once again.  The muck got into the still unhealed scratches on her arm, her nose and her mouth.

She’d had enough.

She yelled and swung her arms about, wrenching mudsnares off of her body with adrenaline fueled violence.  “Damn you, you little fiends!  Next time the governor asks me to kill you, I will!  I’ll crucify you slimy beasts!”

Above her, she heard a quiet cough.  She stopped thrashing around, no more mudsnares near her.  Levi stood over her.  His brow creased and he held out a hand to pull her up.  “Ready?”

Stepping on Levi’s bent knee, Melusine hopped up through the window, miniscule shards of glass biting into the palms of her hands.  Levi scrabbled up behind her.  The both jumped the short drop to the floor inside.

In the darkness, they could make out cogs and sheets of metal and gears and springs lined up against the walls.  Haphazardly piled onto the floor were rusty engines, pipes, cages, different gadgets that looked like giant guns.  Levi nodded at the stock while he shook glass from his balled up shirt.

“Zahn’s here. There is no doubt,” he said.

They shuffled through the room, trying not to knock anything over.   Outside the door was a long hallway, a line of gas lights spitting in their brackets leading to a closed door.

Levi turned to Melusine and opened his mouth to say something, but his gaze froze. Then he tilted his head back and laughed long and hard.  When he looked at her again, his eyes were wet.  “Is it impossible for you to come out clean after a meeting with monsters?”

Melusine glanced down at herself.  Every inch of her was covered in mud.  She couldn’t even imagine what she looked like.  She glowered at him.

“Have you seen yourself?” she asked.  “You look –” but the word that came to mind, seeing him there, his chest exposed, the line of muscles evident in his stomach, the strong expanse of his shoulders, was beautiful “—naked.”

His mouth twitched, and she thought he was going to laugh at her again when he slid his arms into his shirt and began buttoning it.  “You did a fine job out there, Miss Doré.  I apologize for having brought us to this neighborhood unprepared.”

Melusine nodded.  She wanted to say something about her behavior, but it was better for both of them if he hated her.

They moved to the closed door, not quiet about their approach with Levi shouting, “Zahn!” every few feet.  But when they opened the door, it was obvious why they hadn’t been heard: the long warehouse room was filled with machine after machine, clicking, whirring, huffing and dinging. In the corner, a squat man in a dressing gown sat at a table covered with tools, peering through magnifying goggles at some tiny copper hinges.

Levi went over and put a hand on the man’s shoulder.  It startled Zahn enough that he knocked half his tools off of the table.   “Levi Cannon?” he said, his eyes large as carriage wheels behind the goggles.  

The two men clasped each other’s arms in greeting and exchanged courtesies.  How’s your father? How’s business?  Did that whirladoodle ever work?  So glad you’re here.  Finally, they both looked to Melusine, Levi with a wide grin and Zahn with puckered eyebrows.  “And who is this…ah…lovely…ah…lady?”

Melusine shook hair from her face, causing an avalanche of drying mud to fall to the floor.  “Melusine Doré.  Pleased to meet you.”

Zahn blinked his magnified eyes at her then ripped off the goggles and straightened his dressing gown.  “The Miss Melusine Doré? The Miss Melusine Doré who destroyed an Abaasy with only a jade-toothed trap and a piece of rope?”

“Well…and a hat pin.”  Melusine shrugged.

Zahn reached for her hand with both of his, then kissed her fingers.  His lips came away full of grime.  “So you must have taken on the mudsnares!  Pesky beasts, those things.  But my rent is cheap!”

He looked as though he wanted to put his arm around Levi’s shoulders, but being so short, he barley hit the middle of Levi’s back.   “Levi Cannon and Melusine Doré.  It’s about time the two of you teamed up.”

“Yes…well…it’s a short-lived alliance.  Just for one job.”   A strained laugh followed Levi’s words. “Then we will go back to being rivals.”

Zahn frowned for a split second, then seemed to recover his manners. “Come!  Let me offer you a drink where it’s more comfortable.”

More comfortable meant a small square of a room with couches that coughed dust as they sat upon them.  From another room, Zahn brought in a large battery, a shiny tin reflector and a lamp, a zap of energy shooting between the two poles inside the glass case.  The room lit up like it was midday.

He served them whiskey, downing his own glass before they’d even put theirs to their lips.

“So what can I do for the two of you?”

“We need to kill a Siren Eel and our weapons have been too…modest.” Melusine said.

Levi added, “The beast is larger than a Leviathan and is covered in thick scales.  The only weak spot is its mouth.”

Levi smoothed down his waistcoat.  She couldn’t believe he was there with nothing more than soiled shoes and she looked and smelled like a barnyard animal.

The mud drying to dirt on her skin was itchy.  She scratched white lines through the grime and watched as Zahn popped up and began to pace the room, dust swirling about him.  He was rubbing his hands together in enthusiasm.

He stopped and clapped his hands, his dressing gown twisting about in a way to reveal the fact that he wore practically nothing underneath.  “I’ve the perfect item!  A new invention of mine!”  He tightened the sash around his waist and squeezed Levi’s upper arm.  “How’s that muscle?  How far can you throw?”

Then, without waiting for an answer, he dashed from the room.  When he came back he had a palm-sized metal ball in each hand.  The first had a series of small holes spiraling around it and two gears bumping up against each other, a tiny crank in the middle.  The second was completely smooth apart from a seam around its middle and a simple key bow sticking out of one end.  Zahn’s eyes were lit like bonfires.

“An incendiary device,” he said, pressing the orb with the small holes into Levi’s hand.  “It’s not new, but it’s reliable.  And…” He held up the smooth sphere.  “…my most recent edition to the armory.  An explosive apparatus of my own design.”

“Not very large,” Levi murmured.

“Ha!”  It was what Zahn was waiting for.  “Come! Come!  Follow me!”  He hurried down the hall, Levi and Melusine on his heels.

At the front door, Zahn heaved back the bolt.  The stench of stagnant mud and sewage came at them full force.  Zahn turned the crank on the incendiary device still in Levi’s hand, little clicks and the hissing of flint being lit coming from inside the apparatus.   “Now!” He motioned for Levi to heave it into the expanse of marshland before them.  Levi took a step forward and sent the device far ahead of them.

But before it hit the ground, the gadget spurt out flames, some the length of a full-grown man.  The bulging eyes of the mudsnares shone in the brightness as they shrieked and hopped away.

Now Zahn focused on the other globe.  “Pay attention,” he said.  He wound the key five times counter-clockwise and the seam around the device’s middle opened with a hiss, steam pouring out.  A metallic thunk came from the weapon.

“Heads up, little beasties!”  Zahn hurled it into the parcel directly in front of them, less than ten feet from the door.  There was an awful BOOM and then it rained down mud and mudsnares.  For once, Levi got the brunt of it.  The webbed foot of a mudsnare landed on his head, and a sheet of mud covered him from head to toe.

Melusine couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled up.  She winked at Zahn and said, “We’ll take two of each.”








  
 





Chapter Seven

 

Sir Edwin Aldridge’s steam carriage and its automaton driver were still waiting for them, though Melusine and Levi had to shake a few mudsnares off of its shell.

“Take us back, driver,” said Levi.

Melusine gave her own address.  “I’d prefer to gather a few things first,” she said, thinking she’d need different clothes of her own if she didn’t want to find herself in another silken gown.  The carriage whirred and clicked, tumblers in the door lock falling into place to open.  Vapors streamed out of the automaton’s joints as it lashed the whip on the clockwork horse.

Leaning back into the velvet seat, Melusine watched Levi as he settled in across from her.  Though Zahn had given them flannels to wipe their faces with, they were still a mess.  A muddy clump of hair stuck out from the side of Levi’s head, as ridiculous as the plumes ladies wore on their hats.

She tried to hide the smile on her face by looking out the carriage window.  The whole of the evening swept through her head, from her idiot follies with those infernal mudsnares to the sight of Zahn’s pale belly flesh to the look of shock on Levi’s face when slapped with a torrent of mud.  Dear God, it had been fun.

She, Miss Melusine Doré, had actual fun.

Laugher made her shoulders tremble and though she was doing her best to keep it quiet, little snorts and sniggers escaped.  She turned back to Levi who looked utterly confused.

He leaned forward, his caramel eyes searching her face. “Are you weeping?”

She wiped a finger across her cheek and found that, yes, it came away wet.  This just made her laugh even more.   Levi resisted at first—his back straight, his face stern.  But eventually her mirth was contagious and they both giggled like little girls, rolling about their seats in the carriage.  When they were exhausted and hiccupping, he beamed at her and shook his head.  That simple gesture was enough to make her lungs so full of longing that she could barely breathe.

“Have you drugged me, Mr. Cannon?”

“You cannot be serious.”  

“If not, then why am I so giddy in your presence?”

The light atmosphere in the carriage plummeted.  “I wouldn’t know, Miss Doré, as only hours ago you insisted that my very presence made you ill.”  His expression was sober.

Her stomach soured.  “I said nothing of the sort.”

His eyes flashed.  “Oh?”

She studied Levi’s face—ridiculously comic with an unwiped layer of dirt drying over it and yet so sincere and sensual.  “At no point did I say your presence makes me ill.  I said…I said you were the problem, not the monster.  Your presence makes me uncomfortable, Mr. Cannon.”

“How so?”  His voice was sharp.

Melusine glanced out the window, not seeing anything on the other side of the glass.  What if she gave in?  She swallowed.  Who did she think she was kidding?  She was beyond gone.

Her fingers ran over her mud-crusted thighs, feeling nothing but dirt and the scratches from the Siren Eel.  She glanced down at the ribbons round her wrists, no longer thin, white bands, but large, mud colored clumps.  How could she even think about giving in?

But maybe it wouldn’t happen this time.  Maybe she’d outgrown it.  Maybe Mother had forgiven her and released her from the curse.  Maybe it had all been a nightmare and there had never been any danger of it happening at all.

Excuses.  All of them.  For she knew what would happen.  But perhaps tonight she could give herself over to him, regardless.  Just once.  She was not sure she could live another day without doing so.

“How so?”  Levi asked again.  “In what way does my presence make you uncomfortable?”

The carriage rolled over uneven ground, bouncing them about.  She gripped the closest thing to steady herself, but that turned out to be Levi’s arm.  Warmth fizzed around inside her like the arc of energy popping in the light Zahn had brought out.

“In the most unprofessional way,” she whispered, hardly believing she’d said the words aloud.

His eyes widened and several seconds ticked by as he gaped at her.  Then his mouth was on hers, hot and tasting of whiskey and soil. He took her bottom lip between his teeth and dropped a hand to her lower back, pressing her to him.  His body was firm and smooth and strong against her own.

 Her hands flew up and gripped the back of his head, urging him to kiss her more deeply.  He wrapped his arms around her, dragging the fingers of one hand up and down her side.  They caught in the stiff hem of her corset and hitched it up just enough to reveal a spot of her body that was not encrusted with mud.  Levi leaned down to kiss it.  Goose flesh prickled Melusine all over as his lips met her skin.

He lifted his head, his voice thick.  “Dear God in Heaven.  I cannot get enough of you.”

She drew him in for another kiss and he moaned, his hands now tight around her waist.  She felt his lips widen into a grin against hers as he rapped on her armored corset with his knuckles.  “Very hospitable.”

“I have a dangerous job,” Melusine murmured between kisses.

He pulled back, his amber eyes now serious.  “You said earlier that you thought men were very much like monsters.”  She nodded and he continued.  “I will never seek to hurt you, Melusine Doré.”

A thread of soreness rose from her chest to climb into her throat.

His lips brushed against hers before he pulled back once more.  “I know my reputation is one of violence when it comes to monsters.  But there are only two creatures on this earth that I will ever take pleasure in destroying: any man or monster that harms you and any beast like the ones that murdered my brother.”

Fear etched its way through her veins.  The sting of tears smoldered behind her eyes.  She gripped the back of the velvet seat and blinked, wishing she could tell him.  Wishing the tenderness she felt for him was enough to make everything all right.

The carriage came to an abrupt stop and steam chuffed out the seams of the doors as they slid open.  Melusine had expected to see her own dilapidated building and the wobbly stairs.  Instead, what lay before them was the inside of Sir Edwin Aldridge’s carriage house.

“Driver!” Levi shouted.  “You’ve taken us to the wrong place.  I insist you take us to Miss Doré’s address!”

But the automaton had shut down, not a whir or click from its metal hull.

Levi helped Melusine down from the coach.  “I’ll walk you home,” he said.

Edwin’s voice sailed over to them from the entranceway.  “No need for that Mr. Cannon.  As I said earlier, you are both my guests for the night.”  He pulled out his pocket watch.  “Though with the hours the two of you keep, there is little of the night left.”

He strode over to them, his haughty expression changing to one of horror as he took in their appearance.

“Guests or prisoners?” asked Levi, arms crossed.  “The driver took us here despite the fact we’d given orders to go elsewhere.”

Edwin brushed non-existent dust from his waistcoat with his mechanical hand.  “Guests, of course.  Your driver had already been instructed to come back here.  And my instructions always take precedence.” His eyes shot to the inside of his carriage and back to them again with a sigh. “I just had those cushions reupholstered last month.”

Melusine felt a bubble of laughter rising up again.

Edwin scorched her with a glare but said nothing more.

Melusine and Levi followed Sir Aldridge to the house.  He stopped and studied the two of them in their muddy outfits then changed direction.  “Perhaps it’s wiser to take the back way,” he said, leading them to the servants’ entrance.

When she was up in her room for the night, Melusine stripped down to nothing and handed her soiled clothes to the same automaton maid who’d dressed her earlier.  Every bit of her was dark with dirt except for a stripe of white skin from her breasts to the very tops of her thighs.  In the adjacent bathing room, a deep, claw footed tub waited.  Rose scented steam shimmied up from the water into the air.  A square of flannel hugged the edge of the tub.  Melusine took it and went over to the porcelain sink and opened the gold spigot.  Pipes shuddered from inside the walls and then a stream of water came out.  It was clear and steady.  So unlike the pumped-in water at her own boarding house.

She took as much surface mud off as she could before sinking into the bath.  The pleasant tingling that covered her skin as she soaked made her think of Levi.  She held her breath, searching her body for any signs that it had started, but she saw none.  A surge of bliss overtook her, coming out as deep, wracking sobs that made her ribs ache and yet were a glorious release.

It hadn’t happened.  There was no need to fret.

The cotton nightdress was cool and dry against her skin.  She slipped into the canopy bed, a wide smile fixed upon her face.  In the morning, she would give her heart to Levi, gift-wrapped and tied with a bow with no worries of it hurting either of them.  She closed her eyes, sleep taking her, her fingers clutching the sheets, some inner part of her realizing she could never let go.

 

The pain woke her less than an hour later.  Darts of fire all along her hips, thighs and shins.  She balled up the edge of the bedcovers, shoving a corner of it into her mouth to keep from crying out.  She writhed about on the bed, willing it to stop.  Before her eyes rolled back into her head and she lost consciousness, she reached down and brushed her fingers along her thighs.  They came back bloody.

She had not outgrown it.  Mother had not forgiven her.  This was no nightmare.

This was her curse.

 

When she’d first come to Chicago, she’d found shelter with a group of other homeless children.  They stayed in a dank basement room in the Patch.  They picked pockets and pinched items from storefronts to survive.

Their alliance was a tenuous one—skirmishes and viciousness and even a stabbing or two kept them from fully trusting one another.  But there was a boy, Reuben, who was Melusine’s age and who’d taken a shine to her.  His parents had died of cholera two years earlier and he’d run away from the orphanage to be on his own.  He had dark hair and freckles and sharp uppercut that sent home many a boy several teeth short.  But he told Melusine she was his and he kissed in such a way that it made Melusine yearn for more.  She gave her mother’s curse no thought and fell easily into love with the only person in the world who seemed to care she even existed.

When the scales had started to grow in, the other children thought her pain was due to illness and they threw her out into the street.  Reuben carried her to an abandoned tool shed in an overgrown lot and lay her on the damp ground, rats sniffing at her feet.  “Come back to us when you’re feelin’ better.”  She didn’t blame him or any of them; epidemic diseases had a chokehold on Chicago so no one wanted to be near the sick.

She ripped out as many scales as she could, but the transformation continued.  For three days she suffered the change in her body, each day scales covering more of her.  For long moments she lost all track of herself.

But the last night was different.  The scales had stopped just below her knees and already half the day had passed without the transformation continuing.  A reprieve.  Or perhaps an end.  Perhaps her mother’s spell wasn’t as complete as she’d expected it to be.

She had to see Reuben.  He’d told her he loved her.  They would find a way to get through this.

The sky was a deep purple, fissures of pink breaking through where the waning sunlight still clung to clouds.   It was Thursday evening, which meant Reuben and the others were near the airship dock on the lakefront.  Thursday was race night, so crowds of spectators lined the shore.  Money lined pockets, ready for bets or to buy the countless wares sellers hawked while young and old alike cheered on their favorite pilots.  For pickpockets, it was paradise.

She spotted Fanny, another girl who ran with the group, at the edge of a crowd.

Fanny pouted at Melusine’s sudden presence.  “He went off that way,” she said pointing to the lake, away from the airship route.  But before Melusine turned away, Fanny revealed a blooming pink love bite at the base of her neck.  “Reuben thought you might be dying.  I’m kind of his girl now.”

Melusine told herself the tears burning her eyes were due to the top of her boots rubbing against her scales.

It was then that she felt the familiar pull and prickling under her skin like she had when her father was near.  She left Fanny and headed to the lake, hurrying through the long grasses and garbage on the sand.  It was deserted here, the airship circuit now a distance away.  A sliver of fear pierced her—the possibility that the monster she was sensing was, in fact, herself.  That she was drawn to the water, not by the lure of a creature, but by instinct that came with the scales sprouting on her skin.

Then she saw them—a couple, arms around each other, chest deep in the water.

Reuben.  It was her Reuben, the boy she loved, who stood looking deep into the eyes of a strange woman.  She was young and vibrant, her blond hair shining like gold, the skin on her face and shoulders glowing like moonlight.  She was saying something to Reuben, her voice a song, lilting and melodic.

Terror dipped and rose in Melusine’s gut.  There was no monster.  It was Melusine’s own evil rising though her veins and calling to her.

She threw off her shoes, new scales rising down her shins, each leg turning into a tail.   She dove into the lake, gliding through the chilly water.   The water provided no resistance and she found herself next to Reuben and the woman in a matter of seconds.

“Reuben?” she said, but he did not turn.

A soft sigh came from the woman.  Melusine studied her and now knew why she’d sensed a monster. The woman had deep green eyes that shone iridescent even in the darkening night.  At the very edge of those eyes, a line of tiny, shimmering scales swept out to her temples and disappeared under the golden silk of her hairline.  Fine, sloping shoulders led to delicate arms.  Her taut breasts were uncovered, but a thin streak of sapphire scales rippled down from her belly, growing wider as it descended her body. And there, instead of legs, she had a fish’s tail, scales ending in a large blue fin.

She was magnificent.  The most beautiful monster Melusine had ever laid eyes upon.

The siren narrowed her eyes at Melusine.  “Your scent was on him.  It carried over on the wind, but it was murky.  I couldn’t tell if you were one of us or human.  Curiosity got the best of me.  I reckoned you’d come if I sang to him.”

Melusine swam around to move closer to Reuben.  He stood silent—that glazed look he got when he’d just kissed a girl still evident in his eyes.

“I believe he’s waiting for your kiss,” said the mermaid.  She shrugged.  “I have a feeling he did not appreciate mine.”

His chest heaved and he took strong, panicked breaths in and out through his nose.   One of the mermaid’s white hands clutched his upper arm and Melusine saw now that the creature had claws instead of fingernails, shiny pearly claws ending in sharp tips.

“Reuben?”  Melusine said again.  But his mouth stayed shut.

An overwhelming desire to kiss him—to taste him—washed over Melusine.  Even when Reuben had touched her in the dark of the underground room where they slept, never had the urge to make him hers been so strong.

The monster inside her threatened to take over.  It was that feeling that Melusine would always remember.  The feeling of the beast in her rolling in like a thick fog, ready to devour her soul.

She remembered it the following morning when the shiny flakes fell off her body and the pain faded away.  When she awoke on the sand with Reuben next to her.  His body bloated, his mouth bloody, his hands ripped to shreds, tiny broken barbs stuck in his skin.

She knew then that love was too dangerous. 

She began to kill monsters, those beings that fed off of humans.

Those beings like herself.

 

In Sir Aldridge’s guestroom, Melusine rolled in and out of consciousness, fighting to not lose control.  For the slightest moment near three in the morning, the pain subsided.  Respite.  Melusine removed the bit of blanket from her mouth, the material peeling off her tongue as she did so.  The air in the room was stuffy and thick, like the humid summers in Louisiana where it took effort to breathe.  Melusine stared at the opulent canopy above her bed, yards of drapery folded and twisted into an elaborate pattern.  But slowly, slowly she lowered her gaze until she was looking at her own body.  Her heart hammered at an impossible speed inside her ribcage as she took in her hips and legs.

Dozens of coral colored scales had sprouted out of her skin.  Her left hip and thigh were nearly covered, while her right side was spattered in scales.  They would grow in.  Unless she could stop it.

She grasped one of the shiny flakes, slicing the pads of her fingers on the sharp spines.  Blood trickled down onto the bedclothes, but she pulled, clenching her teeth against the pain.

Finally, she wrenched the scale out of her skin.  She then moved on to another one.  And another one.  She managed to remove a good dozen of them, the mixture of her sweat and blood making her fingers slippery, before the darkness of oblivion held her again.

 

When the clocks on Sir Aldridge’s mantelpiece rang seven, Melusine woke with one thought in mind:  She had to leave this house, this city.  She had to get as far from the lake as possible.  As far from Levi as possible.  She did not want to hurt him.

The scales covered her hips and thighs, but they just crested her knees.  She still had time, but she’d need to move fast.

She threw open the wardrobe, rummaging around for anything at all to wear.  A violent knock beat at the door.  Edwin’s voice came from the other side, “Miss Doré?  May I come in?”

Melusine yelped, ripping a quilt off of the bed and draping it in front of her.  “I’m indecent!”

“Cover yourself.  I cannot wait any longer.”  The door swung open and Edwin stood there, his blue eyes narrowed, his mechanical fingers tapping out a steady rhythm of impatience.

“You’re out of sorts,” he said.

Melusine’s hand went to her hair.  “Yes…ah…well, you did wake me.”

Edwin’s shoes clacked against the hardwood floor as he neared the bed. He turned to her.  “There is blood on the bedclothes.”

“My injury,” she said, one hand pulling the quilt tighter to her.  “I must have rubbed against it in my sleep.”

“Shall I get my maid to come dress the wounds?”

Melusine shook her head.  “No need.”

Edwin raised his eyebrows but said no more about it.  He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and began to polish his mechanical hand.  “You and Mr. Cannon have grown familiar with each other, I see.  Your line to me about having no interest in men seems to have been just that: a line.”

“I don’t—”

Edwin’s glare stopped her talking.  “Miss Doré, there is no use in denying it; despite their lack of humanity, my servants have eyes and ears.  They are equipped with photographic and phonographic recording devices of my own invention.”  Having polished his fingers, he now rubbed at the shiny surface of his palm.  “Nothing goes on in this house without my knowing it.”

Melusine’s heart galloped in her chest.

“If you must know,” she said, “it does not befit me to be with a man.  In fact, I’m leaving town today.  I have no interest in seeing Mr. Cannon or continuing this job.”

Edwin slipped the handkerchief back into his pocket.  “Oh, Miss Doré, you cannot quit now.  You are so very, very close to having a small fortune in your hand.  Come.  We’re going to kill that Siren Eel.  Mr. Cannon is waiting downstairs.”

An uneasiness took root in Melusine’s gut.   “Mr. Cannon has all the tools necessary to slay the Siren Eel.  You no longer need me.  I must be on my way.”

Edwin’s lips flattened into a straight line as he pushed a long sigh out of his nose.  “Very well, then, my dear.  But allow me to give you a ride to your residence.”

“Thank you, but no—”

Edwin held his hands up, tsking her.  “Ah, ah, ah.  It’s the least I can do.  I insist.”








  
 





Chapter Eight

 

Dark clouds rumbled overhead and raindrops tumbled down as Edwin ushered Melusine into the steam carriage.  She’d thrown on a dress that had been hanging near the back of the wardrobe—doubtless Edwin’s late mother’s given the outdated style and the intense smell of years in storage.  The cotton stuck to her moist palms as she gathered the skirts to sit down.

Levi was already in the coach, impeccable in a cranberry waistcoat and white cravat.  He winked a toffee colored eye at her, his lips turning up into a warm smile.  “Good morning to you, Miss Doré.”

A buzzing surge of electricity circuited through her as she remembered the feel of his hands upon her.  She nodded towards him, but did not dare make eye contact for fear she would find herself begging him to love her, or worse, that she would find herself with her teeth sunk into his flesh.

She pushed her hands down onto her thighs to bring herself back to the moment, needles of pain shooting through her palms as she did so.  A stain of blood blossomed onto the thin silk of the gown, sharp barbs from the mermaid scales poking through.

She folded a length of the skirt over the soiled bit and waited for the carriage to move.  In only moments she would be home and then she’d leave Chicago.  And they all would be safe.

Edwin pushed in next to her, his nostrils flaring as if he smelled something off.  “Lock and go!” he shouted to the automaton driver.  The clunk of bolts sliding into place and the click of a catch fitting into its hole sounded loudly within the carriage.  The vehicle shuddered and spat steam, then moved forward.

“I shall be very glad when this business with the Siren Eel is done,” said Edwin, eyes on the crooked paths drops of water made against the window.  “I should like to put everything embroiled in it behind me.”

Levi leaned forward and Melusine caught the clean cedar wood scent of him. “Then it will be your lucky day, Sir Aldridge.  We have some shiny little devices that should put an end to the eel.” He took one from his pocket and showed it to Edwin. Then Melusine felt Levi’s gaze upon her.  “You do have the bait, don’t you?”

At the same time Melusine responded, “No,” Sir Aldridge answered with, “yes.”

Levi shook his head in confusion.  Melusine swallowed down a hot bubble of pain at the thought of losing this man.  But she opened her mouth and murmured, “I cannot finish the job with you.”

Before Levi could respond, Edwin gave her a condescending smile and said, “You will finish the job, Miss Doré.  In fact, it is you who will be the bait.”

For a moment, the only noise in the carriage was the thwacking of the wheels running through the mud.  Then Levi growled, “Are you mad?”

“Not in the least, Mr. Cannon.  Using Miss Doré as bait will rid me of two problems at once: the Siren Eel and the source of all this insanity.”

Levi’s voice thundered within the small space.  “Your inability to accept Melusine’s refusal of your affections has poisoned your brain.”

Edwin just chuckled.

Levi reached over, taking Melusine’s hand in his own.  His fingers were strong and warm.  “Stop this coach at once.  Mel and I are getting out.”

Edwin sniffed. “Not until I say.”

Though Melusine knew the door would be locked, she tried the handle, regardless.  It did not budge under her grip.  Mounting panic snaked through her, like a weed growing over a plant, choking out its life bit by bit.  Any hope she’d had of coming through this without Levi knowing her secret or without him getting hurt was quickly being snuffed out.

Levi pounced on Edwin, one strong hand around Edwin’s throat, pinning him to the velvet carriage seat.  His other hand twisted Edwin’s copper wrist joints until they squealed and popped, broken.  “Nothing happens to her, or it won’t just be your metal parts that need fixing.”

Edwin nodded and Levi removed his hand, slow enough that he could catch the other man in his grip again if he needed to.  Edwin coughed and rubbed his throat, then breathed out, “I’ll have the driver open the doors—we’re by the docks, regardless.  But first, Miss Doré must disrobe.”

Levi’s hand shot out again, squeezing Edwin’s windpipe.  “You sick—”

But Edwin managed to croak out, “She’s not human!”

Though he did not remove his hand from Edwin’s throat, Levi turned to Melusine, his eyes wild.  “What is he talking about?”

Her throat constricted.  She could say nothing, let Levi knock Edwin cold and then disappear the moment night fell.   That way, she wouldn’t have to see his face when he learned the truth.  She hesitated, her breath ragged.

Her hesitation cost her everything.  In that moment, Edwin’s damaged copper fingers seized the material of Melusine’s gown at the waist.  A sliver of metal caught the line of stitching, ripping it apart.  Levi cuffed Edwin across the chin, but before he brought his fist down again, the dress fell back to reveal Melusine’s scale-covered hips and legs.

A thin trickle of blood escaped Edwin’s mouth as he grimaced.  “Mermaid. I knew it.”   

Levi stared at her, the coral scales still shiny in the dim light of the carriage.  His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, then swallowed again.  “But…I saw you.  Your legs.”

“She’s a monster.  An expert in seduction. She has been playing with us all along, intent on devouring us,” said Edwin, prying Levi’s fingers from his throat.

“No!  Not at all.  I’m human.  It’s a curse.”  Melusine’s heart felt like a boulder in her chest.

But Levi was still studying her, his face slowly paling.  “A mermaid?” he breathed.  “You’re a mermaid?”

“I only turn when in love.”  The look of betrayal in Levi’s eyes brought the raw sting of tears to the back of her throat.  She loved him.  Oh, have mercy on her, she loved him.

Fire lit her shins and ankles as she felt new scales growing in.  In a matter of moments her feet would turn to fins and then the change would be complete.  It was then, she imagined, that she’d become the siren who would taste his tongue and swallow his blood so it would beat stronger in her own veins.

As she watched, Levi lost his ghostly pallor and a surge of color rose into his cheeks. “The night of his death, my brother told me he’d met the most lovely of creatures.  That he had to see her again or drown in his own desire.  And that was exactly what happened.  He was tortured and drowned by the woman he worshiped.”

His eyes flashed black and he punched the carriage wall directly next to Melusine’s head.  The metal clang reverberated in her ear.  His face was only inches from hers.  She could see his pulse throbbing in a thick vein in his neck.

“The curse…” she whispered.  “I never wanted this to happen.  It wasn’t my plan.  I wanted to stay away from you, but I can’t control my feelings, Levi.”  Her vision blurred by unshed tears, Melusine could no longer see Levi’s face clearly.  But she heard him; his voice was a hard line.

“Get me out of this carriage before I kill you both.”

“You must finish the job, Mr. Cannon,” said Edwin.

Levi pulled a pistol from a holster inside his waistcoat. “I don’t care what you do to the mermaid.  I don’t give a damn if the Siren Eel swallows her or even you.  But if you do not unlock this carriage, I’ll blow your brains out of the back of your head.”

“Unlock!”  Edwin pushed on the handle and the door swung outward.  Levi tumbled out into a relentless sheet of rain and stalked off in the direction of the city.  A hot blade of grief cut through Melusine.

The lake churned before them, the water gray and frothy.  At the closest pier waited a floating vessel of dull metal.  It was not even half as long as a sailing ship, but shaped like one, tapered at both ends, a trio of thin smoke stacks where a mast might have been.  The silver balloon of a one-person airship was tacked to the hull.  It flapped about in the wind, fanning clouds of steam that the boat engine spat out.  “Levi!”  Edwin called out.  “Feed her to the Siren Eel and then slay them both.  I’ll pay you double!”

Levi kept walking, his head down, his hands tightened into fists.  He did not stop did not turn around.  Yet he did pause mid-step, his head lifting, when Edwin cried in desperation, “This is your chance to finish it, to eradicate those creatures that killed your brother once and for all!”

Melusine’s breath caught.  Would he do it?  Would he come back to kill her?

But he continued on again, becoming only a silhouette in the curtain of rain.

Agony shot through Melusine’s feet and legs.  Her fins were coming in and her shoes did not mold well to their form.  She took a step away from Edwin, but stumbled on the uneven boards creating a path to the shore on one side and the street on the other.

“Oh, no, my dear, dear Melusine.  You are coming with me.”  Edwin’s crippled clockwork hand locked her wrist in a vice grip, bits of broken metal sharp against her skin.

She twisted her forearm above his and brought it down sharply against the joint that connected the prosthetic arm to his elbow.  It bent inward, pinching Edwin’s skin, tiny rivets piercing his flesh. Edwin screamed.  Rivulets of blood mixed with the rain.  Melusine shook his hand off of her wrist and took two steps back.

He raced towards her, his blue eyes burning, rain streaming from his long nose.  She knew she could take him easily, even without a weapon, so she stood her ground.  As he neared her she extended her right hand, fingertips pointed at his windpipe.  But before she could finish the move, a searing pain tore through her and she doubled over, sinking to the wooden sidewalk.  She tore at her boot laces, her fins finally formed.

Edwin wrapped his arms around her waist, lifting her.  She knocked him off of her by smashing her head backward into his.  She heard a soft crunch as her skull made contact with his nose and a long tear as he ripped at her dress.

Though he let go of her, she flailed about on the ground.  Instead of legs and feet she now had two tails ending in fins and no way to stand.  Without her clothes to cover her, she looked more siren than human.  Her scales climbed up over her hips and narrowed above her navel, finally coming to a point just between her breasts.  Even under the dark cloud cover, her skin shone like mother of pearl.

When she breathed in, she tasted the moisture in the air.

Edwin stood over her, a look of something between hatred and adoration in his eyes. “So this is you in love.  I guess it is a good thing you never loved me.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you.  I couldn’t allow myself to get close to you.”

“But you got close to Levi, didn’t you?”

Melusine said nothing.  There was nothing to say.  She let Levi into her heart and she ruined everything.

Edwin bent down to pick her up, but the barbs on her scales pricked his skin. “Damn fish!”  He fiddled with the crushed fingers of his mechanical hand and, getting it to respond as he wished, locked a copper arm tight around her.  Perhaps she would have fought him off, but just then an intense throbbing around her ribs diverted her from any thought other than the pain.

They approached the little boat where an automaton servant waited, rusting in the rain.  Edwin half-held, half-dragged her, her ribcage itching and burning, as if acid were eating her from the inside.  She tried to force herself to stay alert, to stay herself, but a black veil fell over her consciousness.  When she awoke again, she was in the water, bubbles flowing in and out of tiny slits between her ribs.  Gills.  Oh, dear God, she had gills.

A large chain was fastened around her waist with a padlock.  The chain disappeared further down into the brown water, the storm kicking up sand so she could not see more than a few feet below her.  She dove to see what she was attached to.  Putting her two tails together to form one sleek whip, she darted through the water, a strange satisfaction filling her as she swam.  Apart from the chain around her waist, she felt weightless yet sure and powerful.  The cold water a secure embrace against her body.

An anchor held fast to the chain, its heavy arms nestled into the clay-like sand coating the bottom of the lake.  No matter how hard she yanked or pushed, she could not make it budge.

She shot upwards, her face, shoulders and waist cresting the lip of the water before being tugged back by the immovable chain.  She was far enough away from the docks and boats that the giant Siren Eel wouldn’t ruin the manmade toys with its bulk, even if a fight ensued.  But she was close enough that she could see Edwin’s silhouette on the jetty; he had planted her as bait and would watch as the Siren Eel devoured her.

Yet while she should be frightened that the Siren Eel would be there any moment and that these were her last minutes of life, instead an eerie calm blanketed her.  She opened her mouth and raked her tongue over her teeth.  Real mermaids had a second set of teeth hugging the first – sharp tines they used to rip apart muscle or slice through a man’s tongue.

Melusine felt no new growth behind her own teeth, but she did feel the dark and heady brew of beauty and power snaking through her veins.  In the back of her mind, she remembered her mother in the bath and how the magic worked on her through the water, her already lovely face and body turning to something irresistible, something so beautiful it could only be supernatural.  So this is how she felt.  Intoxicated, dizzy and invincible at the same time.

The siren’s glamour was hers now, but so were its monstrous desires.  Despite the lack of fangs, she wanted to taste Edwin’s mouth upon her own, then taste his blood as she bit down.  A smile played upon her lips and a melody worked its way through her vocal chords.

“Edwin,” she sang out, her voice carried over the waves even though it was barely above a whisper. Her new voice was her own, but sweeter, deeper.  It was a melody that brought a longing to even her own heart.  “My sweet Edwin, come to me.  Bring the key to unchain me and I’ll be yours forever.”

He stood on the jetty, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.  While he fidgeted, she called out to him once more.  She imagined the sound of it reaching him, sending pleasant shivers all over his body.  She imagined his desire as a drugged haze that enveloped him fully until his only thought was of her.

He jumped into the water in his waistcoat and shoes and headed directly for her.

At the sound of Edwin splashing in the waves, bile suddenly rose in Melusine’s throat.  No!  No, she would not let the beast in her take over.  She’d allow Edwin to free her, but she would not allow those base instincts to fill her with bloodlust.  She wrapped her hands around her own throat, trying to choke out the song that was building there.  The black veil fluttered over her and to her great panic, she lost a few seconds.  She had to hang on.  She was Melusine.  She was no monster.

But her doubt was greater than her conviction.

He approached her, his blonde hair now a wet, dark cap upon his head.  He must have had his servant attach a replacement clockwork hand while he was on the boat, because he treaded water, holding the key to the padlock in a shiny new set of fingers.  “Do you love me now, Melusine?”

His hand trembled as he reached out to fit the key into the lock.  But as metal struck metal, the key slipped, swirling downward through the water.

The darkness that slithered through her veins expanded until she could barely feel herself inside her own body.  Her vision went fuzzy as an animalistic rage exploded through her.  She’d drown the fool!  She’d drown him and use his tongue to sweeten her song!

She struggled to see out of her own eyes and use her own voice, the monster in her growing more powerful.  Her voice cracked as she shouted out, “Get away from me, Edwin!”  And when he did not move, his eyes only on her delicate fingers reaching for him, ready to push him under, she screamed again.  “Go or I will kill you in spite of myself!”

The sound of a chugging engine cut through her words, and the small boat that had been tied to the pier (the one Edwin had surely used to bring her out to the depths only to chain her up) cut through the waves.  Levi stood on deck, a rope in his hands, a look of fierce determination upon his face.

“Sir Aldridge, stay away from her!”  He threw the line out to the other man and pulled him out of Melusine’s reach.  She clawed at the water, but the chain held her where she was.

“Levi!”  Desire swam over her – her own desire to love him as well as the siren’s desire to devour him.

Levi was helping Edwin over the edge of the boat, his wet sleeves clinging to the shape of his arms.  He glanced at Melusine then quickly turned away, his chest heaving with quick breaths.  “You are one of them.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, Levi.  You must go before I’m overtaken by the curse completely.”  But even as she was saying it, her voice lilted into song, the notes set out to ensnare him, to bring him to her.

She saw him hesitate, hands still on Edwin though the other man was now inside the boat.  But then he shook his head as if trying to rid it of cobwebs.  “I’ve come to finish the job.”

“You’ve come to kill me.”  Strange how much it hurt, though she knew he was right to do so.  She was a danger.  A threat.  A monster.

Levi grasped the edge of the boat, the small metal hull tossed about in the waves.  He did not look at her, but out at the expanse of lake behind her.  “To kill the Siren Eel.  It is what I was hired for.”

Her skin tingled at the base of her neck.  It was near.  She turned and saw its immense head shoot out of the water a few hundred yards from them.  It had caught her scent and it was on its way.

Instinctual fear burned through her and the blackness that was her inner monster nearly took over again.  But, like a toddler fighting sleep, she blinked and refused to give in.  The chain around her waist was heavy and cold.  There was no way she was getting out of this alive without the key.

She dove, slicing through the water until she reached the bottom.  With the storm, there was little sunlight and what murky light did seep through the depths was filtered to nearly nothing down this deep.  She searched for any telltale glint in the sands, but saw nothing except a blanket of gray.

The Siren Eel was heading for her, its jaw stretched wide in a sharp toothed grin.  Its tail slapped the water, the reverberation of it causing the lake to heave and pitching Melusine about.

Please, please!  She had to find that key.

Her fingernails scrabbled the icy thick sand as the shadow of the beast thrust her into complete darkness.  She flattened her body to the lake floor, inching forward on her forearms, still feeling around for the key.

The eel screeched, horrendous pitches in its cry now audible to Melusine as a siren.  Her ears throbbed and pounded, a needle of pain at the center.  The beast’s right eye flamed indigo and orange. A slate black orb shone dully where Levi had shot it in the left eye.  It opened its jaw wide and skidded along the sand, trying to catch her between its teeth.  But just as it reached her, she twirled away, the creature’s fangs and the barbed scales of its head missing her by a mere fraction.  But its gigantic tail did not miss the mark.  It whipped about, colliding with her, flinging her several feet backward through the water.

The spines on the eel’s scales had not scraped her this time, but had rasped against the thick chain.  The beast swam on, gathering speed and space to turn around in, churning the water as well as the sand as it did so.

In the cloud of particles, Melusine spotted the shimmer of the key.  She wrapped her fingers tightly around it, a jolt of hope shooting through her.  The chain jerked and the undertow swelled and surged as the Siren Eel advanced, water pressure hurling Melusine about like a die in the hand of a gambler.  She stabbed the key at the jerking padlock, a scream of frustration escaping her as she missed each time.  The Eel was practically upon her when she felt the slip and click of the key fitting into the lock.  The chain dropped.

A BOOM shook the water.  Bubbles from the creature’s jaw flowed over Melusine. But the Siren Eel was suddenly less interested in her. Its eyes rolled in their sockets and it turned its head around to look at its back and tail.

A line of fire lit up its dorsal fin, burning brightly despite the water.  Above it swam Levi, kicking his way back up to the surface.  As the eel wriggled, trying to put out the fire, Melusine followed Levi.  Once he was back near the boat, only his legs visible beneath the waves, a silver arrow sped past her, nearly touching her right shoulder.

Her face broke through the surface, the air cool against her wet skin.  In the sky directly above her, the wind batted about a miniature airship, Edwin’s form squeezed into its basket along with an automaton pilot.  He bent over the side, watching her through binocular goggles.

Levi was still in the water only inches from her, his torso naked, beads of moisture shining in the dips and curves of his muscles.  He held onto the boat with one hand and pointed a miniature crossbow at her with the other.  “Get into the boat or the next shot won’t miss.”

Melusine felt movement in the depths below her.  The Siren Eel.

“Now,” said Levi.  He climbed in and then grasped her upper arm with his free hand, helping to haul her aquatic body into the boat.  The human scent of him filled her nostrils as she flopped over the side of the hull, stirring the monstrous thirst deep inside her.  Her vision faded in then out then back in.

“Are you saving me, my love?”  Her vocal chords purred.  But it was then that she saw his ears were stuffed with leather buttons, drowning out her siren song.

She didn’t know if he could still hear her and was responding to her question, or if he was just telling her how things would be.  But he looked down at her while the shadow under the water grew in size as it got closer to the surface.  “I need the beast to open its mouth out of the water or I’ll never get that explosive device in.  It will come out for you.”

Levi dropped the crossbow into the boat and dug his hand into his pocket to pull out a round silver orb.  Melusine picked up the crossbow, her hunting instincts still intact, just as the creature rose out of the lake.

An ear-splitting howl emerged from the beast, its jaw widening, ready to consume them—from the airship to the boat—and pop them in like peanuts between its fangs.

Lying on her back, Melusine shot off arrows, the force of the thrust embedding them deep into the creature’s palate. Out of the side of her eye, she saw a silver flash thrown by Levi, then another one.  The beast swooped down, its nose knocking the airship loose of its mooring on the boat. The airship rode the wind, Edwin gripping the hull tight as it looped about in the storm.

And then the Siren Eel exploded.

In a gruesome fireworks display, blood and gore burst into blue-red blooms.  Chunks of eel flesh and bone and teeth eddied through the air and landed with violence into the boat and water.  A six-foot long bit of the tail fell onto the boat with such force it tipped the vessel over and ripped a hole in the hull.  Levi and Melusine were thrown from the deck into the water.

Once immersed, Melusine fought her way through debris to find Levi.  The vessel, though small enough, was heavy and was sinking fast, its thin smoke stacks pointed like javelins towards the bottom of the lake.  And Levi’s body was threaded between two of them, intact but trapped.

His arms and chest were wedged between the smoke stacks, and the stacks themselves had been bent as the boat was overturned.  Melusine could not have snared him better if she’d tried.  He could get out, of course, it would take some strength and some time, but he could do it.  Except there was no way for him to breathe.

The veins riding his muscles swelled as he struggled with the metal pipes. His face was red with exertion, his cheeks puffed out with stale air.  Each effort moved the metal a little bit, but he was running out of time. 

Melusine swam over to him, her mermaid body humming, the darkness inside her expanding.  He narrowed his honey eyes at her but continued to push at the smoke stacks.  A little more and he’d be free.  But not yet.  A voracious hunger roared through her, one that she knew could only be stemmed by the taste of the man in front of her.  Bubbles escaped his lips, little bits of air released.  Soon, she thought.  Soon his human body would panic, ready to take a fatal breath.

While his arms were still pinned to his sides, she reached over and plucked the leather buttons from his ears.  His face paled and his eyes widened as he realized what she intended to do.

“Levi,” she sang.

The metal poles had almost bent enough for him to slip through, but his lungs betrayed him.  He opened his mouth to take a breath.

Melusine put her lips over his.








  
 





Chapter Nine

 

As Melusine’s mouth hovered over Levi’s, as the taste of him filled her senses, the monster inside her clawed to get out.  It was the same sensation she’d had when she’d leaned in to kiss Reuben ten years earlier.

That night when she was fifteen, the desire to own Reuben had pulsed hot through her veins.

“He’s waiting for your kiss,” said the beautiful mermaid.  Melusine hadn’t paid attention to the taunting edge in the creature’s voice.

Melusine brought her head forward.  But just before her lips brushed his, she saw blood trickling out in thin lines from the corners of his mouth.  He whimpered and opened up, a thick pool of red where his tongue should have been.

The shock of it sent her falling backward, her heart thumping in her ears.

“Oh, come now.” The mermaid grinned, her teeth jagged points tinged with blood. “I may have already eaten the best part, but there’s no need to act offended.”

“No!” Melusine screamed.

“He’s all yours, half-breed. There’s no shortage of human boys.  I’ll find another.”  She let go of Reuben’s arm and he sunk under the water.

Melusine struggled to wrap her arms around Reuben and drag him to shore.  While she did so, tears falling hot against her cheeks, the monster slid back off to the depths of the lake.  More blood seeped from Reuben’s mouth, but his eyes had lost their luster.  Melusine listened for his heartbeat and heard none.

A searing pain broke over her legs, hips and heart.  She fell into a pocket of high grasses and allowed the dark shroud of oblivion to consume her.  When she woke, it was hours later.  Seagulls picked at her hair.

The boy next to her was dead.  His mouth hung open to reveal a missing tongue.

Scales no longer covered Melusine’s body, but since then she worried she could become like the creature she’d met in the lake that day.  That she, too, was monstrous at heart.

But now, today, immersed in the water with her mouth over Levi’s, she knew the truth and knew she was no beast, no matter what dark magic coursed through her veins.  She did not have the fangs and claws of a mermaid, and she did not have its heart.

Levi tried moving away, but she grasped the back of his head with her hands to hold him to her. His lips and tongue tasted sweet and salty and lit a fire of longing in her core.  But she did not hesitate.  She exhaled a long breath into Levi’s mouth, giving him enough air to escape.

He sucked it into his lungs and held it there.  The pupils of his eyes had expanded to nearly overcome the amber edges.  He frowned at her as she helped him shove the smoke stacks apart one last time.  The metal gave way and Levi disentangled himself, then kicked upwards to the surface.

She wrapped her arms around her waist and hung motionless in the water.  She felt hollowed out, as if Levi had taken her very soul with him when he left.  But he was alive.  That was all that mattered.

Her mother’s curse had worked.  It had driven away the man she loved.  He saw her for a monster, just like Mother said he would.  Melusine took a deep breath through her gills, the cold water easing the ache in her ribcage.  She didn’t know how much time passed while she floated, staring at nothing then dully swimming forward, no idea where to go.  But the gray light that had been filtered through the water dimmed until night settled over the lake.

Melusine wriggled towards shore.  She lay there, a strip of damp beach her pillow, her body stretched out, water covering her to her shoulders like a blanket.

She slept alone.  Just as the curse intended.

 

The next few days Melusine searched the lake for anything like her.  The possibility of spending eternity all alone under the water haunted her more than she wanted to admit.   She came across no other lake monsters – only sturgeon and pike and perch.

And then one evening, not far from a small sail-steamer cutting through the water, something stirred behind her.  She turned.  There was the most unusual beast she’d ever laid eyes on:  a man in submarine armor of an oval copper helmet, an India rubber suit, and weighted boots which held him to the lake floor.  A long pipe led out from the top of the helmet to an even longer tube snaking up to the surface.  A round window in the helmet revealed the man’s face.

Flipping her tails, Melusine moved closer then stopped. There was Levi, his face pale behind the glass.  His eyes were soft and pleading and brought a tingling rush to her chest.  He held out his hand, fingers outstretched, as if he wanted her to take it.  She stared at it, then him, barely daring to hope he’d come for any other reason than to slay her.

But she laced her fingers through his and swam upwards, tugging him and his heavy boots along.  When they broke through the lip of the water, Levi pointed to the steamer.  It was not large enough to be used for cargo, but the size of boats sometimes taken out for pleasure.  It was half-sail, half-vapor, as were many of the newer vessels.  Two golden sails sectioned like ladies’ fans donned the mast and one thin smoke stack puffed out clouds of fog.  Levi and Melusine made their way over to the boat, where a rope ladder hung over the side of the metal hull, Zahn holding it steady.  Levi did not let go of her hand, pulling her with him, even though with his suit and her tails navigating the ladder became ridiculously clumsy. By the time she flipped over the side of the boat and landed on deck her confusion was total.  Why was she here?

Zahn helped take the heavy helmet from Levi’s shoulders, then stood above her. He looked almost tidy in a proper set of trousers and waistcoat.  A look of exultation made his face glow as beamed down at her.  “Miss Doré! You’re magnificent.  Absolutely magnificent.”

Shivering, Levi peeled off the rubber suit, the woolen pants and shirt underneath it soaked.  His face was ashen as he collapsed next to her.  “I much prefer the submersible.  This outfit would make a fish seasick.”

“It’s the air pressure,” said Zahn, fiddling with a wheel on a large metal tank that was connected to the hose.  “I must not have gauged it correctly.”

“At least we found her before I got too ill –”

“Found me?” Melusine sat up, her scales screeching against the deck.  “Why did you take me here? Whose steamer is this?”

“I’d better go see what our little pilot’s up to!”  Zahn nearly tripped on his own feet in his haste to get away.

Levi watched Zahn disappear behind the sails, then said, “This boat is mine.  I’d have used it for the Siren Eel hunt, but I make it a rule to never endanger my own equipment.”

“Only Sir Aldridge’s equipment,” she said.

“Especially Sir Aldridge’s equipment.” He let out one quick laugh, then tipped his head back, eyes on the sky. The storm had calmed down, the wind now only gentle breezes.  The pewter clouds had faded to silver.  “This vessel…it’s the one I used to hunt mermaids after my brother’s death.”

Melusine’s heart was suddenly fierce and wild inside the cage of her chest. She started towards the edge of the deck, but Levi wrapped his fingers around her forearm.

“Stop.” His voice was quiet, but firm.  “You saved my life.”

“That makes us even.”

He shook his head, small droplets of water falling from his hair.  “Sirens…mermaids…don’t save lives.  They take them.”

“I’m not a mermaid.  I’m Melusine.  I’m a woman cursed to become a monster the moment I fall in love.”  She swallowed.  “I fell in love with you.”

She tugged away from him, but Levi tightened his grip.  “Come closer.”

A tremor of uncertainty shimmied over her spine.  She was not far from freedom; in seconds she could haul herself overboard and into the water.  Yet she leaned towards him anyway.

He put a hand to her face and traced a soft line from her cheekbone to her chin, then to her lips.  “That submarine armor did me in.  I’m about to pass out,” he said.  “And I want a kiss from the woman I love before I do.”

His lips touched hers briefly, then he pulled back to stare into her eyes.  She blinked away tears, her heart filling with hope.  Could he really love her?

He covered her mouth with his, an urgency in his kiss that made her stomach float like an airship unmooring.  His lips were on her lips, then her neck and earlobe, her body tingling under his warm breath.  As he kissed her collarbone, he instinctively gripped her hips.

“Ah!”  Levi shook his hand, tiny pearls of blood forming where his skin made contact with the barbs on her scales.  “It’s better than a chastity belt.”

“And most likely more effective.”  Melusine’s voice broke as she spoke.

“But I’ve just the thing!”  He dug into his trouser pockets and pulled out his soaking wet pair of gloves. 

Levi brought his lips to hers once more, his gloved hands pulling her close.  She spread her fingers into his hair, gripping him.  The skin at the back of his neck was soft, so unlike the roughness of his chin which was now rubbing against her shoulder in a way that made her body hum.  Even her tails pulsated at his touch.

Her tails.  Oh, good Lord.  There was no way she could do this.

“What happens now?” she whispered and gently disentangled herself from his arms.

He studied her, his gaze lingering on the curve of her mouth, the length of her neck, the rise of her breasts.  He stared at her lower body for a moment, gloved fingers gently running over her scales.

“We’ll figure it out,” he said.

Melusine nodded, but a soreness blossomed in her throat.

“We can go anywhere.  I have our money, from Sir Aldridge.  He was intending to cheat us out of your half, but I persuaded him otherwise.”  A slow smile spread across Levi’s lips.

“How so?”

“His little airship landed in a tree.  Upside down.  Embarrassing for a man of his stature.  I happened upon the scene and wouldn’t help him down unless he kept to his word on the full payment.”  He turned to her.  “Although part of me wishes his exploits had ended up in the broadsides.”

Melusine imagined Edwin’s ruined airship hanging from a tree branch, its owner trying to keep his top hat on while dangling in the air.   It was enough to make her laugh.

But Levi stilled.  “I’m sorry it took me so long to come back to find you, Miss Doré.  I should not have—”

“No.  No need to apologize,” Melusine said.  “Please.  Don’t.”

By now the sun was well behind the city, the sky orange laced with lavender.  Melusine yawned, fatigue a sudden weight upon her.

Levi gathered her into his arms and picked her up.  “Let me show you the sleeping quarters, Miss Doré.”

Mahogany paneling lined the walls of the cozy area, a large porthole looking out over the water.  Levi set Melusine down on the bed, on top of soft quilts and pillows, covering her with a cotton blanket.  It caught upon the small spines on her scales, but Levi finally got it over her. He was still pale and he gave her a weak smile.

“Rest,” he said.  “I need to put on dry clothes and get some rest myself.”

He kissed each of her eyelids closed.  “See you in the morning.”

 

When she woke again, the sky visible through the porthole was a bright blue.  She shifted on the bed to get a better view, the bedsheets sliding easily over her skin.  She clutched the blanket, all of a sudden dizzy as the intoxicated buzz of realization hit her.

The door to the room burst open, and Levi stood there with the Chicago Tribune in his hands.  He said nothing, but his jaw was set, his eyes dark.  He threw the newspaper onto the bed and ran both hands through his hair while she read the headline:  MELUSINE DORE: FRIEND OR FIEND?

Skimming the article, she came across the source of the news.  “According to Sir Edwin Aldridge, Miss Doré is, in fact, one of the very beasts she claims to protect us from. Chicago is outraged.”  She glanced up at Levi and set the paper aside.

“I’ve no doubt he’ll come looking for you, armed with harpoons and angry citizens,” Levi said.

Melusine shrugged and leaned back against the headboard.  “Let him come.”

Levi shook his head.  “We’ll leave here. Leave Chicago.  Because if they see you—”

Melusine let the blanket fall down to her waist, her naked breasts barely hidden behind the veil of her hair.  “Let them see me.”  She threw off the blanket entirely.  “Let them see all of me.”

Levi’s mouth dropped and he gripped the bedframe.  Melusine dragged a hand down the curve of her hip, her palm resting on her bare thigh. Her scales were gone, only the marks left from the ones she’d torn out remained.  Her fins were feet again, and the skin around her ribcage was free of gills.

She lay naked on the bed, a smile the only thing dressing her. The curse had failed; Levi hadn’t seen her as a monster. And he hadn’t fled.

The curse no longer had a hold on her.  She had ten years of being afraid to love that she wanted to make up for.

“Looks like we won’t need to leave Chicago, after all,” she said.

“Good.” Levi loosened his cravat, a slow grin building on his face. “Because I was hoping we could stay right here.”

Melusine stood and unbuttoned his waistcoat and shirt, sliding her fingers inside. His chest was warm and solid, his stomach ribbed with muscle.  He bent to take her mouth in his, his tongue skimming her lips.  He cradled her chin in his hands and his kiss traveled from her lips to her cheeks to her eyes and back again. “I love you,” he whispered over and over again.  “I always have.”

Melusine had never felt more alive or more certain of what she wanted. Every bit of her body ached to touch Levi. To have him touch her.

Pressing his forehead against hers, Levi held her gaze, his eyes lit with desire.  “Well, Miss Doré…”

“What is it, Mr. Cannon?” 

Levi pulled his gloves out of his pocket and threw them over his shoulder.  “I won’t be needing these.”

Melusine lifted her eyebrows.  “But I thought you never got your hands dirty.”

“I believe the time has come for me to get dirty, Miss Doré.” His hand swept over her hips and upward, his thumb grazing the underside of her breast.  He brought his lips to her ear and whispered, his breath sending a delicious tickle down her spine.  “Very dirty.”
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Siren’s Kiss by Margo Bond Collins
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Her kiss might save the world …

 

Unless his kiss kills her first.

 

It’s been almost two thousand years since the mer-shifter Skyla walked the streets of Athens—not since her heart was broken by a human man and she exchanged the land and sky for the ocean depths. Ever since, she has lived in the underwater ruins of Atlantis, studying with the priestesses of the goddess Amphitrite, refining her mermaid powers and ignoring her human half.

But her studies are interrupted when she is called upon by the god Poseidon himself to investigate rumors that the world above is being polluted by the magic of creatures from another realm—and worse, that the ocean kingdom of the mer-people might be next.

When her inquiries in modern-day Greece lead her to an American detective asking similar questions, Skyla realizes that the magical problem she’s been sent to research is bigger than she anticipated—and that one human’s kisses might be more dangerous to her, and her world, than she ever could have imagined.








  
 





Skyla

 

This is not a love story.

It’s been over two thousand years since I walked these shores, and even then, the man who broke my heart was centuries gone, sailed away into death—the last journey into yet another land where I will not follow.

Truth be told, though, he left me long before he died, gone away to rejoin a wife he hadn’t seen in twenty years, to reclaim a rocky, wind-swept island for a son he barely knew.

Gone home, to spin stories about his absence like his wife spun his death-shroud—picking out the stitches at night and reweaving them anew to postpone the inevitable moment when the stories wear thin and you find the monsters have been in your home all along, posing as suitors who would win your heart.

The poets lie, you know. They say our songs seduce the sailors, draw them into the ocean to drown.

But if the ocean sings to them, it is not our doing—no more than the earth’s call to us is theirs.

And Odysseus never tried to resist.








  
 





Clay

 

The first time I saw her, I thought she was a hallucination—a fever dream brought on by the ancient stories I had read on the plane from Dallas to Athens, by jet-lag, by the irrepressible urge to wander late at night that was inspired by the sight of the blue dome over the Church of St. Nicholas from my hotel-room window.

The whole trip had tugged at me, from the moment my captain told me he was putting me on leave after the shooting of Dennis Charalobos. We all knew it was a good shoot, but we had to follow the forms, and the investigation had to proceed. The news cameras were watching. At the time, I thought those cameras, as much as anything, prompted the investigators to allow me to leave the country.

I know better now.

But the department shrink said I should follow my urge to see Charalobos’s home country, so I followed the allure of the idea.

The cathedral drew me from Hotel Poseidonio—the name seems an irony now—and I promised myself to explore it during daylight hours before I left the port area of Piraeus for central Athens in a few days.

I still haven’t seen the interior of the church.

The smell of the ocean permeated everything, and though I wanted to stare at the water, I found myself turning my back on the giant cruise ships docked nearby, and heading into the dark, narrow streets. I walked without conscious purpose, but with a clear sense of direction, and was unsurprised when I emerged from the city lanes half an hour later to stand above the curve of a beach.

A rock wall formed the boundaries of a small highway, and cars whizzed by fairly regularly. I suspected there was probably an easier beach entrance. Still, rather than look for it, I jumped down to cross the highway, and clambered to the beach below.

Not far off shore stood a rocky formation. I vaguely recalled it from the map, a small circle labeled with a long Greek word beginning with a K. Stepping as close to the ocean as I could without getting my boots wet, I stared at the dark mound, feeling something about it tug at the very core of me. Then I stepped into the gently lapping water.

If I hadn’t been staring at the tiny island so intently, I wouldn’t have seen her. As it was, a ripple of the water in the moonlight caught my attention first, then the quiet splash of a fish jumping—the same sound I’d heard on the Texas coast probably hundreds of times in my life.

In the next moment, though, a fin flipped up, fracturing the moonlight into a thousand dark droplets before slapping down flat against the water. A few feet away, a sleek head emerged from the sea before disappearing again, and I leaned forward, blinking and peering into the darkness.

A seal, maybe? Were there seals in the Mediterranean? I listened carefully for the distinctive bark, but heard nothing other than the traffic passing above.

There it was again. Small, rounded—and I could almost make out a face.

Was a person swimming out there?

A cloud drifting across the moon obscured my vision for a moment. I went back to listening, even as I wondered why I even cared. So what if someone was swimming in the ocean after midnight? It had nothing to do with me.

I should go back to my hotel, try to get some sleep.

Stay.

I heard it as clearly as if it had been whispered into my ear—almost felt the brush of soft, feminine lips against my skin.

I froze at the instruction, just as the sky cleared again and the moon shone directly onto the tiny island across from me, highlighting the profile of a woman using her arms to pull herself up onto a rock as she shook out her long, dark hair, sending water flying in all directions.

She didn’t wear any bathing suit top, and her breasts shivered with the exertion of lifting herself, the nipples forming tiny peaks that held my attention for a long moment. Although I couldn’t see it, I could imagine the water forming clear droplets, trembling before falling off those darkened mounds.

As she rolled over to sit up straight, we made eye contact, broken only when her long fin flipped up to coil around the rock she sat on.

Mermaid.

The word wandered through my mind as if attempting to attach itself to something more real than the vision in front of me.

I waited, held still by a silent word and an impossible image.

With a convulsive motion, the mermaid across the water from me grabbed the sides of her hips, covered in silvery scales. Her groan echoed across the water, along with an ominous ripping sound.

An odd white light swirled around her, spotlighting the tear moving down her fin, like a knife slicing into her.

Dark blood ran from her center down both sides of the ruined fin, and her groans turned into sobbing whimpers. I couldn’t understand the words she said, but their meaning was clear as she shook her head and clutched her torn body.

No, no, no. Please. No more.

And a name, repeated over and over: Poseidon.

I knew that one—Greek god of the ocean. 

Part of me wanted to swim to the rock, to try to save the mermaid. But I couldn’t bring myself to move, and the same part of me that had known I needed to come to this beach told me that she had to face this alone—it was not my battle.

Your fight is coming.

The whispered voice in my mind shook me, even as I accepted its words as truth.

The mermaid’s transformation took less than half an hour, and when it was done, she stood, shakily, on two legs, rinsing blood and flesh and scales away into the water to reveal the almost silvery-white, untouched skin of newly formed legs beneath.

She stood naked on the rock, her pale skin shining in the moonlight, her hair swirling down around her hips, a new dark triangle where her legs met her torso—and everything about her was perfect. I felt a surge of longing pulse through me.

A single swipe of her arm across her face dashed away any remaining tears.

Then, meeting my eyes for a final time, she dove from the rock into the water, slicing into the ocean and disappearing from my sight.

I was suddenly as tired as if I had undergone the shift myself, and as determined to get back to my hotel as I had originally been to find this rock.

A single, disconnected thought drifted across my mind: Something was driving me, and it wasn’t my own desire.

Stumbling back across the beach, I stopped long enough to scoop up a broken shell and drop it in my jeans pocket.

Whatever was going on here, I suspected I was going to need some kind of evidence that all this had really happened.








  
 





Skyla

 

Stretched out across several of the crumbled stone seats of the Theatre of Dionysus, I baked in the warm sunshine of a summer’s day, allowing the heat to soak in and warm me to my very bones, too long submerged in the deep.

On the cliff above me, the Parthenon loomed, its marble columns partially obscured in scaffolding as workers worked on repairs.

The last time I had been here, when the marble seats of the open-air amphitheater were new and held thousands, I watched the Oresteia trilogy—tragedies to the Athenians who surrounded me, but too far from the truth to be anything but comic to me.

In reality, Agamemnon was a monster, a tyrant of a man who murdered his daughter for the joy of killing, a sacrifice to the gods of power and control. When his wife Clytemnestra killed him in return, other women did not blame her. Their house fell, but it was not of her doing.

But the memories of men are short, and the stories they share shift and change, like the ocean’s surface.

And now was not the time for reflections on the past.

I had a job to do, and it could not wait for the memories crowding my mind to abate.

I stood, stretching my arms into the air, searching for the right point of balance on my newly-shifted legs. Walking remained precarious, though I found it easier with every step. And despite the High Priestess’s warning, the spells I wove around myself—for balance, for language, for truth, even, when I had first arrived, for invisibility—had not drawn undue attention.

This world was ultimately not one of magic.

And yet one man had seen through my veil of illusion.

As I made my way to the surface, I had prayed to Poseidon for assistance. When I arrived, the pale, dark-haired man had been watching the ocean, waiting for me. I could see the magic flickering around him in bright sparks, illuminating us to one another, even in the darkness.

I had forgotten how much the shift hurt.

As with all things, there is a price to pay for change. With magic, that price is unpredictable. In Atlantis, there is an old story of a mermaid who, for love of a human male, traded her fins for legs—and in so doing, lost the voice that the man had loved, gaining only the agony of two legs forevermore.

It’s a tragic story, to be sure, but it’s also a cautionary tale to those of us who travel between worlds. The world of men offers little but pain, and silences our songs.

My shift when I emerged topside tore me in half and left me keening in pain, begging Poseidon to make it stop. Washing away my own flesh and blood, dropping fleshy chunks into the water afterwards like so much chum, made my stomach turn—and seeing the fish rise to the surface to consume that portion of me that made me part of the ocean, made me mer, brought tears of anguish to my eyes.

At least I knew my sacrifice to the magic: the surrender of my own body, my flesh returned to feed the sea.

My new legs ached, and the pale skin was tender, but they were not the agony of needles the mermaid in the old story had suffered.

Perhaps our own stories were as unreliable as any on the surface.

In the days since the shift, I had set out to relearn this world, my magic allowing me to slide through the world unnoticed.

I might be a Siren, able to shift from legs to fins at will, but I had spent centuries as a mermaid, singing with my sisters, learning to control my powers and studying with the priestesses of the sea-goddess Amphitrite, consort of Poseidon.

After so much training, my magic probably should have been palpable, even to humans, even if they didn’t know exactly what was different about me. But because no one expected mermaids, no one truly saw me, even as I moved among them.

So it came as a surprise now when a deep, masculine voice spoke to me from behind. “Excuse me, miss. Could you help me?”

I turned to find the man from the beach staring at me intently. His eyes were a blue-gray, ringed by a darker shade separating the iris from the whites of his eyes. They reminded me a little of the eyes of the few mermen in Atlantis: wide and pale.

Nothing else about him was reminiscent of a merman, though. Where they were slender and graceful, everything about him radiated power—broad shoulders tapering to a trim waist, muscular legs, strong arms. I could imagine him, dense and solid, sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

His wore his dark hair cropped short, and a light sunburn peeled away the skin over the dusting of freckles over his nose. A slight cleft in his otherwise square chin made me want to trail my fingers along it to feel the density of the bone beneath.

Though his gaze didn’t waver from my own, I could not tell if he recognized me—there was no way, short of asking outright, if he had found me through active searching, or if Poseidon’s magic had brought us together again of its own volition.

“I’m sorry,” he said when I didn’t answer his first query. “Do you speak English?”

“I do,” I finally replied, my magic sparking a little as it translated for me.

He blinked at the sound of my voice—perhaps the Atlantean accent that could not be fully erased—but he nodded and continued speaking. “I was wondering if you could tell me the where the closest subway station is?”

When I didn’t immediately reply, he frowned a little, drawing my attention to the faint sheen of sweat along his brow-line. I stared at it, fascinated by the way it glistened in the sunlight.

Do not be a fool. You have known humans before.

Just not in a very long time.

“I am only newly returned to Athens myself,” I said, “but I believe it is this way.” Stepping carefully out of the seating area, I led the man toward the broad street below—Dionysiou Areopagitou. I had only barely begun to learn to navigate this new version of my old city, but I was suddenly glad to be able to share that knowledge, if only in a small way.

“Please don’t let me interrupt you,” the man said. “You don’t have to lead me there—just point me in the right direction?”

I shook my head. “I was leaving the theatre. I, too, need to travel elsewhere now.” I turned left without waiting for a response, still distracted by the way it felt to walk on feet after so long. “The Akropoli station is this way.”

The man fell into step beside me. “You said you were ‘newly returned’ to Athens. Are you from here originally?”

“No, though I spent much of my … younger life here.” One glance back at the theatre, and I dismissed that younger life from my mind.

He nodded. “I’m from the U.S. Name’s Adam Clayton. Most people call me Clay.”

“The U.S. That is the United States?” At his affirmative nod, I replied, “I am Skyla Tritones.” I did not offer further information about my origin, and we walked in silence for a moment longer, turning onto the street that led to the metro station—the loud, smelly transportation that swept its inhabitants from one part of the city to another with virtually miraculous speed.

Why had this Adam Clayton not mentioned seeing me several nights before?

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. Was I wrong? Was this not the man who had watched me as I shifted on the rocks? As we walked, he slipped his hand into his pocket, turning some item inside around and around in his fingers, his expression thoughtful.

No. I was sure. Even if I had not recognized his face, the magic sparking around him would have proven that he was the man from the beach.

I was equally certain that he was Poseidon’s answer to my prayers. 

But I didn’t know how he could help—or what I should do with him in the meantime.








  
 





Clay

 

I walked half a step behind the young woman as she led me toward the subway stop nearest the Acropolis. Truth be told, I didn’t need the directions—I’d been in Athens for several days now, all of them spent searching for her, and I had pretty much learned my way around, even as I circled in on that feeling—the pull that seemed to draw me toward something important. Even when it led me nowhere for days on end, I remained convinced that I would find her again.

Something about the dark-haired young woman—the mermaid-turned-human—sitting in the crumbling stadium seats of the Theater of Dionysus had drawn me back to her. Even now, I found himself staring at her as her seafoam-green dress fluttered around her calves and her white sandals slipped along the sidewalk.

And really, young woman wasn’t quite the right term. When she’d turned her face up toward me, the depth of her eyes had startled me. I suspected that her smooth, flawless skin might not be an honest indicator of her age.

There was more. The way she moved … her dark hair … her abstracted air, even when she spoke directly to him…

Not entirely human.

The thought was crazy—I knew it was—and yet I continued to turn the broken seashell from the beach around and around, the sharp edges scraping against my fingers like a talisman of truth—a physical connection to the reality of the beach with its shape-shifting mermaid, and this reality here and now, walking along the cobblestoned street across from sidewalk cafes filled with tourists.

Part of me suspected that I might be in the middle of a psychotic break. Had I finally lost it, now that I was in Charalobos’s home country? It was the only goal I’d had since I’d killed the man who drew on me that night in Dallas.

“We are here,” Skyla said, stopping outside the subway entrance. “Do you know now your destination?”

I gave myself a mental shake, trying to dispel the lump of failure that settled in my stomach every time I thought about the events of the last few months.

Glancing around, I gestured toward the many sidewalk cafes and bakeries lining the street. “Would you join me for lunch?”

Skyla blinked up at me, her dark green eyes wide and luminous. “I am indeed hungry,” she said, her intonation musical, but not quite like that of the other Greeks to whom I had spoken on this trip.

That’s because she’s a mermaid. Her accent isn’t Greek. It’s Ocean Deeps.

“Pick your poison,” I said, waving my arm in an all-encompassing arc.

Her gasp was audible. “Pardon me?”

“I meant, choose a restaurant.” I could feel a flush crawling up my neck—its obviousness the curse of my fair skin.

“My apologies,” Skyla said, a hint of a smile playing around her lips. “I’m afraid I don’t always understand such idioms.”

“I’ll try to keep the idiot comments to a minimum then,” I replied dryly.

“No, no. I said idioms.” Waving her hands in front of her face, Skyla shook her head so wildly that her fine, dark hair flew around her, catching in spiderweb tendrils along her cheek.

You are an idiot, Clayton.

“Just a joke,” I said, stepping off the sidewalk to cross the street. “Shall we?”

Skyla stared at me for a long moment before she finally nodded and followed him.








  
 





Skyla

 

Why had I agreed to join this odd man from across a wide ocean for a meal?

He was not part of my assignment. Not officially. I wasn’t even certain he was Poseidon’s gift.

Then again, sitting in a crumbling amphitheatre, daydreaming about long-dead lovers hadn’t been part of my assignment, either.

Something about this man drew me to him. I doubted he could tell, but the embarrassed flush when he had corrected me—who offers to allow one to pick one’s own method of poisoning, anyway?—had left me feeling oddly charmed. Atlantean mermen do not blush, at least not at home.

Nor do I.

I didn’t know if I could blush here, either—it had been so very long since my blood had run hot.

And his play on words between idiom and idiot would have been entertaining, had my translation spell caught it soon enough.

I would have to tweak the spell later that night, I decided.

Wait. No, I won’t. I don’t need it to pick up such subtleties.

I was here to do a job—to find the source of a magical taint that was seeping up through the earth and was now apparently attempting to gain a foothold on this world—not to spend time with human men.

I glanced at Adam Clayton’s broad shoulders as he ushered me across the street.

No matter how attractive.

I had given up the earth and the sky millennia ago, determined to avoid the misery of another human lover again.

As the high priestess had pointed out, such unions never ended well. The magic required to keep the shift permanently in place always demanded a greater sacrifice than anyone could imagine. It was better that Odysseus had returned to his wife, they had told me. Human kings had human duties.

And mermaids who became Sirens had duties of their own, I reminded myself. But a traitorous voice whispered in the back of my mind. Even in a world as devoid of kings as this one? What duties could a simple human male have?

I admired the curve of his bicep as he turned to escort me onto the opposite sidewalk.

With an internal groan, I began to imagine practicing the soothing songs I sang with my sisters—a song of peace, and joy, and serenity.

“What’s that tune?” Clay asked as he stopped in front of a restaurant menu. “I like it.”

I hadn’t realized that I had been humming the melody aloud. “An old family lullaby.”

As he pulled out a seat for me and I sank into it, I realized that I was still humming—but that the song had changed, turned darker, threaded now with a note of desire, of hunger for things of men, for things of the earth.

For Clay.








  
 





Clay

 

I watched the mermaid take a seat across from me, her movements precise and direct, as if she had not yet gotten a sense of how to move her human body.

As if legs were still new to her, or something? Inwardly, I rolled my eyes. Of course she wasn’t used to land yet.

Another part of me stared in open-mouthed amazement at how easily I was accepting this strange new twist in my life. That morning, I had gotten up, checked out of the Hotel Poseidonio, and made my way into the main part of Athens, checking into The Royal Athenian, with its blue and gold furnishing and balconies overlooking the lovely pool. I had stayed long enough to enjoy breakfast on the veranda overlooking the Temple of Zeus on one side and overlooked by the Parthenon on the other.

The view should have stunned me, but all I could feel was a thrumming in my veins, telling me go, go, go, a liquid fire inside me that burned mercury-bright, forcing me to move toward the woman I had half-convinced myself was mere vision.

And as the night before, I circled around my final stop, working around and around until whatever homing sense I carried focused in on her.

She wore a dress the same shade of green as fabric under seawater, and she sat with her face tipped back toward the sun. And yet I would have known her anywhere.

I might have known her even I had never seen her before.

When I spoke, her eyes—a brilliant turquoise that flashed from one sea-drenched shade to another—settled on me as if she was as little surprised by me as I by her.

And now that we sat across from one another, I didn’t know what to say.

At home, I’m a solid investigator, sometimes even called in to conduct other officers’ interrogations. Here, though, I sat still and dumb, waiting for her to speak.

When she didn’t say anything at all—when she seemed, in fact, perfectly willing to allow the silence to continue indefinitely—I found myself dropping into that same interrogatory mode. In those cases, sometimes surprise is best.

“So why did you decide to trade your fins for legs?” I asked. Might as well get it out in the open, anyway. If I was wrong—if this somehow wasn’t the mermaid I had witness changing—probably better to let her know right up from that she was dealing with a lunatic.

But Skyla Tritones didn’t seem at all surprised. Instead, she regarded me with those oversized, green eyes for a long moment, and then took a sip of water the waiter had set in front of her. The long pull from the bottle seemed to soothe her somehow. I didn’t know how saltwater mermaids dealt with a human’s need for fresh water, but I was distracted from the consideration by the sight of the long column of her throat when she swallowed.

As the sunlight flashed off her skin, I could almost see the slightest shimmer of light, flashing off scales. I waited for her denial, for her to say that I was crazy, to get up and leave.

She stayed where she was.

When she spoke, her voice still held undertones of the song she had been singing when we chose our seats, as if every sound from her helped weave a spell around us.

“I am here to protect the world of men.” She waved her hand around in a graceful arc, as if taking in everything around us.

“By ‘world of men,’ you mean humans, I take it?” My voice dropped without my conscious volition, apparently to keep the secret that I already knew no one would believe.

Skyla simply nodded and took another drink. If not for the slight widening of her eyes as she looked over my shoulder, I probably wouldn’t have even seen what was happening behind me.

But Skyla was either poorly prepared or a terrible actress. Either way, she gave away our opponent’s position, if only with that enlarged glance.

I, on the other hand, was a trained cop.

Leaning forward, I took her hand in my own and pulled her across the table, toward me. A shock ran between us from fingertip to fingertip, and spreading from our palms as heat. I did my best to focus not on my reaction to her, but on whatever was behind us causing her to react.

“How far behind me is it?” I whispered seductively into her ear.

“I don’t know your measurements.” She kept her voice equally low, but she couldn’t stop her glance from wandering behind me.

“No. Don’t look at it.” I brushed my cheek against hers, and although most of my concentration remained focused behind me, I couldn’t help but feel her reaction to my touch—a shiver that ran all the way down her neck and along her long, slender arms.

“It is the length of perhaps one tall human male,” she murmured, her breath blowing warm against my own cheek. I had to tamp down a shudder of my own. 

No time for that yet—I would have to sort that out later. I could feel whatever it was gaining force behind me, and I knew without asking that it was something from her world, not mine, the same way I had known where to see her shift to human, where I had known to find her in the heart of Athens.

“Can you combat it?” I asked. My hand had already scrabbled uselessly at my hip where I usually kept my gun holstered. I was miserably under-armed for any official action.

Or unofficial, for that matter.

“I believe so,” Skyla murmured. “Especially with your help.”

I couldn’t imagine what I might have to offer beyond a well-placed kick or two, but I was certainly willing.

“Then on three.” I stared into her eyes as I breathed out the numbers, and as I completed the count, we stood together, pushing our chairs behind us and out of the way. Skyla came around the table as I spun around so we faced the same direction, and then the mermaid kept going, holding my forearm in her grip and using it as a fulcrum, a pivot point for her legs. 

Her sudden leap in the air surprised me, as I was still scanning the area for the threat she had so clearly sensed.

For an instant, I was convinced that I had imagined it all, that there was no danger whatsoever.

And then I saw it, shimmering between worlds, impossibly large, and unimaginably complete—taking up all the air around me even as it condensed itself into something miniscule enough to make its way from its world into mine.

The sheer contrast between the two scales the creature occupied could have been enough to send me gibbering into the streets, had it not been for Skyla’s handclasp grounding me in this world. Even as her feet lashed out kick the figure flickering between dimensions, she pulled me closer in for a kiss.

The passage between worlds dimmed for just a moment, long enough for Skyla to complete that kiss.

Too stunned to do anything else, I responded with all the pent-up emotion I’d been carrying since Charalobos’s death, pouring into that one kiss all the guilt and anxiety of the shoot, along with all the longing to see Greece, and the desire I’d felt tugging at my center since I first saw Skyla on the rock outcropping off of Piraeus. All of it swept from me in a wave that crested above us, then crashed down into Skyla. Her shoulders flew back as it hit her, and with a jerk of her chin, she broke the kiss, pulling everything she had gained deep inside her.

When she pushed away from me and turned to face the monster that I still could not see clearly, she glowed the blue-green of the Mediterranean. Strands of her dark hair floated out around her as if in water, and her feet barely brushed the ground.

Around us pulsed a bubble of silver-blue, surrounding our table and the portal between worlds. Outside it, I could see men and women strolling along the sidewalk, sunlight glinting off their skin. Inside the bubble, where sunlight didn’t penetrate, I shivered as Skyla raised her arms.








  
 





Skyla

 

I had been almost certain that Clay was Poseidon-sent, the earthen counterpoint to the water of my nature, the sky of my name. We were not whole, of course—would not be until we had drawn counterpoints of all elements to us, had created a council that would serve to oppose the Titans as they attempted to break free of their banishment—but we were the beginning of the resistance that would grow.

Most of the Old Gods had followed the Titans out of this world, leaving the humans in possession of the Earth. Only a few had stayed behind, like Poseidon and Amphitrite. And only a few of their acolytes had remained, as well, our own lives often cut so short as to have sent the stories of our charges into obscurity had the Titans remained gone long enough. But they had stayed on the other side of their wall and gathered their forces, choosing what was for them an almost immediate attack.

So although I had not seen this Titan before, I knew him, from the stories of Poseidon my father, Epimetheus, Titan of afterthought—the one we had always suspected would be first to test our side.

My power bubble protected the humans from even seeing Epimetheus as he attempted to move from the prison world, the dimension he had been sent to by Zeus’s power bolts many human years ago.

“What the hell is that thing?” Clay asked, still catching his breath from the power swap. I had taken almost everything he had to offer, magically speaking. It would take some time for him to recover.

And if I did it often enough, I might very well take everything he had.

The mermaids weren’t the only ones who traded love for pain. 

Humans who follow their hearts to the sea all too often drown for love.

Still, now wasn’t the time for discussion. “Concentrate on the edge of the power bubble,” I directed. It was made of his power, so he should be able to maintain it. “Don’t let anyone walk through it.”

“What will you do?” Clay asked, focusing his attention on the wavering edge of the power containment.

“I’m going to send this monster back to hell.” The words didn’t exactly translate that way, but it’s what my translation spell, buzzing against my skin, gave me. I shrugged. Good enough.

Inhaling deeply, I drew my arms up beside me and began singing a spell, weaving a captivity incantation into, around, and through reality, threading it into the light that already existed and binding it with sound.

On the other side of the portal, Epimetheus howled in pain, his own corporeal self drawn into the very fabric of the song that created the boundaries of his prison.

Only a few moments in, thought, another force joined Epimetheus, taxing my powers beyond my ability to contain the Titans. A sharp, bright lance of pain sliced through my midsection, and for just a moment, I was convinced that I had failed Poseidon, that the Titans would pour through to destroy the Earth, all the humans, and then finally, all the oceans, swallowing the songs of my sisters.

This dismal image flashed across my vision for only an instant before Clay—Adam Clayton, first man, man of earth, Poseidon-chosen for me—stepped in to catch me as I crumpled to the ground. “Not yet,” he whispered, and then he pressed his lips to mine again.

This time, more than just his surface emotion poured into to me.

Everything about who he was, what he was doing here in Greece, all of it—his history, his hopes, his fears—everything poured into me, so that when I finally pulled away, he dropped to the ground, his eyes empty circles of nothingness.

But I stood with enough power to close the portal, even with more than Epimetheus behind it. A wind whipping out of nowhere crackled through my hair as I pointed the bulge in reality where I could still see the Titan attempting to push through.

Raising both hands, I flicked my fingers through the air and sang an ancient word of closure. Lightning flashed from my nails and sizzled along the opening. From the other side, I could hear wails of anguish, and the scent of burnt ozone in the air around me seemed laced with a light touch of flesh, as well.

When I could no longer see the bulge in reality, I let the power bubble around us drop, brought us back into the awareness of those humans who had unconsciously skirted us for the last several minutes.

“Miss, is your friend okay?” the waiter asked, rushing over to hover solicitously when he realized Clay was slumped to the ground beside our table.

“He is very well,” I said. “Merely too much ouzo.”

With a touch, I guided him to his feet, keeping one hand on his arm to lead him, and whispering a healing song as I led him to the room I had let.

It was all I could think to do for this man who had given me everything he had to fight an evil he had not even understood.








  
 





Clay

 

I came to slowly, only gradually aware that I had been noticing things around me for quite some time—the narrow streets of Athens already in shadowy dusk, the Parthenon far above still shining in the sun. Skyla walked beside me, singing, her thin frame deceptively strong as she took most of my shambling weight against her body, right up to the point she unlocked a narrow, green, wooden door and pushed it in.

Her tune faltered a little as she flipped on the light. A bare bulb hung from a wire, illuminating a small, spare room containing little more than a tiny bed and a small table. I grunted a little as Skyla jostled me over the door sill, and barely made it to the bed before my knees gave way and I thumped down to a seated position.

“Look at me.” Sky knelt in front of me, her eyes glowing a little in the barely lit room. She peered at me critically. “The song seems to have helped some, but it’s not enough.”

Trying to shake the cotton wool out of his head, I blinked and focused on Skyla. “What happened?” I finally managed.

“The short version,” she said as she checked around my hairline, then both of my hands, “is that the two of us used ancient magics to contain two of the Old Gods—the Titans, according to Greek legend—in their own realm, the one to which they were banished by Zeus.”

“And if I don’t believe in magic?” I could hear the skepticism in my voice.

“Then…” The mermaid paused, and something almost electrical snapped around her face before she found a suitable answer. “Then you and I engaged in the manipulation of quantum physics to maintain a secure environment for a hostile species.”

“I’m not really sure that’s any better,” I muttered.

“Sorry,” Skyla said. “It’s the best I can do under these circumstances.” She lifted my chin. “Open your mouth and say ahhh.”

I followed her instructions and she shook her head. “This isn’t good.”

Pulling away from her, I leaned over to tug a tiny curtain away from the window. “So that thing out there. It was really a monster?”

“Of sorts.” With a sigh, she sat back on her heels. “If they had gotten through the portal, the people of Athens certainly would have thought so.”

I rubbed my hands across my burning eyes. “So you’re saying we saved the city?”

“Yes, we saved the city.” A tiny smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

“What’s so funny?”

She tilted her head to regard me. “In the power transfer, I gained a sense of … well, a lot of things. Including superheroes. And I can hear you thinking that we’re like superheroes.”

An odd, almost uncomfortable feeling settled in my stomach. “Is there something wrong with that?” I asked, maybe a little defensively.

“Nothing,” the mermaid said, standing long enough to stretch before sitting down next to me on the bed. “Nothing at all,” she repeated, this time more quietly.

I stared down at my hands, remembering how they had looked just before I had collapsed—bathed in a silvery blue light, all running toward Skyla. “Now what?” I asked.

“I need to see if I can give you back that which I have taken.” Her eyes were serious, and it might have meant more if I’d had any idea what she was talking about.

“What you’ve taken?” I shook my head.

Another half-smile suggested that Skyla might have accessed another memory of mine. “Your essence. The part of you that makes you who you are. Your soul, if you prefer.”

“You took my soul? I don’t think so.” I wanted to add a derisive laugh, but couldn’t quite manage it.

“I hope you are right,” she said, even as she leaned in to kiss me.








  
 





Skyla

 

Every kiss is different. I remembered that from my time before with human men. I had forgotten the rush of heat that came with earth kisses, the power that flowed through such a simple touch.

I had never expected to feel it again.

Atlantean men, pale and cold and wan, had never attracted me. It had been centuries since I experienced the pull of hot desire stemming from the touch of someone else’s lips upon mine.

Adam Clayton’s memories overlay that, as well, the heat of humanity steaming against my own desire both in my mind and against my mouth, until I couldn’t tell if the small, needy noises came from his memory or my own body.

But his hands shimmying down my sides were definitely real—a product of his action, and not merely a memory. As he shoved the sheer fabric of the skirt out of the way, the calluses on his fingers rasped against the tender new flesh of my skin, and I whimpered at the contrast.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured against my lips. “Fingers like sandpaper.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t stop. I like it.” I couldn’t find the words to tell him how much I craved that difference, that initial clear distinction between the hardness of the earth and the give of the water, and the way that moment changes to the one when earth crumbles into water, when water soaks into earth.

But even without words, we found it.

I had meant to give him back his soul—that part of him that I had held in safekeeping for him, that he had given me to use in the comparatively short battle against Epimetheus. 

Instead, I found my own as he slid inside me, staring into my eyes in a dance that needed no words.

When it was over, I realized that as much as I had stolen his soul, he had taken mine.








  
 





Clay

 

I hadn’t meant to have sex with her.

Hell, I hadn’t meant much of anything that had happened since I left Dallas.

Or before, really.

Ever since the night I confronted Dennis Charalobos in front of his family’s home and he pulled a gun on me, everything had seemed to culminate here.

Like fate. The voice that had led me to Skyla in the first place whispered to me, and with a sudden lurch, I realized that I could picture her home beneath the ocean, stone pillars covered in barnacles and seaweed.

Not imagine.

Actually picture.

Just as Skyla had said she’d been able to see parts of my life after she took my soul—whatever that meant. I wasn’t even sure I had a soul.

But I was certain that whatever Skyla had, I now carried a piece of it. And probably vice versa.

At some point, I had tossed that filmy dress of hers across the room. As I stood up to hand it to her, I tried to gather my thoughts as well.

What do you say to a mermaid you just had sex with?

As it turns out, I discovered, nothing—at least with this mermaid, she does all the talking.

“That was not what I expected,” she said, a deep crease furrowing her otherwise smooth brow.

Her comment threw me for a bit of a loop. “What did you expect?”

“Something less…” I waited for her to find the right word. “Less esoteric,” she finally said.

“And is that good or bad?”

“It simply … is.” She shook her head. “I am disconcerted.

“Me, too,” I muttered.

“I need the ocean.” She pulled on her sandals quickly, and I rushed to follow her.

“We’re still some distance from the coast, Skyla,” I said.

She spun in a circle, her movements growing jerkier and jerkier. “Water, then,” she said, her voice almost a wail. “I need water.”

“Come with me to my hotel.” I tried to keep my tone soothing. “We have a pool there. Plenty of water. You’ll be fine. Or we can take a taxi to the beach. Whatever you need, we can find it.”

She pulled in deep breaths, slowed her breathing to calm herself as we walked to the hotel. “Everything will be fine,” she muttered.

“Why do you need a pool?” I finally asked when she seemed less panicked.

“I…” She started to speak, then paused. “I need to see if I can shift,” she said.

“And that has to happen tonight?” I glanced around the small streets as we made our way toward the Temple of Zeus near my hotel. “It can’t wait until tomorrow? Is there another danger I don’t know about?”

“No.” Her voice was soft and drew the word out. “I don’t think so.”

“Then what?” I reached down in the darkness and took her hand with mine. After an initial jerk, she let her hand rest in mine, her fingertips running across the calluses that ridged my fingers.

“I think perhaps I should go to the ocean, after all,” she said as we drew up to the corner across from my hotel, her voice so quiet I could barely hear it.

 She didn’t speak in the cab I hailed, and when we got out, she moved down the beach toward the water as I paid and reassured the cabbie that we weren’t the sort of tourists who would get mugged on an empty beach in the failing light.

I watched the back lights of the car as it pulled away, then turned to find Skyla.

She stood in the ocean with the water lapping at her waist, her skirt spread out in a circle around her. As I watched, she raised her arms to the sky, turned her face toward the setting sun, and began to sing.

The sound wound through the air and around the rocks, pitching higher and higher, until I could almost see it cut down through the water, sliding around her legs and churning the water.

But nothing more happened.

Eventually, Skyla’s song wound down until it left us alone, just the two of us, standing in the water with the ocean pulling at our legs.

When she turned to face me, tears crisscrossed her face.

I reached out to cup her cheek and wipe one tear away with my thumb. The instant my skin made contact with the saltwater from her eye, everything around us froze for a moment, and then came alive with power.

Everywhere I looked, silver light outlined objects around me—rocks, waves, plants, even, if I looked closely enough, individual grains of sand.

Skyla’s already luminous eyes grew larger and wider as she took in the world around us.

“What is this?” I whispered.

“I don’t know,” she replied, but something on her face suggested she might not being telling the whole truth.

“But?” I asked.

“But there are stories of pair-bonded mermaids who could do extraordinary magic.”

“Pair-bonded?” I asked. “Like with a human?”

“No.” Her dark hair whipped around, first as she shook her head, and then as she continued staring at the objects around us.

I took my hand away from her face, and the light surrounding everything began to fade. When I reached up again to touch her cheek, everything glowed again.

“That’s what’s so odd,” Skyla continued. “The pair-bonds were always both magical.”

I took my hand away again. “But I’m not magical. I’m just a regular, everyday cop.”

Not everyday. The voice in my head whispered again. But this time, Skyla heard it, too.

“Poseidon?” she called out. “My lord?”

Though the voice itself seemed to boom around us, the phrases that came through were fragmented, as if from a great distance.

Pair-bonded.

Power against the Old Ones.

Shift.

Find others.

 “Did you catch all that?” I asked Skyla, when the voice had faded away.

Chewing on her bottom lip, she nodded, but didn’t speak. 

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It means,” she said, reaching out to touch my cheek, “that we have a duty to fulfill. The Old Ones are coming in force. And it means that I am no longer entirely mer, and you are no longer entirely human.” As she stared at me, a single tear dropped from her eye. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

The entire world convulsed around me once, and I splashed into the water, a fin flashing behind me as I learned to use it.

Mer.








  
 





Skyla

 

Mermaids do not bring love.

My story is never one of happiness, of joy, of laughter. 

I cannot walk these shores without pain—my pain and the pain of others. 

The little mermaid always feels as if she is walking on knives, her feet bloody and torn, even when no one else can see it. 

Humans and mer are not compatible. As with all things, there is a price to pay for change. As with a mermaid who, for love of a human male, traded her fins for legs—and in so doing, lost the voice that the man had loved, gaining only the agony of two legs forevermore. 

The world of men offers little but pain, and silences our songs. 

But if we can draw humans to our needs, we can use their strength to protect our world—sometimes, even protect their own world, whether they will or no.

For now, until this threat is eliminated, the beautiful human, drawn to me by my voice, my song, my story…we are together ever after.

This is not a love story.

But we will prevail.








  
 





About the Author

 

Margo Bond Collins writes contemporary romance, urban fantasy, and paranormal mystery. She lives in Texas with her daughter and several spoiled pets. Although she teaches college-level English courses online, writing fiction is her first love. She enjoys reading urban fantasy and paranormal fiction of any genre and spends most of her free time daydreaming about heroes, vampires, ghosts, werewolves, and the women who love (and sometimes fight) them.

 

Connect with Margo online:

 

Email: MargoBondCollins@gmail.com 

Website

Blog

Facebook

Pinterest

 

Check out Margo’s other works on Amazon










  
 

To Each His Own by Anna Albergucci
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Douglass McGrail is a Scottish water horse—his clan the deadliest in the British Isle. When the shifter chooses to save—rather than eat—a young lassie, he never expects her innocent face to mark his memory so strongly.

Months later, he stumbles onto a perceived attack in progress and plays the hero once more. He’s shocked to find the victim is the same lass who haunts his dreams.

Jinny Fairchild is an English miss who’s come to the Highlands to live with her last remaining family. She is pursued by her handsome older cousin, Lachlan Brockhouse, but he has a dark side that lands her in the path of the mighty Douglass McGrail.

Douglass wants Jinny for himself, yet discovers she is connected to the attacker she denies knowing. He’s determined to find the truth.

Jinny loves Lachlan, even with his dark side. And she loves Douglass, even with his dark secret. Her heart is torn, but one thing is certain—no matter which of these men she chooses, she will be choosing a monster.










  
 

Prologue
Scottish Highlands

May 27, 1829

Jinny Fairchild

 

I lowered my book and turned my gaze toward the carriage window. The bright sheen of the waning day skipped upon the water as I looked out across the deep blue sea—the impregnable haven that awakened my soul. Would I ever again return to a life there? The squeeze of my heart brought my hand to my throat, and I determined not to question such things—the land was my home now.

My gaze trailed the shoreline below where the two came together—land and sea—the white waves swelling against the sand and pebbles, only to withdraw once more into their yawning abode.

Again, my heart yearned for the comfort of home as every aspect of my future life would be unlike anything I’d known. I was alone now, and no one’s little girl anymore. Would I be welcomed in this new dwelling place? Would my days turn to needlepoint and discussions about the latest gossip? No, surely not. This was the Highlands of Scotland, not London, England.

Lurching forward as the carriage wheel made a harsh dip into a rut, I steadied myself and silenced my daydreaming. Leaning my head out the window to see along the sea cliff road, I was gripped by the unexpected sight of a vast castle a short distance ahead.

It sat atop a mammoth bluff that jutted into the ocean, and there had to be at least a thousand sheep grazing atop that bluff. The opposing sight of ominous waves crashing furiously against the bluff’s foot as the wooly creatures so peaceably nibbled the green pasture above enthralled me.

I could almost hear my father’s voice. “Jinny! Come away from there before those waves swallow you clean up, girl. How many times must I tell you you’re no match for the mighty hand of the sea?”

I remembered the feel of his protecting arms as he pulled me from the railing of the lobbing ship those months ago. His secure foothold never faltered as he’d carried me to safety.

Tears burned my eyes. Papa. I sucked the memory back into my heart with a lungful of air.

“Sir,” I yelled to the driver. “What is that place up ahead?”

“Good Lord, lass! I ken ye are English by yer accent, but I thought everyone could name Cainneach-Balfour, home to the mysterious Clan McGrail.” He put a trace of warning into the word. “Have ye never seen a drawing of the castle?”

“No.”

“And have ye no’ heard of the clan neither?”

“No.”

“Well, they are elusive.”

“Why did you call them mysterious?”

“Och, do ye no’ listen? I just said they are elusive, which makes them a mystery, does it no’?” He chuckled. “While they own all the coastal land for miles this side of Balfoureigh, they keep to themselves, and no’ a soul crosses their threshold.”

Not a soul?

Taken aback by such an outlandish claim, I sat back and said nothing more, yet wondered about the ‘mysterious and elusive’ Clan McGrail as I continued marveling over the majestic stronghold that sheltered them. It was a spectacular view. The bluff, protruding into the sea as it did, created an inlet, and the castle atop it was nearly parallel with us now as we followed the cove around.

Putting aside the unlikely notion that no one entered their gates but them, I couldn’t help but think what a lucky clan they were. If one had to live on land, that castle, with the sea lapping at its foot such as it was, would be a thrilling place to do it.

A deepening roll of what sounded like thunder drew my attention, and I looked to the sky to discover there wasn’t a cloud to be seen. Yet the rumbling grew loud. I dropped my gaze and leaned my head out the window again to search for the source. I came off my seat and farther out the window at the unexpected sight of a herd of extraordinary horses on the beach below us, rounding the bay not half a furlong ahead. They were coming our way from the direction of the castle road.

The creatures—led by a great black stallion—were magnificent and massive, with long, shaggy manes and heavy, feathered hooves battering the earth and water, which sprayed in all directions around them.

They were so close now I could see they were quite threatening. The herd was a good thirty feet below us, but the tension of it still caused me to draw myself inside, only to be immediately flung headfirst at the opposite seat as our conveyance slammed to a brutal halt. With my bonnet set askew, I found myself plunked in a most unladylike position on my bum on the floor. I thanked the heavens the seat had been cushioned against my head and that I hadn’t remained hanging out the window; had I, I was sure I’d be tumbling down the rocky terrain at our side.

Gathering my senses, I got to my knees and pushed my head out the window, startled to find the lead stallion from the herd charging like a great mountain ram up the steep rise from the beach and toward us.

The mighty creature reared to a standstill when he reached the summit, his thick, heaving chest nearly colliding with the side of our coach. His nostrils flared with each heavy intake of air as he flung a screeching whinny at the driver, but then his wild cerulean eyes fixed themselves to mine.

Feeling lured by the great beast—black as onyx and fascinating—I reached out the window to touch him, but snapped out of my strange daze and jerked back when I considered the angry-looking thing might take off my hand with his big teeth.

I heard panic in the driver’s voice as he yelped something in Gaelic while whipping our team forward. I looked down and shrunk back at the sight of the steep drop just beneath our wheels.

Assessing the situation, I saw we’d not followed the curve of the road and had hit the embankment at the ledge.

Fear shot through me when I grasped what was happening. The weight of the coach was shifting, and I braced myself.

With an eerie creak of the frame, two wheels lifted as we started over the steep ledge. I screamed and clutched the doorframe, certain I would fall out the window to be crushed beneath the coach. We gained momentum but then jarred to a halt. My terrified gaze flew to the stallion only to find his riveted on me.

Harsh, still silence hovered between us as the coach hung precariously in place over the lip of the cliff. Though my eyes never left the great beast, I was aware of the descent of my book as it plummeted out the window, skipping from rock to jagged rock until it hit the beach below.

It was then I tore my gaze from the stallion and realized he was the reason we hadn’t already splintered into a thousand pieces. The full weight of the coach rested on his trembling back and muscled rear.

I heard the ground shifting beneath the mass of weight and he dug his hooves in as he shoved hard with a strained whinny. There was another jarring shift of weight and the two wheels that had lifted high slammed suddenly back to the ground, as I slammed back into the seat. The heart-stopping moment had passed.

That magnificent beast had kept us from tumbling to our doom, and I would swear his eyes now looked distressed.

He butted his head against the coach and with a sudden release, our wheels cleared the mound and we went bouncing back onto the road. The driver didn’t let up, but whipped and yelled, urging our poor team until we attained a racing gallop up the hill.

With the fear of our mishap fading quickly from my bones, I sprang to the rear seat and watched out the back window. I knew something amazing had just happened. My lips drew wide in a smile at the bold stallion’s acumen, and I realized it was my first sincere smile since Papa died.

The breathtaking creature snorted, stomped the earth, and circled the ground, continuing to watch me as the distance spread out between us.

Beyond him, I saw the rest of the herd waiting for him below, and they began to whinny and toss their heads. He abruptly turned with a mighty charge and leapt over the ridge, disappearing from my sight and giving my heart a terrible start. I clutched my chest, releasing my breath only when I saw him reenter the scene on the beach below.

He rejoined his herd in the tide just as our coach went over the rise and broke my view, taking me away from the wonderful creature that had just saved my life.










  
 

Chapter one
Jinny Fairchild

 

We arrived in Balfoureigh to the sound of gushing water and wheels clattering across a bridge. I pushed up from my lounging position to watch out the window.

We turned onto High Street and my lips fell open. The town was bigger than I had expected. Two-and-three-story stone buildings stood connected on both sides of the street. The town was a lovely sight.

Oh, how I hoped I would adore living there.

I was nervous to meet my mother’s only relatives and the only family remaining from either of my parents’ sides. I wasn’t sure how they would feel about me coming to live with them. I’d never met them, and in truth they were not my blood kin. My mother had been orphaned, and my uncle’s parents had taken her in.

The driver turned, leaving the lively High Street behind, and headed down a quieter lane lined with large stone mansions. I watched an ample Gothic Revival with fenced gardens filled with lovely blooms come into view, and we pulled to a standstill before it. The Baronial-style house with its many chimneys jutting from various heights of rooftops was just the sort of dwelling I’d admired from afar, when I’d dreamed of Papa and me laying down roots.

Bag in hand, I stepped from the coach with the assistance of the driver, and drew a steady breath, squaring my shoulders.

Well, get on with it.

I walked up the path and ascended the steps. My knuckles met the wide door with a brisk rap. A rosy-cheeked woman, so petite she was surely a dwarf, opened it.

“Ye must be Miss Fairchild.” Her small voice put me at ease right away.

“Yes,” I said with a smile.

“Welcome, welcome. I’m Mrs. Fowlie, the housekeeper. And tonight whatever else ye might find use for.” She took my bag from me. “Come in, dear. Yer uncle is waiting for ye in the drawing room.”

She sat my bag aside and yelled out to the beefy driver lugging my trunk up the walk. “Ye wait on the steps until I take the miss to himself. I’ll be back to show ye where that chest goes.”

She dabbed the sweat from her brow and tucked a few fallen strands back into her dark, upswept hair.

“Ye’ll have to forgive that the other servants are no’ here this evening. The master gave them the night off to attend the church fête. It’s only me tonight.”

I nodded and followed her quick steps through the elaborate hallway. My uncle had certainly done well for himself and his family.

I said to Mrs. Fowley, “I saw the busy activity at the cathedral on High Street on my way in. I suppose that was the fête.”

“Aye.”

“Are my aunt and cousin at the fête, also?”

“Nay. They’ve been away to Glasgow this full month of May, visiting the mistress’s sister. But don’t worry; according to a letter that arrived three days past, they’ll be home in another fortnight or so.”

When we entered the large drawing room, Mrs. Fowlie announced me and then excused herself, whisking back out the door and down the hall to assist the driver.

A kilted gentleman of average height came to his feet. He was manly, with muscled calves, and broad shoulders flanking a wide chest. I saw he was noticeably attractive, even with the thick shock of silver-streaked hair on his head that stood in disarray, and the short wool on his weathered face showing more gray than brown.

He stepped toward me with a thoughtful smile on his face and took my hands. “Jinny. I was so sorry to hear about Nathaniel.”

The gruff brogue in his voice somehow made it warm and engaging. Looking into the bright blue of his eyes I could imagine the ladies had loved him in his youth.

“Thank you, Uncle. I’m so very grateful for you taking me in.”

“Ye did the right thing in writing to me. How was yer journey?”

“Long, but the beauty made it worthwhile. Thank you for asking.”

“Good, good.”

He backed away. “Now, let me look at ye. My lands, ye’ve turned out to be a right fine lass. By God’s mercy ye’ve grown up to look just like yer bonnie maw.”

“That’s what Papa always said.”

“He was no’ lying. The only time I seen ye, ye didnae strike me as looking like her, other than yer hair and eyes. ’Tis true those things ye take after her, but I thought yer face favored that of yer da.”

“I’m sorry … I didn’t realize we’d ever met. Forgive my dearth of memory.”

“Aye, ye would no’ remember. Ye were only three or four I believe, and a wee bairn—a bonnie little thing with those long curls the color of sunbeams and eyes the color of Scotch whiskey.

“Nathaniel had sent me a letter saying the two of ye were in Dalmahearn and requested I bring Lachlan to meet his cousin. The four of us shared a meal and a fine day. That was the last time I ever seen either of ye, though Nate did stay in touch through letters over the years. He was a good man, Jinny, and over the moon for ye. I’ll always think fondly of him.”

“Thank you, Uncle. I’ll cherish your kind praises.” His words melted my heart, but I couldn’t suppress the laugh that bubbled up. “I must say, though, that I believe you’re the first and only person to ever tell me I resembled Papa.”

A brief look of awkwardness, and then he chuckled. “Na, lass, I would no’ imagine people would tell ye ye looked like Nathaniel. I should add that the man didnae always have the face of a Billy goat.”

I cupped a hand over my mouth, laughing as I thought of Papa’s long, straight beard. I couldn’t help but ask: “Was he quite handsome when he and my mother wed? Before the beard?”

Uncle nodded. “Aye, I suppose he was. The lassies all seemed to think so anyway.”

He smiled. “Now, are ye hungry? Ye arrived just in time for supper, and even though the servants are off tonight, I’m sure Mrs. Fowlie has something simple that will tempt our bellies.”

“I’m famished, to be honest with you. I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“What d’ye mean, since breakfast?” His face soured. “Did yer driver no’ stop for ye?” He stepped around me and toward the door.

I turned. “Oh, please don’t be upset with him; it was my choice. He stopped at an inn and insisted I eat something, but I was too nervous then, not knowing what to expect. But thanks to your kindness, and Mrs. Fowlie’s, I feel quite capable of eating now.”

He relaxed. “Good then. ’Tis something I can see to right away.”

He offered his arm and I took it, thinking it would not be wise to tell him about the earlier accident. If the mere thought of the driver not stopping to let me dine upset him, what would he do to the poor man if he discovered he’d nearly killed me, and in fact would have if not for that intelligent creature?

Uncle escorted me into supper, where Mrs. Fowlie had laid a lovely table with blue and white Staffordshire dishes, and had set out a pretty tureen of steaming Scotch broth, with a block of Cheddar, a plate of oatcakes, and a pitcher of ale. The blended aromas of the oatcakes and broth made my mouth water and my belly growl its protest that I’d neglected it.

We were seated—he at the head, and I to his right—and there we ate in silence for the first bit as my stomach, being assuaged of its mistreatment, quieted its objections.

But my mind wasn’t quiet. I couldn’t stop thinking of the mysterious Clan McGrail and those magnificent horses I saw on the beach, especially the great, black stallion. If the herd belonged to the clan, I wondered how a dashing young clansman might look sitting atop a beast so superb.

I watched my uncle fill his bowl a second time, and I gave in to my curiosity. “Just outside of town, I saw an enchanting castle.”

Uncle’s gaze met mine. “Cainneach-Balfour,” he said flatly.

“Yes. That’s what the driver called it. He told me it was the home of Clan McGrail.”

“Aye, ’tis true.” Uncle sprinkled some pepper over the top of his steaming potage and stirred.

“Can you tell me about them?”

Aiming to take a bite, he held his spoon in midair near his mouth. “What is it ye want to know?” He blew briefly and wrapped his mouth around the utensil, pulling it out clean, and chewed.

“Well, why are they referred to as mysterious?”

He swallowed and washed it down with a long swig of ale. “And who said they are?”

“The driver. Would you disagree with him?”

“Nay. I suppose that’s as good a word as any to describe them, although I might have said they are a strange lot. Keep to themselves they do.”

“Do you know any of them personally?”

“Only their collector—he comes into my mercantile each month to make an order as well as a deposit when he’s been out collecting rents; the rest are strangers. I’ve seen a few of them at times, but the look they cast off says right away that a man should no’ feel free to approach them.” He popped a cut of Cheddar into his mouth.

“Are there any who are my age?”

“Aye, a few, I would imagine. Don’t know for sure. Why all the questions, lass?”

I traced my spoon through the remainder of thick broth bathing the last chunks of lamb and root vegetables in my bowl. “Just curious. I saw a marvelous herd of horses led by a great black stallion on the beach near the castle. They were bigger even than draught horses. Do they belong to the clan?”

“Aye. A big white stallion usually leads that herd, but when the white one is missing, I have seen the black one ye mentioned leading them. Mighty strange, that; but stranger still, I’ve seen the two lead together when they are both with the herd. And stranger even than that is that all the horses in the herd seem to be stallions—no’ mares.”

He continued, “I’ll warn ye to stay away from them. The story goes that they are mean as the dickens, and some strangers and even townsfolk have gone missing when getting too close. Of course, it can no’ be proven ’twas the horses, and has been written off as people giving into superstition, claiming the legend of the each-uisge.” Uncle’s strong burr stressed the pronunciation—ech-ooshkya. He tore his oatcake in half. “Some believe one might be roaming these parts and mingling with that herd.”

“Really?” A bevy of thoughts swirled through my brain.

“Aye, really. Have ye heard of the ech-ooshkya, lass?” He sopped his bread, poked it into his mouth, and pushed his bowl away, leaning back in his chair and looking content as he chewed.

“Oh, yes.” I said. “Being raised on the sea, I’m aware of all the legends of the deep. Papa used to tell me stories of such creatures. He said the ech-ooshkya is a mystic water horse inhabiting the sea bordering the Highlands, and that it is the fiercest and most deadly of all the water horses.”

“Aye, he was right—it is a brutal beast, and loves the taste o’ human flesh. And I’ll warn ye to no’ mistake him for the kelpie—the creature that inhabits the flowing waters of rivers and streams. Beware that the ech-ooshkya is the ruler of the deep, as it does indeed make its home in the sea, as well as sea lochs, and e’en the freshwater lochs.”

“I didn’t realize it lived in lakes.”

“Aye, if the loch is deep enough, it might be home to one of the creatures.”

“Is it true its flesh becomes like glue when one sits atop its back, making it impossible for the rider to loose himself?”

“Aye, ’tis true. If a man mounts the beast when it’s in horse form, he is out of harm’s way only if the creature is mounted inland.” Uncle’s voice resonated with the sound of a true storyteller’s. “On the other hand, the instant it sees or smells water means death for the one who’s fool enough to fall prey to the cruel thing.”

“Is the beast truly cruel? Does it kill any and all who would dare to straddle its back, or only those who mean to do it harm?”

“’Twould be argued ’tis indeed cruel. The creature is said to have no loyalty to us humans, or to our livestock. We are simply a tasty meal to it. Without mercy, no matter who is on its back, it will head right for the deepest part of the water.”

“So that ghastly bit about it drowning its prey so it can tear the poor soul apart and then devour the entire body, guts and all, is true as well?”

Uncle nodded. “All but the liver, which he lets float to the surface. I guess e’en the beast has its aversion to that pungent organ. I never ha’ cared for it myself.”

I shivered, despite the warmth of the room. “Why would anyone risk mounting such a creature?”

“Ah! Ye must keep in mind the beast is a changer and has at least two forms, although some say more. It has the form of a splendid horse, which would lure a man, or the form of a splendid man, which would lure a woman. How can either be refused? I suppose ’tis gluttony that makes a man or woman lose all their wits and take chances that should no’ be taken. Akin to when a man steps out on his lover. He gets swept up in the moment and swept away by the lusting of his flesh, only to wake up and realize he’s traded all he’s loved and worked for o’er the years for a mere moment of pleasure.”

“How might one protect oneself from the creature then?”

Uncle’s features softened into a friendly smile. “Go the other way if ye come upon it, lass.”

“Well, yes, of course, there is that.” I laughed. “But what if it’s in human form? How could one be sure they were in the presence of the ech-ooshkya?”

“If the legends are to be believed, ’tis said that in its human form the only way one might know ’tis the deadly creature is by the waterweeds, sand, or mud in its hair. So, ’tis best to steer clear of such a man, eh?” He chuckled, making me smile. “Do ye believe in the creature, lass? Ye sound like ye’re expecting to meet one first thing in the morning.”

I studied Uncle’s expression and considered all he’d just told me about the clan, the herd, and the missing people. Was I expecting to meet one? I’d heard that Highlanders were often suspicious when seeing a lone horse or a stranger by the water’s edge—believing it could be the ech-ooshkya—and I wondered at the moment if the elusive Clan McGrail, or “strangers” as Uncle had referred to them, might be more than they seemed.

They certainly lived by the water’s edge. That herd of horses had been at the water’s edge … in the tide, actually. Their mighty leader had possessed a wisdom mere horses did not. It had made the split-second decision to prevent a tragedy, and had figured out on its own how best to accomplish that. Could it be possible a whole herd of ech-ooshkya was living and ruling the land and the surrounding sea right in plain sight, and no one knew?

Fearing my uncle might think me nonsensical if I suggested such, or even if I admitted I did indeed believe in the water horses as well as other creatures that I’d seen first hand, I gave a more acceptable, yet still true, answer.

“Let me just say that living on the sea, I’ve seen my fair share of unexplained happenings throughout my life. It’s great fun to imagine all the legends of the deep might be true, don’t you think?”

His smiling gaze held mine for a moment, and he gave a nod. “Aye. I do.”








  
 

Chapter two

June 11, 1829

 

Jinny Fairchild

 

With a buoyant heart I joined Uncle in the drawing room for a game of chess. Our evenings were stimulating and rather fun, as my mind had been quite numb since Papa’s passing.

To my enjoyment, Uncle had been surprised, yet delighted, over my skill at the board, and now we played every evening, just as Papa and I had. It had been our routine during the past fortnight—supper and then chess. Uncle shared with me stories of his and my mother’s childhood, making my heart soar with the opportunity to know her through his eyes.

I found myself actually laughing, which happened often during those evenings. It was happening the moment I turned in high spirits to see a finely dressed lady standing in the doorway of the drawing room. Even though I suspected her look was naturally sour, she appeared to be quite scandalized. A very handsome younger man in a suit coat and kilt accompanied her.

My laugh and Uncle’s faded and I felt my smile fall away. Uncle cleared his throat and rose from his chair at the chess table. He walked to the couple.

“Fia, my dear, yer home.” He kissed her plump cheek and stepped back.

I was struck by how mismatched they seemed—his demeanor so pleasant and appearance so pleasing, and hers … not. She wasn’t ugly; she just looked too disagreeable to be pleasing. She looked almost … threatening.

I bit my lip against a rush of guilt, and berated myself for the gauche thought.

Uncle looked at the man at her side who was watching me—the man I now knew was my cousin. He squeezed his broad shoulder.

“Lachlan. Welcome home.”

My cousin looked at Uncle and nodded. I was struck by how absolutely arresting the lines of his face were. He had to be the spitting image of my uncle. I now knew what uncle must have looked like without the beard, although my cousin’s unruly shock of hair was not brown, but a dark auburn, like his mother’s.

Uncle said to him, “Thank ye for seeing to yer maw these last weeks, and bringing her home safe and sound. So, how are ye?”

“I’m good. But maybe no’ as good as ye?” Lachlan’s lips pressed thin as he cut his accusing glower back to me.

My eyes stretched wide and my cheeks burned hot.

Uncle scowled and turned to me. “Jinny, come and meet yer aunt Fia and cousin Lachlan.”

Rising, I smoothed my skirts and forced my feet to move toward them.

“Aunt?” Aunt Fia said frowning. “Do ye mean Jinny Fairchild, then?” Her harsh voice married well with her aloofness, but struck a harsh contrast against the usual warm appeal of the Scottish burr. “So, where is Nathaniel?” She turned her gaze toward the hallway.

Uncle said, “We’ve a bit of bad news. Nathaniel died. Jinny’s come to live with us.”

Aunt Fia stabbed Uncle with a glare. “And when did she arrive?”

I swallowed against the lump now lodged in my throat, struck more by her lack of acknowledgement of my father’s death than her rudeness toward me.

 “This is her second week,” Uncle said.

“She’s been here a fortnight, alone with ye in this house?”

“And what of it? What are ye accusing me of?”

Fia stood looking at Uncle, silently, as if wanting to accuse him straight out, but shrank back at his darkening features.

“I’m no’ accusing ye of anything, Ewan. I merely would that ye hadn’t hidden it from me.”

All I wanted at that mortifying moment was to slink away and go bury my tears in my pillow. Did my aunt truly believe something could have happened between Uncle and me?

Noticing my misery, Uncle said to Fia, “I hid nothing. I was apprised of her misfortune only days after ye and Lachlan left for Glasgow. Of course I didnae wait to hear from ye before I sent word to her that she is welcome here. And I didnae want to worry ye. I knew ye were needed there with yer sister being ill worse than I needed ye here.”

“Ye should have let me decide that for myself.”

Embarrassed, and in truth, looking for an ally, I slid my gaze to Lachlan to find his moving up my person, lingering at my cleavage.

A queer feeling clenched my gut for the briefest of moments.

He lifted his gaze to mine and I couldn’t hide my unease. He, thankfully, looked away.

“I didnae mean to ruffle yer feathers, Fi, but I can no’ go back and change it now. Will ye and Lachlan welcome the lass? Or am I to continue to be shamed in front of her to think I have such a callous and unfriendly family? No’ to mention ill-mannered.”

Fia stepped back with a gasp, her mouth sagging as if Uncle had drenched her with a bucket of cold water.

She regained her self-possession and faced me.

“Welcome to my home, Jinny.” Like a different person, she spoke as a model hostess and drew me into a reserved hug. I wondered if it was duty or true hospitality.

She drew back. “Allow me to introduce ye to yer cousin, Lachlan.” She turned to her son. “Lachlan, say hallo to Jinny.”

Lachlan looked amused. “Hallo, Jinny.”

I swallowed. “Hello, Lachlan.”

***

Uncle and I had given up our chess game, and sat with Fia and Lachlan.

Fia’s gaze settled on me. “I’m sorry to hear of Nathaniel’s passing, Jinny. Why are ye no wearing yer mourning clothes?”

A bit of tension left my shoulders. “Thank you, Aunt Fia. It hasn’t been easy to accept. But my time of mourning is spent. Papa died just over a year ago.”

“And we’re only now being told?”

“I apologize for that. We were in China when he died. I’m sure you can imagine the position I was in. I could not travel without a chaperone on a trade ship with only a crew of men, so I sent the Jinny Rose back to London without me. It took me some time to acquire a female travel companion and then many months to make our way back to England. It wasn’t easy with over fifteen thousand miles to travel. Once I arrived in London, I realized I should have sent word before then, but my mind was consumed with grief and all I could think of was seeing to the business that needed to get settled.”

“What sort of business?” Fia said.

“Well, my father’s ship and so forth.”

“Did ye find a buyer and get it sold, then?”

 I looked at her, a bit hesitant to comment on her assumption.

“Why, no. I have no plans to sell the Jinny Rose. The business I attended to was settling on a good captain and making him an offer he couldn’t refuse. A first-rate and honest captain is hard to come by and this one came highly recommended.”

Aunt clipped off a squawk and her brows stretched upward. “But ye’re a mere girl! Ye have no business running such a concern. Of course ye’ll sell the ship.”

I didn’t want to go against my aunt the first night—or ever, really—but I was not going to sell Papa’s ship.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Aunt Fia. But I have no interest in selling the Jinny Rose. It is a respectable enterprise, and one that will make me money for as long as I own it. As you know, my father sold all his belongings and put his money into that vessel, so I have no stipend I could count on as many girls do.”

Uncle cleared his throat and looked at my aunt. “Tell me, Fia, how was Glasgow?”

As my aunt and uncle conversed, I felt appreciation for Uncle, and glanced over at Lachlan, taken aback to find him staring at me. It was a gaze that said he’d been looking at me longer than a mere meeting of the eyes. I blinked, thinking he would look away, or else say something. He didn’t—only watched me.

What on earth?

I smiled, not knowing what else to do. His lips made a scant curve, but his expression again turned serious.

I looked away and tried to pay attention to the conversation, but why was my cousin watching me so keenly?

Waiting as long as my curiosity would allow, my gaze turned again to find his stationed on my face. It sent a surge of … of … something through me. I felt my cheeks warm and looked away quickly. I gave up trying to pay attention and simply pretended I was doing so.

Should one feel such strange sensations toward one’s cousin? Why was he staring at me? It was very disconcerting.

The minutes passed and I felt sure his notice was on the conversation. A quick glance showed I was wrong. Feeling uncomfortable, I attacked the situation head on, and turned more fully to face him.

“And you, cousin, did you enjoy your trip to Glasgow?”

He seemed to consider his answer.

“It was a typical journey; nothing out of the ordinary … until returning home to find ye here.”

Was he angry about that? “I see.”

“Na, I don’t believe ye do. I met ye once when I was ten. Do ye remember?”

“No, I’m sorry to say I do not, though Uncle mentioned this to me the day I arrived.”

“Did he? Well, maybe this time ye will remember me, eh?”

I smiled. “I’m certain I will.”

I breathed a little easier, realizing I was just a curiosity to him.

He said, “I’ve wondered about my only cousin over the years. I didnae like feeling as if I’d been given a gift only to have it taken away the same day.”

I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”

“It was no’ often I went anywhere with my da, but it was an important thing to go to Dalmahearn with him to meet my cousin. And here I have been all these years, thinking of ye, but I never even crossed yer mind.”

“That’s not true. My father spoke of the three of you often. I even felt as if I did know you at times. I am honored to finally say I do.”

He nodded once. “Aye. Too bad ’tis under such circumstances.”

I nodded. “Thank you for saying so.”

He smiled now. “Have ye seen any of the city since ye’ve been here?”

“No, actually. I’ve stayed home and spent time in the gardens and such while Uncle has worked. Of course, I’ve enjoyed our meals together, and the evenings have been a pleasant camaraderie between us, leaving little desire to seek entertainment elsewhere.”

“Of course,” Lachlan said, and he turned his gaze toward his father to study him momentarily.

I looked at Uncle and found him watching us, our conversation having drawn his attention, and my aunt’s. Uncle cleared his throat and stood.

“Well, I believe it’s time we all turn in.” He looked at Fia. “I’m sure ye and Lachlan are tired from the long drive, and I know morning will come too soon for me. Jinny, ye need yer rest … as do you, dear,” he said, looking back at my aunt.

Uncle’s suggestion left no room for opposition, so we all said our goodnights and headed up to our respective rooms. Aunt and Uncle headed east, toward the family wing, and I was surprised to find Lachlan walking along with me, toward the guest wing.

“Perhaps I could show ye some of Balfoureigh tomorrow.”

“Perhaps.” I smiled. “I can’t deny the offer is enticing.”

“Good, then, it’s settled. Ye know, Jinny, I think things will work out nicely with ye living here.”










  
 

Chapter three
Three months later: September 7, 1829

 

Jinny Fairchild

 

Things had not worked out nicely, not for me, anyway. The months following the arrival of my aunt and cousin had shed a light of a different color on the home life of my uncle. It was not his habit to come home early for supper as he had done while they were in Glasgow. He claimed the need to work late every night, and my aunt accepted this to be normal.

I was left to suffer my aunt’s irritated moods and sneers without Uncle’s warm presence there to reassure me, yet I could not blame the poor man for not feeling his home was his castle or his sanctuary.

And then there was Lachlan.

The first two months were wonderful and I grew to love my older cousin truly. He was six years my senior, but we were near enough in age to have grown close, so I had believed.

We’d spent every day together, whether strolling the sidewalks and shops in town, enjoying buggy rides in the country, or walking various gardens.

But then he had kissed me—so often that I’d had to distance myself from him. Now he was angry that I no longer welcomed those types of affections—I never did, really. Well, maybe the first few kisses, as Lachlan was quite handsome, and I’d been swept up in the moment. He’d made me feel safe and no longer alone. The first kiss had been breathtaking and new, the second, thrilling and educational, and the third had been arousing. That had shaken some sense into me and I’d seen the lack of wisdom in engaging in such actions. I’d insisted we not continue down such a path.

Because of this, everything had changed between us. And now he wouldn’t leave me alone.

Instead of the protector and close friend I’d believed my cousin to be, he’d become something threatening—the way he watched me during meals, and afterward while sitting in the drawing room with his gaze following me from behind the rim of his whisky glass. Or in the way he brushed his chest against mine every time we passed in the narrow back stairwell, which was too often to be coincidence.

Of late, I’d seen an even darker side of Lachlan. There was something riskier and more daring than other men I’d faced, and something greedier than the common male lust I had encountered in the past. Being the only female on a ship with a crew of long-denied sailors hadn’t always been pleasant. Oh, Papa had his trusted mates look after me; most of them had been with us my whole life. But Papa still had to take on new deckhands, many of whom were young and foolhardy. Papa had laid a few backs open with the whip. Thankfully, I’d escaped those rare instances with my honor intact.

But through it all, I learned what lust and greed looked like in the face of a hungry man.

As much as I didn’t want it to be so, Lachlan had that look. I knew he had set it in his heart to have me regardless of my wishes, and I now knew my spoiled cousin was used to having whatever he wanted, especially if Aunt Fia had anything to say about it. I just wasn’t sure what it was exactly that he did want.

All these things I pondered as I sipped a cup of late-morning tea while looking out the front bay window into the garden, waiting for my aunt to join me. Startled by the heat of a large hand skimming my waist, I spun to find it was Lachlan. He wore a charming smile and was dressed to go out—a kilt and suit coat.

I backed away from him; thankfully, he remained where he stood.

“Lachlan … you—you look nice. Are you going out?” I internally cursed myself for stammering, as I didn’t want him to know he’d set me on edge. It seemed to fuel his daring.

“Maw wants me to take ye to the dressmaker today.”

Like Uncle, my cousin was average height for a man, only a bit taller than Uncle, but when he was this close, he seemed to tower over me. He may look like his father, but his eyes were no longer bright and smiling like Uncle’s; rather, they were now dark and daunting.

“You?” I said.

“Aye.”

“Why isn’t Aunt Fia going to take me as she had planned?” I prayed my voice hadn’t betrayed how unnerved his words had made me.

“She’s in her room, nursing a headache.”

“Then I shall wait until she feels better.”

One brow climbed his forehead. “Ungrateful, are ye?”

I sat my cup on its saucer and turned to lower it onto the tea table behind me as evenly as I could, feeling a bit encouraged by the sound of servants’ voices in the hallway.

“That is not it at all. I simply meant it should not be the responsibility of a man who, I’m sure, has more pressing things to do than to play chaperone to his cousin. Especially for such a dull and unexciting task.”

He stepped too close and I backed against the tea table, the sound of dishes clanking as my hands gripped the edge at my bum. He pinched my chin and leaned his face in, placing a kiss right on my lips for anyone to see.

“Na, Jinny,” he whispered, his lips still near mine, “I think watching ye get undressed will no’ be unexciting at all.”

He released my chin and backed away, leaving me too shocked to say a word.

“Now, let’s be on our way. I already had the closed carriage brought around.”

He turned to leave but stopped at the sight of a maid standing with her mouth agape in the doorway.

“What are ye doing hovering there?” he said.

“I’m sorry, sir. I was in the hallway and heard the clanking of dishes. I came to see if my assistance was needed.”

Oh my Lord! She saw us!

Lachlan said, “Well, clearly ’tis no’. Now, get out of here.”

“Yes, sir.” She bobbed a curtsy and hurried from the room.

Lachlan continued toward the door, unconcerned.

“We’re not walking?” I was barely able to get the words out.

He stopped beneath the lintel and turned with a grin. “No, we’re no’ walking. And if ye’re going to question everything I say to ye, it’s going to take us all day.”

He disappeared around the corner, and the hallway echoed with the sound of the front door closing.

I spun toward the window and watched my cousin cross the walkway and climb into the carriage. It had evidently arrived while we were talking … or kissing. Blast!

My heart hammered in my chest. What could I do to avoid this situation? Not merely being alone with Lachlan in a closed carriage, as he so evocatively pointed out, but with him altogether? Living in the house with him, I was at the mercy of whatever he had planned for me, as Uncle seemed content to stay away, which to my consternation allowed Lachlan to have his way. It evidently always had.

***

The door opened without warning. I twisted free of the cloth tape measure in the seamstress’s hands and darted behind the dressing screen. I wore nothing but my thin shift.

“I just remembered,” Lachlan said to the dressmaker as he stood in the doorway. His voice was warm and his demeanor charming, causing her aghast look to fall away. “My maw told me to ask ye about a run of blue silk in yer storeroom upstairs. I believe she said it came from Edinburg. Do ye know the bolt I speak of?”

Good grief, is Fia in cahoots with Lachlan?

“Aye, sir. But that fabric is a wee bit pricey.”

“That will no’ be a problem. Go and get it, and any others ye feel might look fine on the lass. She’ll need at least a half-dozen if no’ a dozen gowns.”

Through the gap in the hinged wooden panels of the screen, I saw her face brighten.

“Right away, sir.”

She hurried up the skinny staircase as Lachlan watched her go.

My heart sank when he set his gaze in my direction and walked toward me. I backed into the corner, though it wasn’t far as the screen was in the corner to begin with.

He stepped around the side and stared at me for a moment. “Are ye being treated well by Mrs. Prink, Jinny?” His voice was hushed, and I kept mine at a whisper also.

“Yes, Lachlan. Now, please, leave us to it. You shouldn’t be in here. It would ruin me if you were discovered. You know this.”

“Aye, I do know it. So I suppose ye’d best be on about giving me what I want.”

Oh God, what is he talking about?

“Cousin, I beg you, if you have the slightest care for me, please just go before we’re caught.”

His lips stretched into a devil’s smile. “I’m no’ going until I get what I want.”

The churning in my gut felt like the sea during a mighty gale.

“What do you want?”

He stepped closer. “I want ye, Jinny Fairchild, I always have. From the moment I laid eyes on ye standing on the pier with yer da. But for now I’ll settle for just looking at ye.” His gaze scrolled to my bare feet, and back to my eyes. “Take that shift off.”

“No! I’m not doing that.”

“Then I’m no’ leaving, and Mrs. Prink will come back to find me kissing ye madly with my hands full of yer nice, fat tits.”

I thought for a moment that my heart had stopped, until I realized it wasn’t stopped at all, but beating so fast it was nothing more than a piercing pain.

“I’ll scream if you do that.”

He gave a soft laugh. “And bring the whole town running to find ye ruined? Then where would ye go, cousin? I’ll tell ye where. Ye’d have nowhere to go but back home with me. And if ye decided to leave me, the only men out there who would want ye would be ones willing to pay for yer services.

“Now, I’ll tell ye again what I want. I want to look at ye, without that shift.” He reached for the tie drawn at my cleavage. I flinched back against the wall and smacked his hand away.

The challenging look he gave me warned he would do everything he’d threatened if I resisted him. I was trapped. My cousin was right—I had no one and nowhere. Though I’d entertained the thought, I knew I couldn’t go back to Olli and Huck, my father’s cook and first mate aboard the ship. Or even Mr. Fitch, my teacher. They loved me, yes, but they were not my father and would not be able to protect me the way I needed protecting—from the tongues of society. Oh, the damage it would do to my reputation for all of England to know I was an unprotected young woman living alone on a ship with a crew of sailors. No man in the world would want me if that were my life. And no man in the world would want me if I got caught in a dressing room with a man groping and kissing me.

Mrs. Prink would be back any moment and if she discovered us together there would be no saving me. If I did not yield, he would not leave, but would carry out his threat. Left no choice, I accepted the cards I’d been dealt, and dropped my hands to my sides.

I tried without success to slow my breathing as again Lachlan reached for the tie drawn at my cleavage. He released the bow and brushed his hands over my shoulders, pushing the fabric off so it fell to the floor.

His sight dropped to my breasts with the parting of his lips. He backed away from me, inhaled, and then blew it out slowly. His lingering gaze was full of covetousness, as if it was feeding his mind and body.

I wanted to die.

After a full minute, he stepped close again. I pressed myself to the wall at my back. “I … I thought you said you wouldn’t touch me if I let you look at me.”

“I’m no’ going to touch ye … at least no’ here.”

“Then why are you so close?”

“Because ye are going to touch me.”

I frowned, my shaking head insisting no!

“Don’t shake yer bonnie blonde head at me. I want ye to put yer hand up my kilt and feel what ye do to me.”

“No. You said you wanted to see me. You’ve done that. Now, I’m begging you to leave.”

“No’ until ye ken.”

“Ken what, Lachlan?” I pleaded, looking past him to see if Mrs. Prink was coming back.

“What ye do to me. ’Tis no’ fair that I have to be in this state.”

“You’re the one who came in here and unclothed me, not I.”

He laughed. “I’m no’ hard as stone merely because ye’re naked … although that is a factor. But ye keep me this way by just being near me. Ye’re the one who came to live in my house, leaving me nowhere to go. I didnae ask to be tempted day and night when I know there is one such as yerself bathing and sleeping right down the hallway from my bedchamber. Now feel me. Or I’ll feel ye.”

He slid his sporran aside and took my hand, trying to force it up his kilt.

I tugged it away, only to have his mouth come hard against mine, shoving my head against the wall at my back as he painfully groped my breasts. I couldn’t breathe from the pressure of his face against mine and thought I would die of suffocation before he pulled away, breathing heavily and glaring at me.

He said, “I should beat the hell out of ye for making me want ye like ye have and then refusing me.”

“Lachlan, you must know I never intentionally tried to tempt you.”

“Intentional or no’, ye have, and now ye need to make it right.”

He gripped my wrist and pressed it beneath his kilt, then folded my fingers around him. Wrapping his hand around mine he squeezed. “Stroke me.” His gaze was fused to mine.

I glared at him.

“Stroke me, damn ye!” He slid our hands up and down. His expression tensed as he went faster. I wished for a blade in my palm at that moment.

Was this worth it? Should I take my chances in this world alone or on Papa’s ship? If not, would I be doomed to fulfill Lachlan’s every whim? How could I dig myself out of this deepening grave that was rapidly collapsing in on top of me?

God, what would I do if Mrs. Prink returned to find me standing naked with my hand up my cousin’s kilt, sharing in this most lewd performance?

Our jacking motion shook my breasts, and Lachlan’s gaze was pinned there. His mouth opened with a muted groan as he squeezed my hand into stillness and cupped his other over the top. I felt hot fluid drip down my fingers and wanted to yank them away, but his hold was too tight.

He stared at me, and what I saw there in his face made me certain something had just happened within him that would tie me to him forever. He would never let me go. As long as we lived, I would never have a life away from him. He would never stop until he took every dream from me, and not even then.

He smiled. “I’m coming to ye tonight, Jinny, and one of two things will happen. Either ye’ll let me play with ye a bit and ye’ll do it of yer own free will, or I’ll fuck ye of mine.”










  
 

Chapter four
Jinny Fairchild

 

I was surprised to see Uncle home for supper that evening. It was the first time since Aunt Fia and Lachlan had returned. I felt for some reason that he was there for me, as if he knew something had happened. But how could he? The question made me self-conscious. Had Mrs. Prink seen Lachlan and me and sent word to Uncle?

I noticed Uncle scowling at his son, and I looked at Lachlan across the table. As usual, he was watching me, his face flushed and full of greed. I cast my attention to my plate as it dawned on me.

Uncle’s store!

Mrs. Fowlie went to Uncle’s store every Monday and Thursday. It was Monday. The maid must have told Mrs. Fowlie about the kiss, and she in turn must have warned Uncle.

I had only to look at my uncle to see his guilt over leaving me to his family these months. He looked at me, and something in his gaze made me question if my mother had been Uncle’s only happiness … ever? Had our time together at the beginning of my stay made him feel he was once again with her?

I gave him a sad smile and returned my attention to my plate, wondering about Uncle Ewan’s relationship with Aunt Fia. He’d told me they met at the same time as my father and mother. But how? What were the circumstances? I assumed his desire to stay away from home was a mere search for peace. I could not blame him for that. His presence here tonight assured me of his love, if not for me then for my mother.

Had he ever loved Aunt Fia? Had they loved each other?

“How did you and Aunt Fia meet, Uncle?” The words were out of my mouth before I knew I’d spoken them aloud in the silent room.

Three sets of eyes settled on me.

“Good heavens, child! Have ye no manners?” Aunt Fia protested. “Ye don’t just come out with something personal like that. May the good Lord help me if I’m to get ye married off to—”

“’Twas at Wedlove that we met.” Uncle said. Her gaze swung around to him.

“The castle in Seton, England?” I asked.

“Aye. I had accompanied Rose to see—”

“Ewan!” Aunt Fia said. “Ye’re only encouraging the lass to continue in her offensiveness.”

Uncle glared at her. “She’s family, Fi. And I’m no’ offended in the least for her to take an interest in my life. ’Tis a good feeling to think someone cares a damn about me.”

He looked back at me, Aunt Fia glowering at him with her wrinkled lips pinched to the size of a raisin.

“As I was saying, I had accompanied Rose to see Aileen, her dearest friend since our youth. The lass had married a young Englishman by the name of Higgins whose family held a lease on the Duke of Seton’s land. Well, when we made our visit, ’twas in October, and it so happened that the annual Autumn Festival that goes on at Wedlove, the duke’s Castle, was happening.

I interrupted with, “Yes, I’ve heard of that festival and have always wanted to go. I understand it draws visitors from all over England, being one of the few occasions to bring the nobility and the common masses into the same circle.” I couldn’t help the excitement in my voice, which I noticed irritated Lachlan.

Uncle nodded. “Aye, I expect ye would like it, as folk from all over England—no’ Scotland—still attend that affair each year.”

“From the sound of it, you didn’t like it,” I said.

“Eh, it was all right I suppose, it’s just that I felt like a fish out of water, being a Scotsman at an Englishman’s affair. I was wishing our visit to Aileen had fallen at another time.”

“Is it true that nobles and commoners mingle?”

“Aye. I doubt Rose would have been courted by Nathaniel otherwise, him being the son of a viscount.”

I saw sadness flash in Uncle’s eyes.

“So you were left alone while my mother got to know my father?”

“Aye, but I was happy for her to be so swept off her feet by such a man. She deserved that.”

Uncle drew a slow breath. “It seems Rose and I said goodbye to our childhoods at that place. It was a merry time for most. I can still hear the sounds of gaiety filling the air, with music and laughter, all of which set the mood for love. It was no stretch to guess I was surrounded by the finest youth in England, all of them mingling with everyday folk like Rose and me. There were young couples strolling arm in arm, coming and going. I was no’ blind either. I saw quickly that some had found their way to more private places.”

Aunt Fia turned red and her look soured, but she remained silent.

“Anyway. Rose and I had a fine time the first day, but she met Nate the second day and they became inseparable. She tried to include me, but I felt like a third wheel and left them to their enjoyment. I found myself alone all the time, as I said, feeling like a fish out of water, being the only Highlander there that I was aware of.

“But then on the fourth day, I met yer aunt Fia. She was there for similar reasons, and felt as out of place as I did. I think that’s the thing that drew us together. There was something mesmerizing about being in another country, feeling alone and out of place, and crossing paths with someone who lived right in my own backyard. Yet there in that romantic place, miles and days away from home, I was laying eyes on the lass for the first time. It built a strange bond that might no’ have been there had we passed on the street of our own town.”

Lachlan sat his glass down hard on the table. “What are ye saying, Da? That ye would no’ have married my maw had ye no’ been under some sort of spell due to yer loneliness in a strange but romantic place?”

Uncle narrowed his eyes on his son. “I said nothing of the kind, Lachlan. I said it built a strange bond that might no’ have been there had we passed on the street of our own town. But now that ye ask, I’ll tell ye flat out. Had yer maw and I met here in the Highlands, I would no’ have found myself lying down with her and planting my seed in her belly the way I did in that lonesome place.”

I jumped at Fia’s screech. And again as Lachlan’s chair crashed loudly onto the floor as he sprang to his feet and threw his napkin onto his plate, ready to challenge Uncle.

I wrung my own napkin in my hands, watching wide-eyed.

Uncle’s gaze was fixed on Lachlan. “Ye’ll be wise to think before ye act, lad. If ye do me in, ye’ll have no one to pay for yer easy life. And don’t be so sure ye will do me in; it might be that ye will no’. Ye’ll have to live—or no’ live—with the consequences of yer actions. Either one is no’ a promising prospect for ye.”

Like an angry bull, Lachlan’s eyes blazed and his chest heaved with every breath as he looked at his mother. Her head shook slightly, and her expression pleaded with him to do nothing.

“I’m going out.” He turned and stormed from the room.










  
 

Chapter five
Jinny Fairchild

 

I laid my hairbrush aside and crawled between the sheets, feeling scared and listening for Lachlan’s return.

I couldn’t believe Uncle had said what he had. What had made him do it? Clearly, he never loved Fia. Giving in to one moment of pleasure had trapped him in a life he didn’t want and hadn’t anticipated.

I’d grown up in a family of men—my father, Ollie, Huck, and Mr. Fitch—in odd circumstances traveling the world on a ship, and found that so very pleasing and functional. How had I become embedded in this traditional family of a father, mother, and son, with their established business and home and daily routines to find it so disturbing and impaired?

Minutes ticked by and I found myself holding my breath at every sound. Old houses made plenty of them through the night, I discovered.

I must have fallen asleep at some point, since I awoke with a start, my heart lurching to find Lachlan standing over me, wearing only his kilt. He swayed slightly, and I knew he’d been drinking.

“Lachlan,” I whispered. “Get out of here right now or I’ll call for Uncle.” I struggled to sound unafraid.

“Na, ye’ll no’ do that, Jinny.”

“Why won’t I?”

“Because ye know if ye do, he’ll come running to yer rescue, and that would no’ be good.”

What the blazes does he mean by that? My heart kicked into a faster pace.

“It might not be good for you, but it would be good for me,” I managed to say.

“I doubt it, since I get the feeling ye’re still attached to my da, even after tonight’s enlightening supper conversation. It’s him it would no’ be good for. I already decided if he comes in here, I’ll break his damn nose if he tries to interfere.”

Alarm twisted my gut. The tone in his voice told me I’d be a fool to doubt him. “How can you say that? He’s your father.”

With a harsh creak of protest from the bed, he crawled over me quickly, hissing his potent whiskey breath in my face. “Did ye no’ hear what that bastard said to my mother? He regrets marrying her as much as he regrets fathering me.”

I tried to slow my breathing as he stayed there on his hands and knees, staring at my face. His anger fled with as much speed as it had come, and he dipped his nose to my neck and drew in a breath.

“What is it about ye, Jinny?” he whispered into my ear. “How do ye affect me the way ye do? And why do ye always smell so bloody fucking good, so unlike other lasses?” He lifted his head to again look at me. “Is it because ye were raised on ocean air and bathed in saltwater yer whole life? Did it do something to ye? I’m no’ joking. It’s like I could no’ resist ye even if I tried. This mad wanting of ye never lets up.”

He scowled then. “That’s why my da said what he did to me. He can no more resist ye than I can.”

I was shocked and repulsed by the accusation and wanted to spit in his face, but recoiled at the sight of his expression growing angry again.

“I don’t doubt he’s as hard for ye as I am. I can tell he’s jealous of the way I look at ye. The two of ye were having a mighty fine time the night Maw and I returned. My first thought had been that ye were his mistress, and now I know why. It was the way he looked at ye. He looked … alive. I don’t remember ever hearing my da laugh out loud before that night. He wants ye for himself.”

His twisted words bolstered the courage I couldn’t find a moment earlier. “You’re drunk and you’re disgusting. My uncle has been nothing but kindhearted to me. I believe he is a sad soul who would never dream of such a thing. If his life has been so miserable that you were never blessed to hear his laughter then I suggest you explore why. Maybe you shouldn’t place all the blame on him, and maybe you should investigate your mother, and even yourself, but don’t soil the innocent relationship between my uncle and me.”

“Watch yerself, lass. Ye’ll no’ be wanting me angry.”

It was true. I didn’t want him angry.

“I just don’t understand how you can take the generosity of such a man and turn his care and concern for me into something filthy.” I’d managed to calm my voice to a gentler whisper.

“He’s a man with a cock hanging beneath his kilt, no?”

I wanted to slap him, but managed to keep my voice civil, though my words were not. “Lachlan, not everyone is as greedy and filthy-minded as you.” I mocked him with a smile.

A grin slid over his face. “Aye, maybe ye’re right because my greedy mind is filthy. If ye only knew the things I think of doing to ye.”

My smile faded.

“Things I plan to do to ye when ye’re legally mine.”

Oh God, what is he talking about now?

“See, Jinny, it came to me tonight after a few drinks cleared my head. Even though I decided to take ye and make ye mine, I didnae think to marry ye. But ’twould solve all my problems to make ye my wife. I’d get to fuck ye anytime I wanted, seeing as how a wife is a man’s property. And her property becomes his, too. With Da pointing out my enslavement to him financially, it dawned on me that with yer money and ship I would no’ need his help. My problems would be solved.”

He took hold of my wrists and shoved them above my head.

God help me. 

“But I don’t want to talk about my da. I want to talk about getting to fuck ye anytime I want. I want to now, Jinny. So, I’m going to. If ye know what’s good for ye—and my da—ye’ll no’ fight me. Ye’ll just accept what will be.”

He held my wrists with one hand, and hiked my shift above my breasts. I wanted to scream, but what would happen if I did? Would Uncle come running to my aid and be harmed by his own son? Would it get out of hand and someone end up dead?

Lachlan’s hot mouth opened wide over my breast and he sucked … gently. An action I didn’t expect. I thought he’d be harsh, cruel. Against my will, my nipple budded beneath his tongue brushing over it again and again. He circled his fingertips like a feather around the other. His touch was so light, so gentle, so … 

I tried to breathe and remember that I didn’t want this.

His hushed affections had a severely disturbing effect on me. What was wrong with me that I liked the sensation he provoked?

He flattened his palm against my stomach and slid down between my thighs. His gaze darted up to meet mine, leaving a rush of cold air against my vacated breast. A smile tipped his lips.

“Ye’re wet. Ye are aroused and like what I’m doing to ye.”

Oh my God! He was right. But how could I like what this man was doing to me? How can my own body betray me this way? Was it because I should do as he’d said and accept my inevitable future with him?

He released me and crawled his way backward to the foot of the creaking bed and spread my legs, burying his face between them. The act both embarrassed me and stirred me in a new way. I didn’t want it to feel good. I didn’t want to like it, but I did. What was wrong with me? Was I as sick as he was, or just too weak of flesh to resist the pleasure of it?

He whispered against me, “Oh, Jinny, ye’ll no’ convince me ye don’t want my cock fucking deep into ye. But no’ before I finish sucking the nectar from yer sweet peach.” He dipped his head again.

He was wrong. He had to be wrong. I did not want that part of him in me or anywhere near me … I didn’t!

I tried hard to keep that in mind, but all my wits fled, leaving only the unbearable tension in my body that his mouth had provoked. Another moment and that tension snapped. A sudden explosion shook me from within and waves rippled through my whole body. He pulled away, and his mouth found mine, his knee rubbing hard between my legs to keep the waves coming. He kissed me madly and I let him, crazed by the call of the flesh and carnal lust despoiling my body.

Groping through the fog that clouded my mind, I came to realize there had been a knock at my door. I pushed at Lachlan.

 “Jinny,” Uncle’s voice said softly.

I looked at my cousin; he was breathing heavily and scowling. He whispered, “Answer him.”

“Yes, Uncle?”

“Are ye all right?”

I tried to calm my laboring breath. “Yes. Just feeling a bit restless. Having trouble sleeping. I’m sorry I woke you.”

He chuckled. “Ye didnae wake me, lass, I’m clear in another wing. Your aunt woke me saying she keeps hearing ye in here and wanted me to check on ye.”

Hearing me? Oh no! “Oh. Well, please tell aunt Fia I’m sorry I woke her.” Lord, what a stupid thing to say! Why did I say that when he just reminded me their bedchambers are clear in another wing?

He chuckled again. “Ye didnae wake her either. She’s waiting up for Lachlan and will no’ get a minute’s rest until he returns home I’m afraid. Ye know the receiving room is directly below yer bedchamber.”

Good heavens, what did she hear?

“Can I bring ye something to help ye sleep? Warm milk with a wee bit of whiskey?”

“No. Thank you.”

“All right then. Jinny … I—” There was a long silence and I didn’t know if he’d gone or if he wanted to say more. And then: “Try to get some rest.”

“Good night, Uncle. Thank you for checking on me.”

“Good night, Jinny.”

When he was sure Uncle was gone, Lachlan snorted, and mocked his father. “The man wants ye. ‘Can I bring ye something to help ye sleep … warm milk with a wee bit of whiskey?’ He knows that bringing something to yer room while ye’re tucked in yer bed wearing only yer shift would no’ be proper. Why’d he no’ ask if he could have something sent up with a maid? I’ll tell ye why. He wanted to bring it to ye himself.”

I wished I could have corrected him, but he was right about the impropriety; However, I knew he was wrong about his ludicrous accusation concerning Uncle’s motives.

Lachlan eased farther away from me. “We’ll have to finish this tomorrow, and no’ here. I’ll no’ worry my maw longer. But I can no’ allow this night to be all about yer pleasure. Ye might get the wrong idea. It was about me wanting ye, and having yer agreement one way or another.” 

Before I could think what he meant, he shoved his hand over my mouth and bit me hard on the shoulder.

“Ahhh!” I shot a muffled cry against his palm while trying to jerk away.

When he was content with the damage he’d done, he released me and I clutched the deep puncture wound, feeling the warm, sticky wetness there.

He looked aroused, and a bit crazed. Swallowing against the searing pain in my shoulder, I stared at his bloodstained mouth wide-eyed, horrified, and completely sickened at what I’d just participated in with this monster. All I could think was how he’d used that bloodied mouth of his as a weapon in so many ways.

He gave a disturbing grin that said he’d resigned himself to this new mission he’d conjured in his head.

“If ye fight me on this, Jinny, there’s more where that came from. A lot more.”










  
 

Chapter six
September 8, 1829

Douglass McGrail

 

“What should I say to Da then, Douglass? ‘Da, we’re horny, fix it?’” My brother’s voice sounded with frustration.

“I dunno what ye should say, Muireach, only dinna sit back and say nothing. ’Tis a serious matter and no’ one to be laughed at. The other males are complaining and wanting to hear what Da plans to do. Ye’re the heir to this clan and the one ’tis going to be without clansman who can fight in another twenty and thirty years if ye don’t say something to him to make him see reason. He has ye and me and a hundred other young studs to do his fighting for him. He’s no’ worried about it because it willnae be a problem while he’s clan chieftain. Na, that ugly mess will fall to ye, and ye’ll be the one trying to tame a bunch of old rutting and frustrated stags beneath yer rule while there are no young strong studs to do yer fighting for ye. We need to find mates.”

Muireach plopped his big body onto a rock and looked down at the sand between his toes. His head swung in aggravation, and his long pale hair fell around his face. “What are the odds that a clan could go eighteen years and no’ a single female be born to it during that time? And wouldn’t ye know it would happen so as the repercussions of it would fall during my rule?”

“Well, that’s the truth of it. Ye know Lair’s the last female to be born to the clan until yesterday when Morgan was born, both of them sired by Da, and therefore both of them our sisters. Neither will do ye or me or our brothers any good concerning this problem. Though there are a few older females to choose from for those of us who have yet to wed, ’tis nowhere near enough for all of us.”

“So what do ye suggest?” Muireach lifted his head to look at me.

Thankful he seemed to be opening up about the matter, I sat down on the rock opposite. “Ye know we are the strongest clan by far right now—the only good thing coming from all of us studs being born. I think we should wage war on one of the other clans. We kill all the males, even their young, and take the females for ourselves.”

Muireach’s brows pressed in as he considered my proposal. “Do ye have a clan in mind, Dougie?”

“Aye. There’s a clan on one of the nearby islands. That’s the closest, and I’ve seen some of their females. They’re fine to look at and strong.”

“And what if they don’t let us mate them? We will have killed over a hundred male ech-ooshkya for nothing.”

“Na, brother. Do ye no’ ken that killing their males will be the very thing that ensures they will take us to mate? What choice would they have? Mate us or die out.”

Muireach scrubbed his hands over his face. “Grrr! ’Tis mad, this scheme of yers, and I don’t want to think about it right now. Can ye no’ just rejoice in the birth of our sister?”

“’Tis the birth of our sister that sheds light on the fact we have no other females to grow into fine lasses over the next decades. Do ye no’ ken that it will take Morgan eighteen years to grow to maturity? Then she’ll marry one of us lucky bastards, though it will no’ be ye or me since she is our sister. She’ll have to carry for a year, and then that young will have to grow for eighteen years. That means if she births a female, then in thirty-seven years the whole process will start over, and if she births a male, in thirty-seven years ye’ll have an army of one.” I shot my finger in the air to emphasize the number. “Unless she does like Maw did with ye and me, and bears twins, but we both know how rare that is among our kind. Either way, I think ye ken what I’m trying to tell ye.”

“I hear ye, Douglass, but I’m no’ going to Da with this mess and stealing his joy away. Let it drop, brother.”

Frustrated, I looked at my twin and thought how different we were. Though we equaled in size, I had hair black as octopus ink; his was so pale it was the color of goat’s milk. My eyes were dark as an angry sea; his were light as a peaceful sky. I was always thinking of the future and consequences, and he was happy to live in the moment. I sometimes felt we had at one time been one in the womb, and Epona, the great mare goddess herself, split us apart so we were no longer a sensible being, but needed the other for balance.

Unable to come to an agreement, I stormed off, heading down the beach so I could think. Muireach knew how I was and that he should no’ follow. I heard him run toward the sea, his footfalls turning to a heavy gallop just before he splashed back into the water. I put two miles between us before I could even begin to calm my frustration.

I tried to be reasonable. I kent the pressure it would put on a successor to have such responsibility laid at his feet, but really, what choice had we if we wanted the clan to survive? Even the McGrail motto, “to conquer or die,” proclaimed our fate. What was the damn man thinking? Of course we would have to fight other males if we were to have a female of our own. We had no choice but to conquer the competition or die out. ’Twas no’ like we would each be gifted with our own female appearing out of nowhere on the beach right in front of us, from the goddess herself.

“Ahh-ngh-a-cnt-gree!”

What the devil? I stopped and listened to the sound—muffled words and tussling in the tall grass up the dune. I moved closer and inclined my ear, trying to figure if it was a struggle, or two lovers making pleasure together. I could tell the sounds were human and no’ some hungry animal winning himself a meal.

“Och! Ye bit my bloody hand.” The heated male voice was deep, with a strong burr.

“You bit me first! Now get off me!”

Panic and urgency rang in the polished, upper crust English voice—a feminine voice. That settled my dispute, and I ran over the short distance to find a man struggling with a woman. He was atop her with her skirts hiked up and trying to shove her squirming legs wide with his knees. Though I didnae see her face, I heard him slap it hard, drawing a cry from the poor lass.

“Be still, damn ye! I told ye I was going to fuck ye, and I meant it.”

I leapt forward and grabbed the scruff of his neck, throwing him off, and marched toward him through the thick sand to do worse. The well-formed face lit up with alarm, but I saw readiness there, too, as he scrambled to his feet. I was at least impressed he didnae run, but stood to fight.

“Come here, ye foul piece of liver.” I grabbed him by the throat. He was stronger than many of his kind and swung, clipping me in the ear. He then used my arm as leverage, pulling himself up to kick me hard in the chest. He did me no damage as his size was nowhere near mine, but it didnae feel pleasant either. I slammed him onto his back and straddled him, spreading his legs with my knees, hooking them with my feet so he could no’ move. I slapped him hard in the face and mocked him.

“Be still, damn ye! And take what ye like to dish out!”

“This is none of your business,” he hissed at me. I ignored him and bent to sink my teeth deep into the muscle of his chest, drawing blood and a shout from him.

“Ahhh! Ye sorry fuck!”

I laughed. “Na, ye’re the sorry fuck, as no woman wants to be fucked with teeth tearing her skin open, and a hand knocking her senseless. Since ye think that’s the way to fuck, now who is the one getting fucked, eh?” I hit him a few more times, his head knocking back and forth. “Do ye like that, ye freak?”

I bit him again and again on his chest, drawing a gush of blood and a howl each time. I swallowed the bits that pulled free. The tang stirred my hunger. He tasted damn good and I wanted to eat his guts out and gorge on his blood until I had my fill and was content, but I heard the lass cry out at the sight of what I’d already done, and I knew I had to stop. I could no’ continue in front of the poor thing. So I quit tempting myself by taking my mouth from his flesh, and I beat his pretty face until it was bloody and swollen and no longer pretty, which didnae take long.

It dawned on me the lassie might be hurt and needing me. Feeling I’d done this beast enough damage that he would think better of it before attacking another female of his kind, I pushed off of him.

I wiped my hands down my face, clearing away the blood and gore, and then scooped a handful of sand, scrubbing my palms and knuckles clean while walking to the lass.

The man at my back got no more of my attention other than me hearing him stumble to his feet and stagger away, groaning.

The lass sat shaking in the sand and tall grass with her knees to her chest and hugging her skirt to her face, as if to hide from all she’d just seen and been put through. I felt a bit guilty, as I didnae have to be so vicious with her attacker, but after my fruitless discussion with Muireach, something had come over me and I wanted to teach the depraved bastard a lesson.

Here I was, considering war for a chance to get my hands on a female to cherish, and that ungrateful lout was treating this one so brutally.

Hoping to comfort the victim, I tucked my kilt so as no’ to shock her even more and squatted down before her.

She dug her hands into the sand and scooted away from me. The skirt fell, revealing her face.

My eyes stretched wide. “Ye again—” The words stuck in my throat and all I could do was stare. Seeing her face again was that staggering. It was just as appealing to me as I’d remembered.

“Again?” Her voice was no more than a whisper. “When have we met, sir?”

“That day those months ago, on the sea cliff road … ”

I closed my mouth when she looked at me like I’d grown another nose, and I realized my blunder. ’Twas that chance meeting that got me keen on finding a mate. I could recall every second of that day like it happened only moments earlier …

 

I ran faster and harder, challenging my younger brothers to do the same, sweat soaking our bodies.

Cainneach-Balfour—our home—was a short distance ahead. 

My gaze hit the living sea before us, her white waves breathing in and out against the sand and pebbles at the water’s edge. We broke away from the castle road and onto the shoreline, gaining ground quickly, the burning muscles in our legs taking us farther, each stride battering the earth and water, which sprayed in all directions around us.

My eyes were again drawn to my home across the bay until the sound of carriage wheels drew my attention. I yanked my gaze around from the castle and up to the sea cliff road above. A bonnie lass hung half out the window watching us round the bay. Her coach was coming from the direction of Dalmahearn and headed toward Balfoureigh.

The lass was a fine sight to behold—not that I’d seen many fine lasses. We were so close now I could see she was dismayed by our threatening presence as we continued sprinting toward her—my brothers and I were all solid and of great size.

She was a good thirty feet above us, but I knew that wary look when I saw it. It was on her face as well as the coachman’s. I wondered if my brothers were baring their teeth in anticipation of a fine meal.

We crossed paths—her on the high road and I below. I kept my eyes on the lass and watched her draw herself inside only to see her thrown at the opposite seat when her conveyance slammed to a brutal halt.

My heart bucked and I dug into the sand, my brothers all stopping around me. For some reason, I thanked the heavens she had no’ remained hanging out the window.

I noticed the placement of the carriage wheels and adrenaline shot through me. No’ thinking, I charged up the steep rise from the beach and toward her. Focusing on my steps, I was no’ expecting to reach the summit and look up to find the lass on her knees at the window with such a spellbound expression on her face.

I skidded to a standstill, my heaving chest nearly colliding with the side of her coach—it was that bloody close to the edge. My nostrils opened with each intake of air as her golden eyes fixed themselves to my cerulean ones and I knew mine had to look wild. I’d already assessed the life-threatening situation and kent I would need to act fast. But I was awestruck and frozen in place as she reached out the window to touch my face, as if she was lured to do so, but she snapped to attention and jerked back. I was thankful, as I, too, came to my senses.

I flung an angry warning at the driver as he had been watching my brothers and me, rather than the road. He’d no’ followed the curve and hit the embankment at the edge of the cliff. I turned back to see the lass glance down and shrink back at the sight of the steep drop just beneath the coach wheels. She was no longer dazed, but now understood the seriousness of her situation.

I heard panic in the driver’s voice as he yelped a command in Gaelic while whipping the team forward—damn fool! Alarm clenched my insides when I felt the loose rocks beneath us move and a few toppled toward the beach. The weight of the coach shifted. I saw the horror on the lass’s face as she braced herself and the coach leaned severely toward me. It would take us all over the steep ledge.

I could have saved myself, but for reasons I could no’ explain, the chance of the lass plunging to her death was unthinkable. Without another thought for my own life I took the weight of the coach on my back and it jarred to a halt. It seemed all creation held her breath as I stared at the lass’s innocent face. I could no’ take my sight from her as she struggled to hold tight to the doorframe and no’ fall to her doom. Her terrified eyes were riveted on mine, and I heard the descent of a book as it tumbled out the window, skipping from rock to rock until it made a dull thud on the beach below. I could no’ let her do the same.

I felt the earth giving beneath me and my limbs shook with the heaviness of my burden. I heaved with a loud groan, causing another shift and the two wheels that were lifted high slammed suddenly back to the ground as the lass hit the seat.

Still feeling distressed, I looked at her, worried I might no’ see her again, but knowing there was no time to spare, I lowered my head and put my weight into the corner of the coach. With a sudden release, the wheels cleared the mound and they joggled back onto the road. The driver didnae let up, but whipped and yelled, urging the team until they were racing up the hill.

With the fear of the mishap fading quickly from my bones, I, too, ran onto the road and watched the lass spring to the rear seat where she watched me out the back window. Though the fear was gone, I still felt ill at ease and shifted uncomfortably, wondering what had just happened that I’d saved a human lassie I would normally eat. I continued to watch the breathtaking creature as the distance spread out between us. 

I heard my brothers on the beach below calling me back, so I turned abruptly in a mighty charge and leapt over the ridge, rejoining them in the tide just as I looked and saw the lass’s coach go over the rise.

 

When the others were no’ with me, I’d gone back to the beach and found the book—Gulliver’s Travels—that I’d seen fall from the coach. That night, when I opened it in my room, I discovered the pages had been infused with her scent. At that moment, I knew I’d never be the same soul I’d been before that day.

As expected, I could no’ stop dreaming of her innocent face each time I’d closed my eyes or held the book to my nose, breathing her in. I’d read the book more than a few times thinking it would help me feel I knew her. Based on her marked pages, what I’d learned was that she had a taste for adventure and liked horses a great deal—a fact that gave promise to my dreams.

Then, with so many months coming and going with no sign of her passing back through, I lost hope and tried to forget my encounter with the lass. But I found I could no’. Nor could I bring myself to get rid of the book—it still rested at my bedside and still smelled of her. That hadn’t helped me forget either.

I’d been so angry when that damn clumsy driver hit that mound at the precipice and nearly killed her. I wanted to bite his bloody head clean off his body, but found there was no time for anger as the coach started over the ledge, and I realized I would have done anything to save the lass inside—a human lassie I didnae even know.

Looking into her eyes now, it dawned on me that I had saved her for a second time. Maybe the goddess was trying to tell me something. Maybe this female was an answered prayer.

Whatever she was, I had to fix my slip-up. I was no’ horse nor human, but ech-ooshkya, with different forms. I wore them as naturally as a man wore a coat, and was no’ always conscious of which I had on. The forms were no’ me; my soul was me. I’d made my comment without thinking of the fact I’d been in horse form the day she’d been in the coach.

I shook my head. “No, come to think of it, it could no’ have been ye. The lass I met on the road was older. And married.” My brows pressed in. “Are ye married?”

She shook her head, and my heart felt lighter. “Well then, ye see, it couldn’t have been ye. Are ye all right, lass? Did that monster hurt ye?”

“I’m all right. I have you to thank for that. Thank you … truly.

I gave a nod. “Who was he?”

She frowned and licked her lips, but shook her head. “Do … do you think he’s hurt badly?”

“He’ll survive. Though I should have killed him, forcing his way onto ye like that. The devil. What were ye doing here with the man?”

“I wasn’t here with him.” She paused. “I don’t know him. I live in town and had walked here for a stroll along the beach. He just appeared.”

“I see. Well, ye’re safe now. Can I sit beside ye?”

She nodded, and I turned, settling onto the sand and grass. Offering her time to calm her soul, I followed her gaze and looked out at the water for a few quiet minutes.

“D’ye mind if I ask yer name?” I said finally.

“Oh. Jinny Fairchild.”

I smiled. “Jinny—white wave. That will do.” I reached over in hopes she’d give me her hand. “I’m Douglass McGrail, and yer servant.”

Her face lit with recognition. I wondered why.

She slipped her trembling fingers into mine. Though ’twas no’ chilly out, the slender digits were cold as the deep sea. I squeezed them gently and didnae release them, but kept them wrapped warmly in my hand. Her gaze studied mine for a wee moment, and she looked back out at the water.

“Don’t you mean my savior?” she said.

“Aye, I suppose. I’m happy to be both.”

“You must be. It isn’t every man who saves a young miss twice in her life before being introduced to her.”

I chuckled and nearly agreed, but realized what her words revealed. I looked at the lass, and her gaze met mine.

“What d’ye mean?” I said.

“I think you know.”

My heart did an odd hiccup.

“I think I don’t. Enlighten me.”

She looked back out at the water, watching the waves lapping in, but my gaze never left her face. She said softly, “The most extraordinary thing happened to me several months ago. The coach I was traveling in was in an accident. I would have met my doom had not a great stallion—black and majestic—come to my rescue. I’d never seen a living thing so magnificent, as he climbed the steep rise to reach me.”

My breathing was suddenly off. She thought me magnificent? But where was she going with this? She surely didnae know ’twas I.

 “And he was intelligent. The creature wasn’t like any horse I’d encountered before that day, or after. Though horses are smart, this one had decided in a split second that I needed saving, and then he proceeded to do that very thing—he thought like a human.”

With her gaze still out to sea, she continued. “It’s rumored there might be an ech-ooshkya running these parts.”

The mention of my kind sent my heart kicking around in my chest, and I hoped she could no’ hear it. I was thankful her eyes were looking somewhere other than at me. I slipped my fingers from hers, afraid she could feel my racing pulse.

My body was reacting strangely to her words—even with the panic provoked in me from hearing her speak the name of my kind, it also provoked a strange kind of arousal, as she’d enunciated the word with perfect brogue. I’d never heard a human say the word and wanted to hear this one say it again and again.

I forced my breath steady while keeping my voice as even as I could manage. “Is that so? Well, what do such rumors have to do with me personally?”

She was quiet, still watching the waves. “You do realize your eyes are a very distinct color of blue—more blue-green I’d say—like the deep sea when she’s showing her temper?”

She looked at me then.

Stone the crows! Tell me she does no’ ken ’twas I on the road that day.

I remained calm. “Aye, so I’ve been told. What point are ye trying to make to me, lass?”

She lifted her gaze higher. It followed the line of my hair hanging on my forehead and around my ears.

“They’re not true, you know.”

What the devil is she talking about?

“What’s no’ true, Miss Jinny Fairchild?”

“The myths.”

Bloody hell! 

“What myths?”

She looked down and plucked a twig from the sand, fidgeting with the stem … quiet. I thought she had no plans to answer, but then: “I see no waterweeds, sand, or mud in your hair.” Her gaze lifted to mine. “And I don’t think you’re cruel at all.”










  
 

Chapter seven
Douglass McGrail

 

I thought my heart would buck clean out of my chest. I knew the myths concerning my kind. She did, no doubt, ken ’twas I on the road that day. Could the goddess have sent the lass to me?

Dark thoughts began seeping into the nooks and crannies of my brain …

Will she tell others and endanger my clan?

Am I playing with fire to even be sitting here talking to the lass? There is a reason why Da forbids it, as all the clan chiefs before him have, too.

Should I do what my kind has done with her kind since the beginning and take her with me to the deep?

That thought sent a sick rush through me, and I knew I could never hurt her. But others in my family would no’ have such reservations. What might they do if they thought she’d guessed what we were? Fear tightened its strong arms around my chest—fear that if anything should happen to take her life, what might I do to the one responsible?

“Ye have a wild imagination, Jinny Fairchild. One that could get a man and his clansmen hunted down and killed if others believed it to be more than imagination.”

She turned her body toward mine, like a friend about to confide to another. Taking my hand again, she said softly, “You’ve saved me twice. It’s fine to just call me Jinny. I’m going to assume I can call you Douglass?”

I nodded. “I believe I’d like ye calling me Douglass.”

“Good. Then I will tell you, Douglass, that I’m no stranger to the cruelty of mankind. Please know that even if you hadn’t twice saved my life, I would never tell anyone. I know what would happen to you and your clan.”

Even after what she’d just been through at the hands of that brutal stranger, I got the feeling she didnae speak only of that experience.

“I ken ye don’t mean merely today. What have ye seen to make ye say that?”

She shook her head. “Things I try not to think about, and wish I didn’t remember.”

“Tell me, Jinny. I want to hear it. I have the odd feeling I need to hear it.”

She studied my open gaze for a moment, and nodded.

“My father captained a ship. It’s where I grew up—on Papa’s ship traveling the world. I received a broad education, learning mostly from Mr. Fitch, who traveled with us, educating me concerning each place to which we journeyed.”

“Mr. Fitch?”

“My teacher, a kind man from Derbyshire who knew everything about everything.” She smiled with a distant look. “It might sound glamorous and it actually was at times, but there were other times that weren’t so enchanting. We came upon some disturbing things over the years. On one occasion, we met a ship of men doing the cruelest things to other living creatures—your kind.”

“What do ye mean, ‘my kind’?”

“Well, not the ech-ooshkya precisely, but legendary creatures.”

There it was. She’d said it again, and she was as confident in her deduction of my species as she was that I was the man sitting here beside her who’d just saved her life. And again, I was aroused to hear the sound roll from her throat—ech-ooshkya.

She sighed. “One incident in particular has weighed heavily on my heart.”

Her honesty, lack of fear toward me, and willingness to see me as a friend drove me to give up the pretense. I didnae deny her assumption of what I was, and asked, “What incident? And to what creature do ye refer?”

She drew a sad breath, followed by a moment of silence. “Two years ago I was witness to the capture of some merpeople—a mermaid and a merman. Our ship approached a pirate ship that was owned by one of my father’s old schoolmates turned bootlegger, the third son of a baron. His crew had captured the creatures in some nets they’d cast, evidently for that very purpose. By the time we arrived, the crewmembers were doing perverse and disgusting things to the maid, and her partner could do nothing more than look on. I wanted so badly for Papa to stop them, and even begged him, but he refused and demanded I stay below deck, concerned for my safety. I crept back above deck but stayed hidden, watching. The maid didn’t even fight back. My heart ached for her partner bearing witness to such a thing. How could she just give up?”

Sitting close enough to get away with it, I shifted a bit so my hand rested in the sand, touching her. My longing to comfort her was surprisingly great, but I kent I should no’ be too forward. 

“Were she and her mate no’ bound at the wrists?” I asked.

“They were, but she could have done something to show her partner she cared for his plight.”

“And what about her plight? ’Twas happening to her.”

“True, and I felt horrible for her, but her plight was the same—she would die either way.”

“And did she die?”

“Yes.” Tears came to Jinny’s eyes, and I felt a tugging on my heart.

“Did her partner die?”

“No.” Her head swung gently. “Although they’d beat him, they’d kept him alive all night, dousing him with water so he’d had to watch their cruelty toward his mate. They were planning to torture him further come daybreak and keep him alive until he told them where some ridiculous treasure was that they were looking for. The crew had all been drinking, and finally all of them slept. Some had passed out. I devised a plan and talked Huck into helping me.”

“Huck?”

“My father’s first mate.” Her gaze flitted over my chest and shoulders. “Huck was the biggest man I’d ever seen, until seeing you coming to my rescue today.”

The way she looked at my body made my blood warm. I swallowed.

“Anyway.” Her gaze darted to her lap. “An hour before sunrise, Huck and I boarded their ship. We cut the poor soul loose and helped him back into the water.”

“Ye saved him?”

“Yes.”

“A man ye didnae even know? And someone no’ of yer own kind? Ye put yer life in danger for him?”

She gave me a wry look. “I suppose you would never do such a thing as saving someone you didn’t know, and someone not of your own kind?”

“What I did was different. Ye’re female; I’m male. I did no’ risk my life to save ye.”

“You didn’t know that at the time. You nearly went over the cliff with our coach. And what if my attacker had carried a gun or knife?”

“Pfftt.” I waved off the thought. “I was no’ worried about him doing me any damage. But what ye did took true courage and enough compassion toward a species no’ your own to make ye act. Like I said, ye could have been killed … or worse.” The thought put a bitter taste in my mouth. “Yer da probably wanted to ring yer bonnie neck for pulling off a thing like that.”

“He did, but I had no choice. How could I live with myself if I’d left that poor creature at their mercy … or lack of it? He’d suffered so much already. In fact, he begged us to give him his mate’s lifeless body and I couldn’t bring myself to refuse him, but by that time the sun was turning the darkened horizon the slightest burnt color. Huck and I had to hurry as we tied the mermaid with a rope, lowering her overboard as well, and into his waiting arms. When we were back aboard our ship, I woke Papa quickly and told him what I’d done so we could take flight before his old schoolmate awoke to discover my deed.”

Respect already swelled in my heart for Jinny. Her bravery and compassion touched me deep inside, and at that moment, I kent my family was safe in her hands. The lass’s spirit had somehow captured my affection, more even than her beauty had that first day.

We spent the next hours talking and getting to know one another, and I found myself more and more drawn to Jinny’s kindness and gentle nature. By the time the sun met the sea, I felt convinced that a unique friendship had blossomed between lion and lamb, and even something much more on my behalf.

I wanted to keep her.










  
 

Chapter eight
Jinny Fairchild

 

Douglass was lying at my side, pushed up on one elbow and laughing when he sat up and looked past me. I turned my head to see what had caught his attention and saw through the tall grass and fading light of day a large figure coming toward us down the darkened beach with the setting sun behind him—a dark silhouette.

Douglass waved his arm. “Over here, brother.”

The man—Douglass’s brother—changed directions.

“Dougie!” His voice was deeper and a bit gruffer than Douglass’s. “Ye worried me being out the whole damn day. What are ye doing out here all this time in the grass alone? Sneaking yer hand under yer kilt, ye horny wanker?”

I felt my cheeks burn hotter than a smithy’s furnace. Good heavens! He hadn’t seen me lying on my back in the grass beside Douglass.

I looked at Douglass wide-eyed. I didn’t imagine my face could be any redder than his. His was as crimson as the painted evening sky above us. Which one made me more uncomfortable—his brother’s words or Douglass’s blushing cheeks? I didn’t know.

Douglass pressed his lips together and took my hand, pulling me into a sitting position. 

His brother stopped abruptly, his brows jumping skyward.

“Jinny,” Douglass said. “This foul-mouthed rascal is my twin brother, Muireach McGrail. Muireach, meet Miss Jinny Fairchild.”

Though he, too, was striking in appearance, this mountain of a man might be Douglass’s twin, but they were total opposites. Their only likeness was their size.

He moved slowly, erasing the bit of space left between us as Douglass and I got to our feet. Muireach McGrail took my hand, placing his other over the top of it.

“Forgive me, Miss Fairchild. I didnae realize Douglass was no’ alone. I apologize. ’Tis a pleasure to meet ye.”

I smiled and accepted his apology with a gracious nod. “The pleasure is mine. Your brother speaks so highly of you.”

I saw a wave of pride brighten Douglass’s face to identify that I was defending him in my own way. He looked as if he could kiss me when seeing the sheepish look and guilty blush it put on his brother’s face and ears.

Douglass laughed. “Why, brother, ye’re blushing brighter than a hot poker.”

Muireach ignored the jab and reached for Douglass with a quick movement, flinging his thick arm around his neck in a brotherly headlock and scrubbing his scalp with his big square knuckles, saying, “He better speak highly of me if he knows what’s good for him.”

Douglass pushed him off, still laughing, and Muireach stumbled back, laughing, too. Both looked at me and seemed to appreciate the genuine smile their teasing put on my face.

With a tad more ribbing, and a bout of visiting behind us, Muireach made to take his leave, and Douglass said, “Do me a good turn, brother, and have Lair bring a buggy so I can take Miss Fairchild home.”

My eyes bloomed wide as I shifted on my feet. “Oh, please, don’t put anyone out. I can walk home, it’s not that far.”

“It will put no one out. After what happened to ye today, I’ll no’ be letting ye walk home, Jinny.”

Muireach frowned. “What happened to her today?”

“Miss Fairchild was attacked by a drifter.”

Muireach caught Douglass’s meaning and looked at me with his brows pinched firmly. “Are ye all right, then?”

“Yes. I’m well, thanks to your brother. I don’t think the man who attacked me is, though.” I turned my gaze to Douglass. “Which is why I’ll be fine walking home.”

 His look said he would not tolerate me fighting him on this, and he turned to Muireach. “As I said, send Lair. I’ll need her to accompany Miss Fairchild and me. I don’t want Miss Fairchild’s reputation damaged.” He looked at me. “Our sister is about your age, and her presence will prevent that from happening.”

Though I was terrified of what might come of Douglass taking me home, I had to admit I melted a little, seeing his concern for my reputation.

“Lair could also state she’s been with us all day, which would protect your honor if that devil who attacked you is fool enough to brag about his actions.”

My heart beat wildly as I looked at the road toward town and then back at Douglass, again shifting on my feet. I had no fear my attacker would do such a thing. No, my fear was that Douglass might find out the truth. Or worse still, that Lachlan might get himself killed if he crossed paths with Douglass McGrail again. He might even deserve it, but he was my family—my only cousin, and though he was a tyrant, I didn’t wish him dead.

Feeling certain that Douglass would not be moved, I accepted this with a nod, seeing no plausible excuse I could give to refuse his sound offer.

Muireach gave a nod himself and set out at a fast jog down the beach toward the castle road.

Douglass yelled out, “Make sure Lair does no’ tell Da what she’s doing.”

Muireach kept jogging and never turned, but waved his response. Douglass watched his brother go.

I asked, “Why can’t Lair tell your father?”

He returned his attention to me. “He does no’ allow the clan to socialize with humans. It’s clan law. But as long as they know to keep quiet, none of my siblings would betray me, so I’m no’ worried about it.”

 “Oh.” I stole another glance toward the road, wishing I could just go. Not only could this result in disaster for my family, but for Douglass, too.

“Really, I should just go. I’ll be fine, I promise. I don’t want you or your siblings in trouble on my account.”

“Is there another reason ye don’t want me taking ye home, Jinny?”

Unable to meet his gaze, I dropped mine to the sand and shook my head—too quickly. “No, no, of course there isn’t. I … I don’t want to be a burden is all.”

Embarrassed for anyone to know about my cousin, but also concerned with making trouble for Uncle and his family, I couldn’t very well tell Douglass the truth—I liked him but he was a stranger to me. Not to mention the paralyzing fear of being put out of my uncle’s house and shunned by society if it came to light that my own cousin assaulted me.

“You’ve done so much for me already, Douglass.” I lifted my gaze to his and was taken aback by his serious expression. It insinuated he wanted to do more for me … to me. I saw his Adam’s apple rise and fall with a swallow.

“I’m only glad I was there to do something,” he said softly and so sincere. “I hate to think of the outcome had I no’ been.”

My nostrils opened against an onslaught of burning tears pooling in my eyes. I looked away, so hurt over Lachlan’s actions after following me here today.

“Yes, as do I.” I blinked and thin trails wet my cheeks.

He reached for my face, but stopped himself and dropped his hands in fists at his sides. “Jinny, I … ” He inhaled and let it out slowly. “I would like to see ye again. Can I call on ye tomorrow?”

My forehead pleated and I looked down at my fidgeting hands. “I’m not sure how my uncle would feel about that.”

He backed a step away. “Of course. I understand.”

I lifted my gaze and felt horrible to find he looked humiliated. Damn Lachlan! I wanted to see Douglass again, but with Lachlan watching me it would be impossible. I just prayed I’d be able to escape the impending disaster looming over this one ride home. I certainly wouldn’t take additional chances and see Douglass again after today.

The silence became awkward between us.

“How did ye ken so quickly that I was ech-ooshkya?” he asked, as if happy to change the subject. “Surely ye would no’ draw such a conclusion by the color of my eyes, especially if ye believed the creature had mud and waterweeds in its hair, and I had none.”

I laughed. “No, it was more than that. I believe every man I’ve ever met had hair that was free of mud and waterweeds and I’ve suspected none of them of being ech-ooshkya. And it wasn’t so quickly, really. I’ve pondered it for months now.

“My suspicions began that day you saved me on my way into town. I arrived in Balfoureigh and met my Uncle for the first time. At supper that evening, I couldn’t stop thinking of the mysterious Clan McGrail that the driver of my coach had told me about, nor could I stop thinking of the magnificent horses I saw on the beach, especially the great black stallion. Curious, I asked my Uncle about the clan, and if he knew any personally.”

“Did he?”

“Only your collector. He said the rest of you were strangers. He told me he’s seen a few of you at times, but the look you convey says a man should not feel free to approach you.”

“I’ll no’ deny any of that. We’ve no wish to make friends with humans. No’ all are like ye, lass.”

I grimaced. “I suppose I can’t deny that either. I would that every man carried compassion and acceptance for all living things.”

Douglass looked guilt-ridden. “Perhaps those of us who don’t can learn from those of ye who do.”

I didn’t like to think Douglass counted himself among that uncaring lot. He shifted on his feet, and changed the subject.

“That chat with yer uncle does no’ explain why ye would automatically assume I’m ech-ooshkya, though.”

“Oh, forgive me—I’m rambling. I had gone on to ask Uncle if there were any in your clan who were my age. He hadn’t known for sure, and wanted to know why I was so curious. It was then that I told him about the marvelous horses on the beach near the castle, and asked him if they belonged to the clan?”

A laugh sputtered out of me and Douglass arched a curious brow. I said, “Though I didn’t tell Uncle, I had imagined a dashing young clansman sitting atop the black stallion—I hadn’t imagined at that point the black stallion was a dashing young clansman.” I laughed again.

Douglass’s mouth fell open. He snapped it shut and looked out at the sea, a smile playing on his lips. His gaze returned to mine. “I didnae expect ye to say that, Jinny, but I’m happy ye think it.”

My laugh fell away, and for a long moment we watched each other. I felt as if I needed to take a very deep breath— Where did all the air go? His gaze dropped to my mouth, and I cringed when I chose that instant to lick my lips. His eyelids wilted and I was certain he thought of kissing me. I looked away, worried he might think I was too forward and had wet my lips in anticipation. Had I?

He cleared his throat. “So, tell me, did yer uncle know if the herd belonged to the clan?”

I was so very grateful for his discretion and sensitivity to my discomfort.

“He’d told me yes, but that a big white stallion usually lead the herd—I’m assuming now that would be Muireach?”

“Aye.”

“Uncle thought it was strange that the rest of the herd was made up of stallions—not mares. A fact I, too, had noticed that day.”

“My brothers. We generally don’t run with other clan members, as the greater number would be too threatening and might draw the unwanted attention of the fearful to try and thin the herd.”

“That’s wise of you. You did look quite threatening that day. As it was, Uncle cautioned me to stay away. He warned that the herd was mean as the dickens, and said some strangers and even townsfolk had gone missing when getting too close—”

I shut my mouth and fidgeted, berating myself for my rudeness in saying such to him. Moreover, I had let my guard down. A fact I could not deny now that I was recalling my uncle’s words. Was I being naïve in seeing this man as harmless because he saved my life twice?

Good Lord, I hoped that rumor Uncle relayed to me was just that—rumor and nothing more. The savagery of Douglass’s earlier attack in my defense ran through my mind and I didn’t like the conclusion being drawn. Not that it bothered me that he was what he was. Every creature was true to its nature. I just didn’t want to assume I was safe, if I was not. I had been down that road.

But I could not lie to myself—something inside knew Douglass would not hurt me. So what was causing me so much turmoil to question these things? I swallowed as I looked at this man before me, and had to admit the cause of my discomfort was that I felt something intimate for Douglass. What did that make me? Was there something wrong with me that I would desire one such as him?

“Jinny?”

“Yes?”

“Ye were saying?”

“Oh, excuse me. It was nothing. Really.”

“It was no’ nothing, it was something, and I’d like ye to finish. If I need to be warned then please do so.”

He was right. While it might be rude to paint him in an unpleasant light right to his face, and I might not be eager to think of him or his clan harming humans, I didn’t want something awful to happen to him or his family.

“My uncle said it could not be proven the herd of horses was responsible for the missing townspeople, and had been written off as people giving in to superstition, claiming the myth of the ech-ooshkya. He said some believe one could be roaming these parts and mingling with the clan’s herd.”

Douglass frowned. “Maybe we should stop running along the shoreline. I was no’ aware we were bringing that amount of attention to ourselves.”

“I think that would be wise, Douglass. I wouldn’t want to see any of you hurt. If I figured it out, others might, too, eventually. I’ve marveled they haven’t already. When Uncle had said the word ech-ooshkya that night, and asked if I’d heard of the creature, it had caused a bevy of thoughts to swirl through my brain. Someone might put certain pieces together. Of course, I doubt you go around saving many people while in your horse form.”

Douglass’s brows creased. “Only one.”

I said nothing, merely gazed into his cerulean eyes.

He licked his lips. “So had ye?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Had ye heard of my kind before coming to the Highlands?”

“Yes. Being raised on the sea I knew some things, but not all of what Uncle had shared. Papa used to tell me stories of such creatures. He said the ech-ooshkya was the fiercest and most deadly of all the water horses. When I told Uncle this, he said Papa was right, that—”

I clamped my lips together and looked away.

“That what, Jinny?”

My gaze hit the sand. “I don’t want to continue this conversation. It doesn’t matter.”

I couldn’t tell him Uncle called the ech-ooshkya a brutal beast that loved the taste of human flesh. I could not make myself believe that he was brutal after he’d saved me twice, but I knew after seeing what he did to Lachlan that he did love the taste of human flesh. The thought weighed heavily on me. Was I deceiving myself into believing he was kindhearted simply because he saved me? Would he treat other humans with less kindness?

“Jinny, I want to know what yer uncle told ye about me—my kind.”

I didn’t want to think about all the horrid things Uncle told me, much less repeat them. Surely I could think of something Uncle said that would not illustrate Douglass as one with no sympathy.

Douglass watched me closely.

I said, “I hadn’t realized your kind also lived in lakes.”

He nodded. “Aye, if the loch is deep enough.”

“That’s just what Uncle said.”

“And what else?”

Heavens! He would not be sated. “I asked about the creature’s flesh becoming like glue when one sits atop its back.”

“What did he tell ye?”

“That it was true.”

His eyebrows pinched and his lips pursed and he bobbed a slow nod, studying my expression.  “Is that all—did he expound on that?”

“Why can’t a rider get off your back? What is it that holds him there?”

“We release a secretion.”

“How do you let the rider off?”

“Another secretion that dissolves the first. Now, ye have evaded my question, lass. Is that all yer uncle told ye? Did he no’ tell ye why we would want to keep a rider on our back? I’m sorry, Jinny, but for some reason, I can no’ stand the thought of no’ knowing what ye think of me.”

“Just because I was told something, does not mean I think it of you.” We both knew that wasn’t the case. He’d seen the horror on my face after his ferocious behavior.

“Then it should no’ bother ye to tell me. Please. Did he say what we do when we have a rider on our back?”

I swallowed. Was I afraid of seeing the truth in his face when I told him? Maybe I didn’t want to know the truth. Maybe that was something I would rather not be forced to come to grips with.

I liked Douglass. The man had saved me twice, and I’d just spent the day getting to know him—laughed with him. I’d felt butterflies when he brushed my hand, or held it within his own. Those were the things I wanted to think about, not the gruesome image of the feral appetite I’d seen in him earlier. Nor did I want to think of the terrifying image of Uncle’s vividly painted tale of the ech-ooshkya. But he would not let it die.

I let out my breath. “He said if a man mounts the beast when it’s in horse form, he is out of harm’s way only if the creature is mounted inland, but that the instant it sees or smells water means death for the one who’s fool enough to fall prey to the cruel thing.”

Douglass’s jaw was tight, the muscles flexing. “Go on.”

“I asked if the beast was truly cruel, if it killed any and all who would dare to straddle its back. Or did it kill only those who meant to do it harm.”

“And his answer?”

I saw Douglass’s discomfort, and I berated myself to think I was speaking of the creature as though it was not he.

“Oh, don’t worry, Douglass. I know, now that I’ve met you, that the tales had been ridiculously exaggerated.”

Oh dear, if they were not exaggerated, had I just passed judgment on him with that statement?

“Please, lass, just tell me what he said.”

I sighed. “He said it would be argued it was indeed cruel; that the creature was said to have no loyalty to us humans, or even to our livestock—we’re simply a tasty meal to it. Uncle said that without mercy, no matter who might be on its back, it would head directly for the deepest part of the water to drown its prey so it could tear the poor soul apart and then devour the entire body, guts and all. All but the liver, which it would let float to the surface.

“Are you happy now that you’ve forced me to say such horrid things?”

Douglass swallowed, and clasping his hands behind his back looked out at the sea. “I’m sorry if his words scared ye, Jinny.” He met my gaze. “Did they?”

“Yes, but not so much now that I know you. I won’t deny that when he relayed the story to me I sat there shivering as he went on. I asked why anyone would risk mounting such a creature?”

Douglass cocked his head and I saw he was truly curious about this question. “And did he have a reply for that?”

“Yes. It was then that he told me something I certainly hadn’t heard from my father. He said the beast was a changer that took the form of a horse to lure a man, or the form of a man to lure a woman. He supposed it was gluttony that made a man or woman lose all their wits and take chances that should not be taken. He compared it to a man stepping out on his lover, only to wake up and realize he’s traded all he’s loved and worked for over the years for a mere moment of lusty pleasure.”

Douglass looked off with a frown. “That might be a good example,” he said evenly.

My heart lurched and I didn’t want to accept what he’d just admitted with that simple statement. I pushed it out of my mind and said, “You know, Uncle wasn’t right on everything. He said a person would know they were in the presence of the ech-ooshkya while in its human form by the waterweeds, sand, or mud in its hair. He’d even chuckled and told me to steer clear of such a man.”

Douglass’s gaze moved over my face. “And are ye wishing ye would have steered clear of such a man?”

I said softly, “No. Not at all, although I would that we had met under other circumstances.”

He sighed. “Aye. But I’m glad we met, regardless. Had those things been in my hair, would ye have run the other way then?”

I thought about that, and answered true. “Under the same circumstances, no. I still would not have run. You saved me, Douglass. And when you said you’d seen me on the road and that your name was McGrail I knew who and what you were. At least I suspected. The uncommon eye color left no doubt.”

“So it was all these things put together that gave me away to ye so soon then, eh?”

“Yes—though as I said, not so soon. For months I thought about the things my uncle told me about the reclusive and elusive clan, the herd, and the missing people. And I thought about the acumen of the black stallion—how he’d possessed a wisdom horses did not, but men did. All these things have kept me wondering if it was possible a whole herd of ech-ooshkya was living and ruling the land and the surrounding sea right in plain sight and no one knew.”

He smiled. “Ye are quick and sharp, Jinny Fairchild, and because of it, now ye know.”










  
 

Chapter nine
Douglass McGrail

 

’Twas good and dark by the time Lair came with the open buggy. I walked Jinny up to the road, where my sister waited, and introduced the two while helping Jinny up to the passenger side. I stood for a moment studying their differences—Jinny so much smaller in stature, and her hair more golden. Lair had tresses like Muireach, the color of cream.

I stopped gawking and went around the buggy where I had Lair scoot over so she was between Jinny and me.

I took the reins.

The two of them chatted the whole drive, while I spent the journey feeling distressed that I would no’ see Jinny again.

Of course I’d no’ see her again. When I’d asked and she said no, I’d felt so stupid. Why had I believed this proper English lassie might want anything more than to be my friend? While females were always drawn to me, it was no’ for proper reasons. I looked wild, no’ gentlemanly—something that helped me lure my prey, as I was wild, no’ gentlemanly.

I could tell this lass, too, wanted me as the others had—though I could never do to her what I had done to them—but I could also never hope to have a proper relationship with her. When she told me all she knew of my kind, I’d no’ liked the sound of the truth coming out of Jinny’s mouth, regardless that I’d forced her to say it. But her uncle’s knowledge was accurate. That was who and what I was—I just didnae like her knowing it. Why had this human stirred the hunger in my heart more than the hunger in my belly?

I was brought out of my deeper thoughts by our arrival into Balfoureigh. Following Jinny’s directions through town, I turned down a quiet lane with great mansions. Jinny motioned toward her home, and I guided the horse to do a turnabout, pulling us to a standstill in front of the large abode—a Scots Baronial-style house with gardens in front.

Looking past the two women, I saw the front door open. A stream of yellow light flooded out past the dark silhouette of a man beneath the lintel. He came at once, striding toward us, and my heart staggered as I beheld the devil that attacked Jinny.

About to throw myself over the side, the softer line of a beard reflected through the darkness, and I kent this man was no’ Jinny’s attacker. Now that he was upon us, I could see him clearly; no’ only did the man have long whiskers, he was too old. Still, the resemblance was remarkable, and no’ only his build, but I could see that his face beneath the scruff held the same striking features, bright blue eyes and all.

The man took Jinny’s hand. “Jinny, my God, lass, ye had me worried sick for ye.”

“I’m so sorry, Uncle.”

Uncle? But Jinny said she didnae know her attacker. Could such a resemblance be coincidence? I doubted it.

She explained to him that she’d taken a walk to the sea and had come upon Lair and me on the beach. She told him our introduction had turned into a long visit and we had lost track of the time. She then introduced Lair and me to him, adding that our da was Laird of Cainneach-Balfour.

Ewan Brockhouse looked at us, taken aback. “Forgive me for staring. I’ll admit I’m surprised to meet no’ only one but two members o’ Clan McGrail.”

I smiled at his friendliness, but wanted to know about the resemblance between this uncle and Jinny’s attacker. I said, “Aye, we don’t get out much. But it’s good to meet ye; though it does seem to me that we have met before. Have we?”

“Na. Ye’re one I’d no’ forget.”

“Do ye have sons, then?”

Jinny looked at me.

Her uncle said, “Aye, I do … one son, Lachlan.”

My heart beat faster. I held Jinny’s wide-eyed gaze for a long moment and then looked past her at her Uncle.

“I see. Maybe I’ve seen him around and that’s what I’m thinking. Does he live here … in this house?”

“Aye.”

Like a rushing flood, the earlier taste of the man’s blood pooled in my mouth, mixing with my saliva, and I had to swallow against my thirst to take justice for Jinny. I could no’ believe her attacker was her cousin, and the two of them lived under the same roof.

Jinny had lied to me, but I’d examine why later. Right now I’d do him in. Had I kent it was my sea cliff lass he was abusing when I’d come upon them, I’d have done it then.

I twisted the reins in my hands, and it was all I could do to keep my voice calm. “Is he home? I’d like to meet him.”

Through the ringing in my ears, I heard her uncle. “I’m afraid ye’ll no’ be able to meet him just now. He’s no’ in residence and is no’ expected back in town for a good month yet.”

My chest fell with great relief as I blew out the breath I was holding. I secretly thanked the heavens that it was no’ the same man. My thoughts had just run away with me.

My heart began to slow, and I wondered if it had been wise of me to ask such a thing, given that I would lose my bloody mind if I discovered Jinny’s attacker had been living under the same roof with her.

But still, the likeness baffled me. Surely the resemblance didnae escape Jinny’s notice. Then again, she was human. Humans didnae possess the sharper senses of other creatures. I often wondered why this was. Their senses of smell, sight, and hearing were all so weak compared to most other creatures on the earth; in fact humans themselves were weak compared to most other creatures, yet they’d somehow managed to conquer and rule the world.

Maybe such a thing as resemblance to others was no’ so evident to their kind. But it was evident to me. Could this uncle have a bastard son he’d no’ claimed or maybe didnae even know he had?

I would damn well find out.

“Ah, well, another time then,” I said with a nod, and then looked at Jinny. She was staring straight ahead now and looking a bit odd. I felt like an idiot when it crossed my mind that she might be embarrassed over my poor etiquette. Surely she was waiting for me to shut my blabbering trap and help her down before her uncle thought me an ill-mannered oaf.

Handing the reins to Lair, I jumped from the buggy and hurried around to lift Jinny out. She felt good in my hold. I set her to her feet and didnae want to remove my hands from her waist.

I loosed her and turned to her uncle. He was average height for a human male, but it felt strange standing next to him for the sake of visiting. I was no’ accustomed to being around other grown males that were no’ at least as tall as my nose. It called to mind just how standoffish my clan truly was. I felt out of place, having never stood beside a man who I wanted to like me. If no’ for Jinny, I’d be trying to figure the best way to get this tasty meal onto my back so I could take him into the deep.

I’d never been one to have sympathy for her kind, no more than her kind had sympathy for the creatures they slaughtered and served up each day. They felt no savagery in sawing into a rare cut of meet, putting it in their mouth, chewing while loving the tang of its juices, and swallowing the beast down. In the same right, humans were a delicacy to me.

Regardless that I felt I was no more of a monster than their kind, I’d found earlier when Jinny was telling me what she knew about me that my eating habit was a thing I didnae like her knowing. For the most part, we raised sheep for feeding, but, again, humans were a delicacy, and she was human.

Why did I no’ feel such a craving for Jinny? My hunger for her was very different; and why did I no’ feel out of place beside her as I did her uncle and every other human? She was a wee thing next to me, nowhere near the size of Lair, even—Lair was a good six feet and had slightly bigger bones—but I didnae suppose Jinny would be considered petite to her own kind, and she was no’ skin and bones like some I’d seen. She was slender boned, but still soft with a nice bit of curve to her.

I dropped my gaze to the lower half of Jinny’s body and imagined settling over that softness and between her thighs while I sank in for a long comfortable ride. I decided that even with the size difference, we would fit. I studied the round of her hips, imagining they would be easy enough to hold onto if I took her from behind, and I swallowed against my watering mouth.

It dawned on me I was staring at her like a hungry beast and I lifted my gaze to find her and her uncle watching me.

 I felt like a boy caught stealing a pie that had been set out to cool atop the window ledge.

I cleared my throat and knowing I’d no’ be able to stand never seeing Jinny again, I took my chances and looked at her uncle.

“I’d like yer permission to call on Miss Fairchild tomorrow. D’ye mind if she joins my sister and me for a picnic?”

Ewan Brockhouse looked at Jinny, and she gave him a hopeful smile, which surprised me, as she now seemed eager to see me again. His face brightened a bit at the sight of her hopeful look and he returned his attention to me.

“If yer sister will be there, I see no reason why my niece should no’ go, since she looks to be wanting to.”

My spirits brightened. “Thank ye.”

Excited and anxious for the morrow to come, I looked at Jinny. “Well, I suppose this is good night, then. Until tomorrow?”

She nodded with a smile. “Yes, until tomorrow. And you have my gratitude for the ride home.”

“It was my pleasure,” I said, reining in my anticipation. I looked back at her uncle. “Good night, Mr. Brockhouse. And thank ye again.”

The sooner I could get home the sooner I could get to sleep and the sooner I would see Jinny again. I didnae know then that I would no’ sleep at all for thinking of the lass I’d saved twice.










  
 

Chapter ten
Douglass McGrail

 

I looked over at Jinny walking slowly beside me on the beach. “So, tell me about your life here, Jinny. Ye told me yesterday about your time at sea, but what about these four months past since ye’ve been in Balfoureigh?”

She turned her gaze up to mine, the amber color of her eyes gleaming with flecks of gold against the sunlight playing there.

“What is it you want to know?”

“Well, what do you think of the town—what was yer first impression, d’ye remember?”

“Oh yes. When I first arrived—actually right after you’d saved me that first time—my spirits had brightened when we came onto Market Street. The beckoning shops and charming little dwellings on both sides of the street were enchanting.”

I nodded. “And don’t forget all the carts selling their fresh pastries and breads. ’Tis my favorite part of town.”

“Oh, believe me, those delightful aromas had reminded me I’d not eaten since breakfast that day, and as you know, it was nearly suppertime then.”

“Aye, I remember.” I didnae tell her I felt hungry myself after seeing her that day, and that that hunger had no’ been sated since.

“When we turned onto High Street I was taken aback.”

“Why so? What was surprising about it?”

“Balfoureigh was far bigger than I had expected.”

“So ye thought ye were coming to a small village then?”

“Yes. With the town being so close to Dalmahearn, I’d assumed it would rely on that city for its major exchanges, but I saw it was clearly a self-contained borough.”

“And was that a sight ye welcomed?”

“Absolutely. I’d been afraid I might not like living secluded in the Highlands and was quite pleased to know I would have all I needed right here. I like the town very much.”

“D’ye like yer home life, too, then? I mean, d’ye plan to stay?”

“I have no one, and nowhere else to go. My aunt, uncle, and cousin are my only family. Unfortunately, I can’t very well go back to my father’s ship to live with Olli and Huck, or even my teacher, Mr. Fitch. They love me, yes, but they are not my father and would not be able to protect me the way I need protecting—from the tongues of society.”

I drew a slow breath. “Aye. Having two ears and one tongue, we should listen more than we speak, but many people love to thrash their tongues like a double-edged sword every time they have the opportunity to cut someone to pieces.”

“So true. And oh, the damage it would do to my reputation for all of England to know I was an unprotected woman living without chaperone on a ship with a crew of sailors. No man in the world would want me if that were my life.”

I swallowed. “I don’t think that’s true. I’m certain someone would want ye, Jinny.”

“Thank you, Douglass. You’re too kind. But I can’t afford to risk finding out.”

“Why did ye say it’s unfortunate ye can’t leave? Are ye no’ really happy at your uncle’s home?”

“Oh … I … I meant that I missed my life at sea. However, my uncle’s home here in Balfoureigh is very comfortable.”

“Are ye sure? Ye don’t seem very comfortable right now.”

She looked out at the water. “I sometimes feel as if I’m an inconvenience to my aunt Fia. You see, I’d never met my mother’s only living relatives, or, to be more accurate, I don’t remember meeting them, though I was told I met my uncle Ewan and my cousin Lachlan once when I was four. But I didn’t meet my aunt until coming here. They’re the only family I have left from either parent. In truth they are not my blood relatives, and I wasn’t sure how they would feel about me coming to live with them.”

“So ye have no blood kin anywhere then?”

“None that I know of. My mother was orphaned, and my uncle’s parents took her in.”

“Where is yer maw now?”

“She died during my birth.”

I frowned at the sadness I saw on Jinny’s face. “I’m sorry to hear that. My kind honor our dead by remembering their names. D’ye mind if I ask hers?”

“Not at all. It was Rose.”

I smiled. “I’ve always liked that name.”

“Thank you. It is an honor to be named after her—Jinny Rose.”

My insides warmed at the sound. “’Tis a beautiful name. From now on, though I may not speak it, ye’ll be Jinny Rose in my heart.”

Her gaze met mine for a long moment, and she smiled. “I would like that.”

“Was yer maw like ye and yer da? Ye know—did she love the water, too? Were ye born at sea?”

“No, in London. Papa didn’t have the ship when my mother died. It was afterward that, in his grief, he sold everything and purchased it—a large trade ship he named the Jinny Rose. He rejected his position in society and returned to his previous life at sea as a captain—the life he’d chosen before inheriting the viscountcy.”

“So yer da was a viscount? I assumed ye were of the upper classes by yer speech. Didnae realize yer da held a title, though.”

“Well, it wasn’t something to which we gave any value in our lives. I grew up traveling the world on the Jinny Rose with him, which is why I’d never met my mother’s relatives. With Papa’s passing last year and me now being eighteen and expected to enter society, my uncle agreed to take me in.”

“Aye, that was good of him. I can see by yer home he has done well for his family and is wealthy. What does he do?”

“He’s a merchant, and owns the only bank and trade mercantile in town. Unlike English merchants, who don’t have such freedom to set up as bankers, the Scottish have no such restriction.”

“Aye, ’tis true. I’m glad for him that he had the good sense to do it. Especially for your sake, Jinny—I like that ye live in comfort.”

“I like that you live in comfort, too, Douglass. What is your life like living only among your clan and in such an enchanting castle?”

“’Tis all right for the most part. We engage a lot in hunt and sport. Aside from that, it gets a wee bit boring. ’Tis why I often pass the time reading. We have a broad library where I have many friends and teachers in the form of books.”

A smile widened across Jinny’s face. “I love reading and books. It is how I spend the majority of my extra time.”

“I know.”

“How could you know that?”

“Because I have the book ye lost that day when yer coach nearly toppled over the cliff.”

Her eyes brightened. “Oh, I’m so glad. I thought it had been lost.” She frowned. “But … just because I had a book with me wouldn’t prove it’s my favorite pastime.”

“No, ’twouldn’t prove that. But leaving every page worn and perfumed with the pretty scent of ye would.”

Her surprised gaze met mine again and I didnae say another word, but my countenance could no’ hide my wanting of her.

Being ech-ooshkya, I was very much aware of her quickening pulse and breathing—the escalating rise and fall of her chest only confirmed it. I felt my own heart kick up at the thought of her wanting me, too.

The distant sound of shouting and laughter rose from the castle across the bay and broke the spell. Jinny looked that direction. “What’s happening?”

I drew my gaze from her face and looked at my home.

“A celebration. My sister was born yesterday.”

“Oh, my. I didn’t realize I was keeping you from such festivity. You should be with your family, not with me.”

“I will see them tonight during the fireworks show. I want to be here … with ye, Jinny.”

“No, Douglass, you need to be there with them. Does your family always celebrate the birth of a child with such entertainment?”

“Na, ’tis special. Morgan is the first female born to the clan in eighteen years. The last was Lair.”

“My goodness. That’s a long—Oh! You mean there are no young females in your clan?”

“Nope. Aside from Morgan, Lair is the next youngest.”

“But you stay only to yourselves and don’t mingle with outsiders.”

“Aye.”

“So, you have never … ?” Her word trailed off.

I eased my finger forward to hook hers hanging at her side.

“Nay, Jinny.  I have never.”

Her face turned pink. “Douglass, forgive my impudence.” She pulled her hand away and started walking quickly back up the beach.

I frowned and followed, falling easily in beside her.

“I’d really feel better if we did this another day,” she said. “I don’t want to be the cause of you missing out on such a special occasion.”

I felt she truly wanted me to go home, and in truth she was right. I was the son of the laird and brother to the wee babe being celebrated—I needed to be there, but I needed to establish a courtship with Jinny, too. I wished I could invite her to go with me to the celebration, but my clan would no’ accept her.

“Aye, ye’re right. D’ye think me an awful brother?”

She dug her boots into the sand and faced me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply such. No, I don’t think that at all. This,”—she waved her hand between us—“has happened unexpectedly and disrupted your plans, I’m sure. We merely need to get our heads out of the clouds and not get swept away.”

“What if I’m already being swept away, Jinny?”

She didnae answer, only stared at me. 

I swallowed. “Can I call on ye again tomorrow?” My fingers brushed hers and her lips parted. She didnae flinch away from me this time, which I took as a good sign.










  
 

Chapter eleven
October 2, 1829

 

Douglass McGrail

 

“Muireach,” I whispered into the dark room. He didnae answer. “Brother, are ye up?” I went to the bed to shake him awake but he was no’ in it. I heard him enter from the open doors that led out to the courtyard, and turned, realizing he’d just stepped out for a piss.

My naked brother stopped suddenly, but saw ’twas only I.

“Douglass, what are ye doing here so early?”

“I need yer support on something.” I grabbed his kilt from the chair and tossed it to him.

“Of course, if I can,” he said, catching it.

“Oh, ye can, ’tis if ye will.”

Muireach’s eyes narrowed on me as he wrapped his kilt around him. “Tell me then.”

I tossed him his belt. “As ye are aware, I’ve been seeing Jinny every day for nearly a month.”

He nodded. “Aye, leaving me to make excuses to Da.”

I grimaced. “If it’s any consolation, I appreciate it.”

“Well, at least there’s that.”

“Muireach, I’m here to ask ye to stand with me against Da and the rest of the clan.”

He frowned, cinching his belt. “That’s a mighty brazen request, Dougie. What would I be standing with ye against them for?”

“I’m in love with Jinny. I want to marry her, and plan on asking her today.”

His eyes stretched wide. “Have ye gone off the cliff? When Da finds out, ye’ll get yer head in yer hands and yer teeth to play with!”

“If I’m alone I will. But if ye stand with me, I’ll have a better chance of winning him over.”

He groaned and turned away. “Stone the crows, brother! Why did ye let yerself fall in love with the lass? Could ye no’ have just had some fun with her and then only liked her enough to no’ eat her after? How could ye let this happen?”

“I didnae let anything happen. I think I loved her from the beginning. I didnae plan to save her in her coach all those months ago, and I certainly had no desire to dwell on her as I did afterward—a lass I didnae even know and had no reason to believe I’d ever see again. But I couldn’t get her out of my mind. And I absolutely didnae intend to find her beneath some mad bastard trying to beat and bugger her right in front of me on the beach. ’Twas the fates that set our coming together in motion, no’ I.”

Standing, legs apart, Muireach propped his hands on his hips and nodded with a sigh. “Aye … ’twould seem so. But the question is, am I willing to stand against no’ only Da and the whole clan, but centuries of tradition and inborn behavior so ye can have something ye want?”

“Ye know I don’t ask ye for much, Muireach. And ye also know I’d do it for ye if the tables were turned.”

Muireach frowned, lips pursed. “Aye, well, ye don’t have the pressure on ye I do. Sometimes I wish it had been ye that was born first so I could be the one free to conjure up romantic ideas of going to war with other clans for the chance to win a lover, or standing against my own kind for the chance to wed a human I’d gone off and fallen in love with.”

I felt a pang of guilt that I did have such freedoms and my brother did no’. There were times in our past I’d seen Muireach let his guard down, and had felt he was as much a romantic as I, only he did no’ have the freedom to entertain such whimsical notions.

He frowned at me, the love behind the frown shining like a beacon. 

“Are ye sure, Dougie? Ye know once we do this there’ll be no undoing it.”

“I’ve never been so sure of anything, Muireach. I’d no’ ask it of ye otherwise.”

He shook his head. “I must have a death wish.”

I sucked a breath with a big smile. “So ye’ll stand with me in front of Da and the clan then?”

“It appears I will. It’s either that or go to war with another clan. I know ye, and ye’ll no’ be happy until ye’re mated. Ye’re going to owe me for this one.”

“Gladly, brother. Thank ye.” I gripped his shoulder.

With a nod Muireach headed for the door. “Well, if ye’re set on getting us both clobbered with this proposal today, we might as well take the bull by the horns and face him head on.”

***

I turned off of High Street onto a shabby lane, opposite the direction of Jinny’s house, thoughts of the morning playing over and over in my mind.

Muireach and I had sought out Da privately in his quarters. He was furious to learn I’d gone against him and socialized with humans, and more furious that I wanted to bring one into the fold. Even with Muireach’s support as he addressed the issue of our needing mates and reminded Da that Morgan and Lair were our sisters and unavailable to us, he would no’ allow me my wish.

Although I had seen hints of his look softening the more I spoke about Jinny and how I felt toward her, he still would no’ budge, and even forbade me to see Jinny again.

My countenance had turned to stone, my jaw muscles clamping my teeth so tight I thought they would shatter. I’d drawn myself up and said, “I’ll have Jinny, even if it means leaving with her to never return here.”

He saw in my eyes that I was no’ bluffing, and his look of heartbreak had twisted my gut. But I’d stood up to him, and I meant it. I did no’ want to have to carry out my threat, but I would have if he had no’ relented and if Jinny would agree to marry me.

Da had conceded. His mood had even lightened a wee bit when I told him of Jinny’s compassion for our kind, and how her courageous spirit had captured my heart with her story of saving the merman.

Once he’d granted his support, he called a meeting in the great hall to inform the clan. Though there were a good number of sour faces, they didnae dare buck him.

If Jinny would have me, and say yes to my proposal today, ’twould be the happiest day of my life.

Third house on the left—white stucco with brown shutters and a green door. I studied the dwelling. It looked to be the right place, so I hopped out of the buggy and headed up the walk, still beaming about the morning.

I tapped a knuckle against the green door, hoping the day’s good fortune would continue. I didnae want this visit to be just another blind alley. I’d been led down nothing but blind alleys for nearly a month now, and bloody well wanted some answers.

Having no’ often come to town or come around the townspeople before meeting Jinny, I’d learned my way here and there and started discreetly asking around about Ewan’s past. I’d been able to do this while courting Jinny, as I was now in town every day when traveling to and from her house.

This was how I’d spent my mornings, going to various shops where I’d been directed from one lead to another. I knew Jinny’s attacker had to be the bastard son of her uncle; there was no denying that, but who was his mother? If I could find out about Ewan’s past and locate the woman he’d gotten with child, I would likely find the attacker close by her. I was told I might get answers here, as the home belonged to someone who’d known Ewan well during his youth.

A plump woman with wiry gray hair peeking from beneath a dingy cap opened the door. Her eyes grew round and her gaze dropped to follow my form, starting at my thick calves, all the way up to the dark, knotted locks of my head.

“Sweet Mary and Joseph,” she murmured.

I knew I looked like a wild one, it could no’ be helped; I was ech-ooshkya, and none of us looked quite civilized, though women never minded it.

“Good morning, Mistress. I’m sorry to come so early. My name is Douglass McGrail. I was told I could find Mrs. McGregor living at this address.”

She blinked several times. “I’m Mrs. McGregor.”

I smiled at her, hoping to put her at ease. “Are ye the mother of Aileen McGregor?”

“Aye. Though ’tis Aileen Higgins now. She does no’ live here. Lives in England. Has for many years. What would ye be wanting with my girl?”

I felt a pang of hope to find this might no’ be another dead end after all, and I might find out about Ewan’s past.

Using my charms on the woman, I found myself sitting and laughing with her at her kitchen table over a cup of tea … three, actually. But after the second cup I was no’ laughing.

By the time I left the old woman I was so downcast I didnae know if I could even face Jinny, much less do what I intended to do today.

I’d gone to that house as I’d learned Aileen and Rose had been best friends. I’d reasoned that if Ewan had actually known about the bastard son, he might have confided it to Rose, and Rose might have confided it to Aileen, and if I was lucky enough, Aileen might have confided it to her mother, who might confide it to me. ’Twas usually how gossip traveled.

So would I be fortunate enough to find this the case? Well, no, no’ exactly, but I found out more than I wanted to know. And now I had to face Jinny, knowing she lied.










  
 

Chapter Twelve
Douglass McGrail

 

Jinny and I rode in silence through town and then all the way to the coastline. My mind whirred with thoughts of Jinny, her lie, and a name the old woman had given me: Dr. Sinclair.

I turned onto the castle road and then veered off onto a path leading down toward the base of the bluff below the castle, near the water.

Drawing to a stop, I hopped down and lifted Jinny out. I’d yet to even kiss the lass, but the simplest touch, even through her clothes, got me wanting her so badly I thought my heart would burst.

I looked at her for a long moment, wanting to kiss her now, but kent it would be a mistake, and took my hands from her waist.

I turned to grab the basket and blanket, tucked them under one arm, and took Jinny’s hand, leading her down through some low brush and then onto a winding forgotten path.

“Where are you taking me, Douglass?” She ducked beneath a tree branch I’d pushed up with my shoulder so she could pass.

“Ye’ll see.” I could no’ muster even the slightest happiness in my voice.

I unlocked the heavy door at the side of the bluff within the stone base, and it gave a loud groan when I tugged it open.

“Go in, Jinny.”

She frowned and looked at our surroundings. “What is this place?”

I didnae answer, only waited for her to pass through the opening.

“Is everything all right? You seem upset about something.”

I swept my hand toward the opening again. “Please, Jinny, just go in.” 

She did, and I followed, pulling the door closed and taking the lead down through the winding narrow passage.

“I can’t see, Douglass.” Her voice echoed through the cave tunnel. “How can you see where you’re going? I’ll break an ankle on these stones.”

“Och!” I cursed myself and went back for her. “Forgive me. Here, hold these.” I opened her hands and put the basket and blanket into them, and then scooped her into my arms.

I tried to be attentive concerning Jinny’s poor human senses, but with so much on my mind, I’d forgotten—while I could see fine, she could no’ see a bit.

We headed down through the dark tunnel, and the farther we went, the more I forgot any other thoughts as I suffered Jinny’s nearness—the heat of her body, her softness against me.

Her hand held me at the opening of my shirt, leaving the backs of her fingers tucked inside and brushing against my bare chest. It began as a slow burn, but now I was on fire and I didnae think she realized, as she was only trying to hold on to me.

I was ech-ooshkya. My kind preyed on Jinnny’s kind. We baited them with the promise of pleasure, bringing them to that point, and then fed on them instead. It’s what we did, part of how we survived. It was within us to read one’s pulse rate, fever, respiration, and the pressure in their blood—the state of one’s vital bodily functions—and we knew when they were ripe to be baited.

Every part of me was aware of Jinny’s craving for me—her racing heartbeat and her lungs working to draw more air to compensate for it. I wanted her so badly it was all I could do to walk without falling down the damn tunnel.

The movement of her soft body rubbing against mine with each step was too much. I spotted a large boulder and quickly sat, resting Jinny on my thighs and sitting her forward so my standing cock would no’ offend her.

“I’m sorry, Jinny. I need to stop.”

“Am I heavy? I can walk. Surely we don’t have that much farther? I see a faint light up ahead.”

“Na, lassie, ye’re no’ heavy. No’ in my arms, anyway. But I can scarcely bear to embrace ye. Yer nearness is a torment.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh!”

“I want to kiss ye so badly I can barely walk without falling.” I wanted to do more than kiss her, but I would no’ tell her that.

“Then why … why don’t you?”

I brushed a loose curl from her bonnie face. I knew she could only make me out as a vague image, but I could see her clearly. She looked rosy, and a bit hopeful.

“Because, Jinny, I’m afraid I’ll no’ be able to stop myself with only a kiss.”

She studied me through the dim light filtering in through the mouth of the cavern up ahead, where I was taking her.

“Would you be able if I stopped you?”

My heart bounced around in my chest. Was she really thinking of letting me kiss her after what I’d just confessed—warning I’d no’ be able to stop? Surely she knew I’d take her if I got started.

I swallowed. “I would hope I could, but I’m in such need of ye right now I don’t think so.”

“I trust you, Douglass.”

Damnation! Those words affected me. Jinny knew what I was, and had been witness to the brutality men were capable of, including myself when I tasted her attacker’s blood, yet she was alone with me in a place where I could easily use her and then make her my next meal. She knew that. I’d just told her I didnae even trust myself, yet she said she trusted me.

Her fingertips traced along my jaw and I nearly toppled off the damn rock. She kissed my cheek. My chin.

My chest rose and fell at an increasing rate. “Jinny, I don’t think—” Her lips touched mine and I fought for control. I felt her soft tongue barely tease me and I opened to her, touching the wee thing with my own. Bloody hell. She tasted like paradise. I groaned once into her mouth as it opened and closed in rhythm with mine.

Her thin fingers crawled along my neck, and my cock strained toward her, the kiss deepening as I yielded to a quicker rhythm. She did the same until we were eating well and good at each other’s mouths.

I released her hair from its pins, one after another, as our tongues danced an erotic number, until the golden curls fell softly around her, long and winding. The scent of lavender and heather wafted through my nose, and I laced my fingers at her scalp and squeezed in order to bear the wanting of her.

Should I dare lay her beneath me right here and truly feel her softness as I sink gently into—? Wait a damn minute! Where under Epona’s sky did she learn to kiss like this? Where did she gain such experience?

Experience?

While my flesh was enjoying it immensely, my heart constricted with jealousy. The thought of her kissing another man in such a way as this cooled my passion more efficiently than the cold sea on a winter’s day. I didnae like it a damn bit, and had to know if she was chaste.

“Are ye a virgin, Jinny?” I whispered against her lips.

“What?” she said, dazed. Her eyes fluttered open. “Oh … of … course.”

She hesitated. I didnae believe her. My gut wrenched and I had to know.

I could tell if she was lying by her reactions to my touch.

I began kissing her again, and ran my hand along her outer thigh and over the round of her hip. I spread my fingers out over her ribs and tucked my palm beneath the curve of her breast—her very full breast. God! She didnae push it aside, so using my thumb I circled the straining fabric over her nipple, and flicked it once with the back of my short nail.

She moaned into my mouth. “Yes … ” she said and kissed me more thoroughly, encouraging me to go further.

I nearly growled. This was no’ the first time she’d been touched like this by a man. The thought enraged me.

I wanted to know who the hell had taught her to kiss like that. Because whoever he was, he had surely aroused her and introduced her to more intimate pleasures. One didnae engage in a kiss like that and no’ become aroused.

Though I tried to hide my anger, I pulled away, unable to go any further with this performance.

“We’d better stop.”

She blinked several times. “Oh.”

Coming quickly back to reality, she bobbed her head. “Of course. Yes, we should stop.”

She tried to scramble off my lap, but I held her and got to my feet. I carried her on toward our destination, feeling like I wanted to kill someone—the man who taught her to kiss like that. Gads, I hoped it was only one man.










  
 

Chapter thirteen
Douglass McGrail

 

“Oh, Douglass!” Jinny’s excited voice echoed as we broke out of the narrow tunnel and into the cavernous grotto, with its shimmering water so crystal clear one could see the bottom of the deep pool. “It is incredible! Look! The ceiling appears to be melting, with a thousand stone fingers reaching for the water below.”

The reflection of blue light danced everywhere inside the grotto and along the finger-filled ceiling. As water lapped at the walls, the sound resonated throughout.

“What is this place?”

I stood her on her feet. “’Tis called Hume Leacainn.”

“Hume Leacainn,” she said testing the name on her tongue. “That has a lovely sound. What does it mean?”

“Of the cave in the broad hillside.”

She stared at me and let out a soft laugh. “Well, it’s not very creative, but it’s fitting, I suppose.”

I gave a slight grunt, and pulled our items from her hands, setting the basket aside and laying the blanket out neatly. Squatting to straighten the corner, I turned my head and stared up at her, feeling so damn angry that she’d let some other man put his hands on her.

“If I told ye I wanted to fuck ye right here, right now, would ye be of a mind to let me, Jinny?”

Blood rushed into her cheeks, and she looked away, but turned back and held my gaze.

I was uneasy, anticipating her answer, and praying she would deny me like I would imagine any virgin would if asked such a vulgar question.

“Yes. I would be of a mind to let you, Douglass.”

Damn her! I stood and faced her fully, trying to keep the hurt off my face and out of my eyes. “Then pleasure me,” I said low and deep, wanting to discover just how educated she was.

She looked up considerably to meet my gaze and eased her arms around my neck, pulling my head low so she could press her mouth to mine. I let her but the kiss lacked its earlier passion. At least for me, as I was holding back to see how at ease she felt.

She looked unsure of what I wanted from her, and though her kisses continued, she pulled her hands from my neck, exciting my senses as her fingers trailed down my chest and abdomen … and then thighs. My heart sped with a surge of anger amid anticipation. She reached the edge of my kilt and slipped beneath, taking hold of the proof that would no’ allow me to deny any longer that I wanted her.

“Damn it to hell, Jinny!” I clutched her to me and took her to the blanket with my mouth devouring hers. She was on her back with her dress wadded high and me atop her. I slid my fingers along her center, and then pushed one in, surprised and growing harder to discover how wet and soft she was.

A groan ripped from my throat and I buried my face in her neck. “Ye’re ready.” I’d never felt anything so damn soft or anything that had provoked such a temptation to introduce my cock to it.

I moved more firmly over her and she spread her legs to welcome me. The backs of my fingers bumped against her soft mound as I hurried to get my kilt and sporran out of the way—I was now desperate to have that introduction.

She dug into my back as she clawed to get my shirt up. I yanked it over my head and felt a wave of unexpected pleasure as she bit my nipple. Again, my pride was hurt, wanting to know where she learned that. I wanted to pull away but could no’ bring myself to do it.

“Pride be damned!” I guided myself to her opening and drove fully into her.

“Ahhhh!” she cried out. The sound stirred me more than any fantasy ever had. I pulled and thrust in again—“Ahhh!”—And again—“Ahh! … Ah!  …  Ah!  …  Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah!” She could no’ help crying out in her pleasure with each thrust as I gave them harder and faster. In my twenty-two years I’d never felt the like, and knew it would become an addiction.

What in hell? I shoved in, staring down at her, my eyes wide. “Jinny! Are those cries from pleasure, or pain?”

“What?” she said, catching her breath.

“I smell blood.”

A wave of crimson brightened her cheeks. “You … you can smell my blood?”

“Aye. Am I hurting ye?”

She drew a deeper breath and looked away. I knew she was embarrassed. “Isn’t it supposed to hurt?”

“No’ enough to make ye bleed.”

Her gaze snapped back to mine. “I thought all virgins bled.”

My brows furrowed … and then my eyes stretched wide. I pulled out and away from her, folding onto my knees. Pushing her legs apart, I stared between her thighs at the bright red smears here and there, and the small pool of blood on the blanket. Plagued with the regret and fear that twisted my face, I looked at her eyes.

“Jinny, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Can ye forgive me?”

Her brows pressed together and she pushed up onto her elbows, “What is it?” She looked toward her parted thighs. “I don’t understand, Douglass. Is something amiss? I see a bit of blood, but nothing I feel should cause you such alarm. Was I not supposed to bleed?”

I just kept staring at her, unable to ease the tension in my expression.

“Aye, ye were supposed to bleed, Jinny. Because ye were a virgin, and I just took something so precious ye offered me in a way that was no’ gentle, as I should have been.” I crawled over her and kissed her lips. “Tell me ye forgive me, my love.”

“Douglass. Forgive you for what? I don’t understand. You asked my permission, and I gave it. You did nothing wrong.”

“I did no’ treat ye as the virgin ye are … were.” I grimaced. “Ye trusted me, and I repaid ye with … with pain.”

I could no’ bring myself to say the full truth, that I had repaid her trust with distrust. I hadn’t trusted her honesty, and because of it, done something I could never take back, and I’d taken something from her I could never give back.

“I thought I was supposed to feel pain.”

“Aye, but no’ like that. I should have been gentle yer first time.”

“Wasn’t it your first time, too?”

“It was, Jinny. But it does no’ hurt a man like it does a woman. Do ye forgive me?”

Her expression softened. “I might be persuaded.”

Seeing she would no’ hold my brutality against me, I couldn’t help but smile. “Is that so? And how might I persuade ye?”

“Kiss me again. I want to feel your lips on mine.”

She touched my cheek when seeing the tender expression her request put on my face—I wanted to kiss away the pain I’d caused her—but she was confused when I crawled backward and kissed the lips between her thighs. When she felt my tongue she shot upright and tried to scoot away, pressing her legs together. “Douglass! I’m bleeding! Stop!”

God help me, she tasted damn good. The elation brought on by that taste burned deep. I grabbed her thighs and dragged her forward, hunger overtaking me. I felt my eyes turn stormy as they always did when I fed—I lifted them to meet her gaze, and knew she saw the wanting in them. I breathed against her flesh, craving her so badly I thought I would die if I didnae get to taste her again.

“Jinny Rose,” I growled. “Ye ken I’m no’ like yer kind. The blood is fresh, from the tear, no’ yer cycle. I love the way it tastes, mixed with yer sweet, sweet juice.”

She bit her lip, her eyes moving over my face. I didnae know how long she was silent, as if warring against herself, I only knew it seemed an eternity and that my hunger would no’ be sated if she refused me.

“Do you swear you want this, Douglass? You’re not just saying it because you feel bad for hurting me?”

“Look in my eyes, lassie—do I look like I’m just saying it? There’s never been anything I wanted to taste again so badly. I swear. Can I have what I want?”

She chewed her lip as another brutal moment passed, but gave a nod. That instant, I spread her thighs and dipped my dark head, opening my mouth wide and dragging my flat tongue along the full length of her vale. I groaned against her flesh; the vibration brought her hips off the blanket and I welcomed the position. My tongue scooped deep, wallowing in my uncivilized way as I smelled, and tasted, and sucked gluttonously. She gave in to her own abandon and was pulled into the flames already burning me alive.

I could no’ pull my eyes from hers as I took my fill. The wantonness I saw there, as she was held spellbound by the sight of my bloodied face eating greedily from her, turned me hard as stone. She accepted all of me, and at that moment I no longer wanted to hide from her. I didnae care that she was again seeing the wild one that had exacted that fierce punishment on her attacker. I could see in her eyes that she finally accepted her love for me regardless of what I was—that I was no’ at that moment the subdued man that had been courting her, but was a male ech-ooshkya.

She loved every part of me and I knew it.

With that realization, I didnae care about Jinny’s past anymore, or who had been the one to teach her. If she could love me, one who was believed by her kind to be a monster, I could return that love, and I would. I already did.

Knowing the cruel thing I’d done to her—taking her virginity in such a way—I’d no’ be seeking my release inside her until she agreed to marry me. She deserved that. But that did no’ change the fact that she had me so hard I needed seeing to.

At that moment, she thrust her hands in my hair and clutched at my scalp, holding me tight and rocking against my buried face as I feasted on the flood coming forth. With that and the sound of the wee cry on her lips, I could no’ take any more. I tugged up my kilt and grabbed myself, pumping fast, my seed shooting onto the ground before the last tremor left Jinny’s body.

With my face still planted between her thighs, and my gaze still fused to hers, she released me. I wanted to kiss her, but knew she would no’ want that—a washing was needed. I wiped my face on my kilt and pulled her skirts down in a most respectful way.










  
 

Chapter fourteen
Douglass McGrail

 

“Jinny?” I said looking at the lass I loved, so beautiful in her heather-colored dress with her hair hanging down her back.

“Yes?” She turned from the water to look at me, as I was squatted down and folding what remained of our dinner into its linen cloth. I tucked it back into the basket.

 “Would ye like to go swimming?”

 “It’s October. Won’t the water be too cold?”

“No’ in here. It stays warm year ’round. And besides, I plan to keep yer body temperature up.”

Her gaze penetrated mine, adding fuel to the flame already growing again from my wanting of her—I knew she was contemplating me making love to her in the water.

She smiled. “Well, in that case, I would love to go swimming.”

I rose, and walked to where she stood by the water’s edge. I bent my head low and my lips touched hers with a smile, but I turned her away from me and began releasing the buttons down the back of her gown. I removed every piece of her clothing without letting her face me.

With a step back, I removed my own clothes, admiring the round of her arse as I did so. Tossing my kilt and belt away, I, too, was stripped bare. Hovering near enough that she could feel my heat, I didnae touch her with anything but my nose. It followed the curve of her neck and shoulder as I inhaled.

“I love the way ye smell, Jinny.” I placed my lips against her ear, and whispered, “I love ye—Jinny Rose.” She drew a sharp breath and turned to face me. Her eyes met mine.

I said, “Aye, ye heard right. I love ye, and if there’s a chance that ye think ye could be happy loving me, too, then marry me.”

Her lips fell open. “Marry you?”

“Aye.”

She looked past me, her gaze roaming aimlessly. She said nothing for a long moment, only turned then and looked out at the water.

“Jinny?”

“But, I don’t understand,” she said. “You told me your father would be furious to find out that you have even socialized with humans, and now you want to marry one? I’ve in no way allowed myself to consider marriage to you, Douglass.”

I felt my chest tighten around my heart. “So, is that yer answer then?”

“No! God no!”

A frown drew my face. “No, ye will no’ marry me? Or no, ’tis no’ yer answer?”

“Yes, that.”

I scratched my head. “Yes, ‘’tis no’ your answer? Or yes, ye will no’ marry me?”

She laughed then. “Yes, I will marry you. My answer is yes, Douglass, I absolutely will! The reason I’ve not allowed myself to consider marriage to you is because I believed it impossible.”

Now I thought my heart would suffocate from the love and happiness filling it, and I thrust my arms around my Jinny Rose, lifting her off the ground and against me.

“Good grief, lass, ye had me scared there for a minute.”

Still laughing, she said, “But what about your father?”

“I told him this morning, and though he was at first no’ keen on the idea, when I told him what ye mean to me, he changed his mind.”

Her smile faded. “And what do I mean to you?”

“Everything, Jinny. Ye mean a life of love and fullness, and ye mean babies.” I grinned.

Her eyes opened wide. “Will I be able to carry your babies?”

“I don’t see why no’. Even a full-blood ech-ooshkya is born weighing no more than twelve pounds. I believe humans can carry a babe of that size. Our wee ones should no’ be so big, as they will be half human, but they will be ours, and I will love them with my whole heart.”

I kissed her, and while my lips were pressed to hers I slipped a ring over her finger. It was a simple ring. I’d made it myself with heavy silver wire and a perfect pearl with a tinge of a peach hue that I’d searched the deep for. She broke our kiss and backed away to see it.

“Oh, Douglass. It’s so lovely. And it fits perfe—” her word cut off when her eyes returned to mine—the wrath that filled my face silenced her.

“Is this the mark that bastard left on ye that day?” I ran my fingers gently over the teeth-shaped scar on her shoulder.”

She chewed her lip and didnae answer.

“Ye’ll never be hurt like that again, Jinny. Ye’re mine now, and ye never have to fear that bastard or any man.” I bent and touched my lips to the mark.

She ran her fingers through my hair at my neck and hugged me, but drew a deep breath, backing away, and cupped my face in her hands.

“I don’t want to think about that horrid incident, or any horrid thing. I want to think about you, and the fact that I’m going to be your wife and give you babies. I want to think of how much I love this beautiful ring you made just for me. And,”—she lifted on her toes and pulled my head low so she could whisper in my ear—“I want to think about how much I love you, Douglass.”

My heart swelled to hear her say she loved me. And she’d told me the same way I’d told her. I smiled, and folded her fingers into mine, kissing them.

“Do ye think yer uncle will approve?”

“I don’t know. But he seems to like you.”

“Aye, but what if he says no when I ask for ye?”

“Are you asking if I would obey his wishes?”

I nodded. “I suppose I am.”

She kissed the back of my hand, as it still held hers to my chest. “I have no intention of allowing anyone or anything to stop me from becoming your wife and giving you those babies, Douglass McGrail.”

“Not even yer da if he were alive?”

She smiled. “Papa would have loved you.”

“But if he didnae?”

“I would hope he would want me to be happy, but if he refused, I would have to see to my own happiness, and that happiness would be you. I would still marry you.”

I pulled her into my arms and kissed the top of her head. “Oh, Jinny. How ye’ve captured my heart.”

“Douglass, let’s not take any chances on Uncle saying no. Let’s just do it. Right away. We could spend the rest of this day together—make it a spectacular final day with an evening in town—and tonight when I go home, I’ll pack my things and you can come for me early tomorrow morning, right after Uncle leaves. He leaves a half an hour before sunrise. Aunt Fia will still be sleeping—she’s not risen earlier than noon the entire time Lachlan has been out of town. I’ll leave my uncle a note, telling him you and I have married. And I’ll stay with you in your castle, hidden away from the world.”

Would she really do that? And would she be happy if she did? If we carried out such a plan, I’d never have to worry over her safety again.

“Are ye sure that’s what ye want, Jinny—to be isolated from the world?”

“I’m sure I want you, and am willing to make that sacrifice. I want to make your home my home, and your clan my clan. I’ll accept your ways as my own—although I cannot adopt your eating habits.” She gave a flat smile.

I chuckled. “No, I would no’ think so. But I might be willing to try and adopt yours if my ways bother ye.”

Her eyes roamed about my face. “Douglass, I’m moved by your willingness to surrender and to do without for me, but I cannot ask you to change who and what you are; although, I wouldn’t contest you being a bit more selective. There are plenty of bad people in this world that might deserve such a fate. You could start with those heartless predators who find their pleasure by misusing children, or those cold-blooded monsters who find pleasure in torturing other living things.” She lifted her brow and gave me a grand smile.

My lips twitched with amusement. “I love ye, Jinny. Ye make me feel so good, about everything—life, and being with ye, and the future. We were written in the stars, my love, as the fates were set on me having ye.”

“And me having you, Douglass. I think we will owe them a thank you.”

I chuckled and wrapped my arms around her soft, naked body. “I think ye’re right. In the meantime, hold yer breath.”










  
 

Chapter fifteen
Jinny Fairchild

 

Douglass scooped me up and I realized what he intended. I filled my lungs just as he plunged us into the water, and he released me as soon as we were immersed.

Time slowed.

We hovered in quiet, placid motion, just staring at one another for many seconds. He was extraordinary to look at, his large, sculpted body—every part of it godly, and his inky hair floating out around his head.

He was mesmerizing.

This was his natural world and he was willing to share it with me. His heavy gaze stirred my soul as it dawned on me he’d never been in his habitat with someone he felt passion for.

When my lungs begged for oxygen, I kicked my way toward the surface and he followed, giving me a boost. My mouth popped out of the water with a gulp of air, and I found myself facing Douglass.

My goodness, he was beautiful in this state—hair weighted and shining with the essence of the sea. His face and shoulders glistened with droplets of blue-green amid the dancing reflections of the grotto, making his skin appear aquamarine. I realized I must appear the same to him.

He pulled me close, his gaze skimming the lines of my face. “Jinny,” he said softly. “Upon my word, lass, ye’re the most beautiful thing in this world. I thought so that first day on the beach when your bonnie self was hanging out the window of that coach. And I know it now.” His sincere expression took my breath.

I swallowed. “Are you going to make love to me here in the water?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Na, lassie. And it’s a damn shame since ye look like this. Ye need making love to, and badly. But I’m going to make love to ye the right way—in our bed, on our wedding day. Lucky for me, that is tomorrow.”

That answer brought mixed emotions. I wanted him terribly, and knew he wanted me by the feel of him pressed against my stomach, yet how could one not feel treasured by such an answer?

He kissed my nose. “Can ye swim well under water?”

I bobbed my head. “Quite well.”

A white smile spread across his face. “Follow me.”

I did, and we spent the next half hour exploring the pool with its incredible rock formations, fish, and vegetation. Though the enjoyment of the experience was diminished by my having to come up for air over and over, the water was divinely warm, and felt almost healing. I loved seeing Douglass in that state—his environment—and longed to follow him to the depths of the sea. But that was a part of his life I would never get to share with him. Would he grow bothered by that? If he chose a female of his own kind he could share himself fully with her.

The thought would not go away.

***

I lay stretched out on the flat stone of the cave floor near the water, letting the warm air dry my body. Propped on one elbow, I studied Douglass, treading water beside me. He watched me, too.

“Ye look like a goddess lying there—yer beautiful body exposed to me as it is.”

“Not quite a goddess, my love.”

“Ye are to me.”

“Have you ever actually seen a goddess?”

“Well, no, no’ exactly, but I’ve seen ocean queens and rulers and the like.”

“Really? What do they rule? Are there actually underwater cities?”

“Aye. The merpeople ye saved would live in a city. No’ like the cities above ground exactly, as they would become corroded by the elements. But more like cave formations in mass number that have become inhabited with huge colonies and altered to suit their needs.”

“Have you ever been to one?”

“Many. A few of our kind work in those cities in exchange for the gold of the merpeople.”

“Gold?”

“From shipwrecks. Merpeople make up the greatest number of sea creatures and are always first on the scene when a ship goes down. For that reason, they are the wealthiest inhabitants of the ocean. They go for the feast, but claim the gold as well.”

My stomach turned at the image that put in my mind. I wanted to change the subject. “So, your people work for them? Doing what?”

“Quarrying stone out of the caves.”

“Why?”

“To enlarge the caves for bigger families, or for the higher classes. Some of my kind work as sculptors and carve out furnishings for those homes—beds, chairs, tables and so forth. Just because the merpeople don’t live with the same materials we do, does no’ mean they don’t like having a similar lifestyle.”

“That’s nice.” I couldn’t hide my frown; more concerned than ever that Douglass would be strapped if he married me. “Douglass, if you had your choice to live there rather that on land, would you?”

He quirked a brow and gave me a stern look. “I do have my choice, Jinny, and I like where I live just fine. I always have. Don’t go getting all guilt-ridden on me, lass. I see that worry on yer face. I’m no having to give up anything to be with ye. I’m gaining everything I find good and important. Ye’re an answered prayer for me, as well as for my clan. I’ve wanted to keep ye from that first moment, and now I get to.”

“I just wish I could share every part of your life with you, Douglass. What if you tire of me and my human limitations and go off to find someone you can truly share yourself with?”

Douglass shoved up out of the pool to stand beside me, a bounty of water falling all around his magnificent form, splashing onto my body. “Jinny, I choose ye, and I’ve shown ye I choose ye by being honest about who I am, and by bringing ye here to this secret cavern beneath the castle. I trust ye enough to let ye know these things. I’d no’ do that with someone I didnae love and want to spend the rest of my life with. I want ye to believe that. Do ye?”

He was speaking the truth. He had shared those things with me, and only me.

“I do believe that, Douglass.”

“Then I don’t have to worry ye’ll conjure up anymore of this nonsense?”

I smiled. “No. I guess I just needed you to assure me.”

“Then feel assured, lass, because ye are my chosen, and I’ll share every part of me I can with ye. But I am ech-ooshkya, Jinny. I’m no’ merely the man ye see before ye. And no’ every part of me is pleasant. It’s no’ something I’ve enjoyed ye knowing about me, but I’m willing to put myself on the line and open to ye completely.”

My heart beat against the walls of my chest as I stared at Douglass, standing wet and unclothed above me. It beat not from alarm, but from awareness—awareness of his body, and awareness of my wanting him so desperately. He was so beautiful, yet so male. I knew what he was—I’d seen his taste for blood more than once, and I accepted this, as he was not cruel-hearted.

He said, “I ken ye trust me, too. Ye wouldn’t have come here alone with me and let me take ye into the water. But I need to know ye trust me completely—enough to never fear me?”

“Yes, I trust you enough to never fear you.” I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.

“Then I want to share another part of me with ye.”

I watched his face, waiting for him to explain, but he backed away from me, his gaze remaining fixed on mine.

I sat upright and noticed his eyelids darkening in color until they were black. The fringe that framed them lost its slight upward curl to grow downward—long, thick, and straight. Cerulean irises—though they remained the same color—grew bigger. His eyes began to widen upon his face, rounding drastically and bowing outward toward his ears that were now pushing high onto his head to stand in points.

I swallowed, and my chest rose and fell in heavy repetition. My heart, I realized, was now truly pummeling the walls within. I instinctively backed away, awe forcing my eyes wide as I watched.

Coarse, black hair extended from the pores of his face and body, and his black locks grew into a long mane, thick, and bristly, one thick sheaf winding down his forehead. It appeared to push his nose flat, stretching it toward me, driving his mouth downward to become tucked beneath wide flaring nostrils.

I was spellbound.

My gaze then followed wide shoulders as they broadened, while masculine arms stretched long. A dense layer of jetty hair sprayed out suddenly from thick wrists and ankles above manly hands and feet that turned to massive, hirsute hooves. The front ones slammed to the ground with spirited clattering against stone at the same time muscled legs had backed away, allowing the body to elongate as it thickened, until before me stood the ech-ooshkya stallion—the glorious creature that had captured my heart those months ago.

He came to me and nudged his nose to my cheek. I kissed its soft plane and scrubbed my fingernails into his big jaw. He tossed his head and went to a boulder—his hooves clopping against the stone and echoing throughout the cavern.

Realizing he wanted me to use the boulder to mount him, I scrambled to my feet and did, straddling him with a twist of his mane in my hand and with total faith in him as he took me into the pool.

His back legs became a long dragon-like tail with a wide fin at the end once we were in the water. His broad back beneath me felt remarkable, though very strange—my thighs were truly glued in place.

The power of such a being was enough to boggle the mind. He stayed in the confines of the large grotto, but I could tell by the feel of him that in the open sea, he would be quite fast.

I loved him for that—for sharing that part of himself with me, and I allowed myself to hope for a happy life with him in his world.










  
 

Chapter sixteen
Douglass McGrail

 

The day had slipped away from us and it was early evening when Jinny and I rode back into town with plans to enjoy our last night among the townsfolk. I would park the buggy and take her for a pleasant stroll along High Street, followed by a fine supper. And then I would go for her in the morning and we would disappear from this place forever.

She would be my wife by the time the sun met the sea tomorrow. That was fitting, as she looked like the golden sun and I was the dark sea. Either way, our romping about the town would come to an end.

But I could no’ shake my guilty feeling for taking Jinny from her uncle. I kent they cared deeply for one another.

As we drove along High Street, we approached the Bank and Trade. I said, “Since this is yer last chance to do so, would ye like to go visit yer uncle at his mercantile?”

“Oh, that’s a wonderful idea. I would love that, Douglass. Thank you.”

With an hour behind us, Jinny and I were browsing, waiting for her uncle to return. The clerk had told us that he’d run an errand, but should be back soon. Well, “soon” had come and gone and I was now feeling guilty that the last bit of sunlight for Jinny to enjoy the town was but a sliver and would be gone altogether in a handful of minutes.

I was an aisle over from Jinny, but mere steps away. She could no’ see me, but I could see her through an opening on the shelf. I was looking at a Mackintosh raincoat when I heard a man with a stiff English accent at the counter. I looked through the opening, as a drawl like that was no’ common in these parts.

I’d never seen the man—tall for human, brown hair, gray at his temples, and somewhere in his middle forties. I saw Jinny standing behind him looking at something in the glass of the counter. I went back to my business but my head snapped around when I heard the man say his name—Dr. Sinclair—the name the old woman had told me. He then relayed to the clerk a list of things he needed delivered to his home. The clerk jotted them down, and I took note of the address the doctor gave.

Jinny was still so close that when the man turned abruptly, he knocked into her, stepping on her foot.

She hopped. “Ouch!”

A brow lifted on the man’s forehead, and one side of his mouth tipped up. “I do beg your pardon. Did I hurt you?”

“I’m fine,” Jinny said.

“Maybe I should take a look—I am a doctor.” He squatted and reached for her foot.

She jerked back, “Don’t touch me! I told you I’m fine, sir!”

Though I wanted to watch them longer in hopes of discovering why Jinny was reacting so strongly, I was no’ going to allow the doctor to touch her against her will. I was there in three steps with my hand on her back, and glaring at the man.

“What in blazes are ye doing, man?”

Wide-eyed, he looked me over, and stood.

“I inadvertently bumped into the lady and stepped on her foot. I am a doctor, and merely meant to see if she was hurt.” He put out a hand. “Marcus Sinclair.”

“Douglass McGrail.” I ignored his hand and looked at Jinny. “Are ye hurt?”

She tried to appear unaffected, but I was close enough to read her bodily functions, and they were going wild.

“I’m fine and I told him so. I’d like to go now, please.” My gaze slid to the doctor and I didnae like the way he was looking at Jinny. I wondered what in Hades was going on between these two.

Aware of Jinny’s discomfort, I escorted her to the buggy parked outside and lifted her onto the seat. With no sun it had grown chilly, so I reached for the buggy blanket and pulled it over her lap.

We rode a ways before I spoke. “What’s wrong, Jinny? Why did ye have such an overreaction to that man?”

She didnae look at me, only licked her lips and stared straight ahead.

“Jinny?”

“I didn’t intend to act in such a manner, but he nearly crushed my foot.”

“He said he was a doctor—why’d ye no’ let him see to it then?”

“Because I did not appreciate the man feeling entitled to touch me simply because he is a doctor. I don’t like doctors. Not since one used a dirty knife to dig a simple shard of wood out of my father’s heel and it got infected and killed him.”

It was only then that I realized I didnae know until that moment how her da had died.

“I’m sorry, Jinny.”

Tears filled her eyes. “It was such a senseless death. What’s worse was I was the one who insisted Papa let the doctor see to it. It was my fault he died.” She buried her face in her hands, weeping.

Veering onto a dead street and off to the side of the road with a tugging of the reins, I pulled her quickly into my arms and held her to me.

“Jinny … there, there, my love. It was no’ yer fault. Ye were only seeing to yer da’s wellbeing. Anyone would have done the same. Ye could no’ have known. Ye acted out of love.”

I thought my heart would break for her.

After a long hard cry, she sat up and wiped her eyes, calmer now. “Well, even if it wasn’t my fault, I’m sure you now understand why I didn’t want some strange doctor touching my foot. Besides, I was fine; it just hurt is all.”

“Well, then would ye mind if I touched ye?”

This calmed her more and she looked at me with a shake of her head.

“Then turn here and let me see.” I eased her around on the seat and lifted her foot to my lap, squeezing gently through her boot here and there. “Does this hurt?”

“Only a bit, nothing too severe.”

“Well, there does no’ seem to be anything broken or too badly damaged.”

“I tried to tell you that. Now, can we continue on our way?”

“Na, Jinny, I don’t believe we can.” Knowing my hand was under her skirt, my appetite was on the rise. All I had to do was move it a bit higher.

I did, keeping my eyes on hers while brushing my fingers in light circles over her inner thigh. I touched her pulse where her leg met her body and felt it gaining force and speed. Her lips parted on a breath and she gave the slightest invitation—spreading no more than an inch.

I watched her mouth-watering breasts rise and fall as I sought out the cache that stayed hidden from all others. Drawing the pad of my thumb along the part, I discovered she was already slick and I pushed inside. Her chest and face tinted with a rush of blood and every reading of her body was elevated and told me she wanted what I was doing to her.

I replaced my thumb with my longest finger and went as deep as it would go. She sucked a fast breath, lifting off the seat. My loins tightened and I had to stop myself from mounting her. I pulled out and did it again, with two fingers. She liked that even better, and so I repeated it over and over, and faster, without slowing.

I stood tall beneath my kilt now—there was something so erotic about doing what I was doing to her right where we could be so easily caught.

I moved over her, laying her back on the seat and fucking her hard with my fingers. I heard distant voices and jovial laughter coming from somewhere within a window above us but still didnae slow, only watched her face betray her pleasure. Even when she tightened around my fingers I kept going but ground against her thigh, imagining it was me fucking into her and no’ just my hand. I stopped only when she begged me.

She saw the distress in my eyes as I lay over her, horny as fuck, and she tugged up the front of my kilt. “You need me.”

“I can handle it. I’ll have ye soon enough. Tomorrow, ye’ll no’ be leaving my bed.”

“In the same right, I could have waited until then.” Her chilly fingers cinched around me and milked me as smoothly as if I was doing it myself. My heart beat at a ridiculous tempo even while I again pushed away the thoughts of where she learned all she knew. I was determined to appreciate that no matter who had taught her, it was I who would reap the rewards.

Even so, I wondered if I should stop her. I didnae want to be caught, but it felt damn good, and we were completely shadowed. Before I could think on it further, she moved onto her knees before me. “Jinny, what the devil, girl?”

She said nothing, only pulled the blanket over her head and took me into her mouth.

“Bloody fucking hell!”










  
 

Chapter seventeen
Douglass McGrail

 

I approached the address that Dr. Sinclair had given the clerk. It was a secluded old farmhouse on the outskirts of Balfoureigh. Leaving my buggy parked in town, I ran to the destination on foot.

 After taking Jinny home, I’d headed straight here. What were the odds I would run into the very man the old woman had mentioned that morning?

Those odds were too high. The fates were at work again.

I’d gathered enough clues from the old woman that I would have found this place on my own, but I was glad to have an address.

When I’d ask Mrs. McGregor about Ewan having an illegitimate son, she’d said she knew of none, only his legal heir. She then proceeded to tell me how much better that one was doing, staying with Dr. Sinclair, who she baked for and delivered bread to once a week. She swore me to secrecy, as the doctor didnae want others to know and start a panic, but she said wolves had attacked Lachlan. He’d been thrown from a horse, damaging his face, and the wolves had viciously bit his chest, wounding him terribly. The more she’d talked, the more I’d realized the truth—Lachlan was Jinny’s attacker and hiding out right here in town. Of course, how could he go home after the attack? What would he tell his family with Jinny living right there in the house to contradict his lies?

There was minimal light coming from within, so I headed around the side of the house, spying through windows in search of him. No sign of the man so far.

I heard low murmuring toward the back of the house and moved stealthily that way. The stucco was rough on my hands as I reached the edge and pressed my back against the exterior wall. I didnae try to steal a glance around the corner, as the voice was right beside me on the back porch. It was the doctor’s voice.

“Yes, well, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m tired of this same old discussion. She is all you ever talk about. I understand your longing to have her, but there comes a time when you just walk away. You move on.”

“I can’t move on,” came another voice that sent adrenaline surging through me. ’Twas a voice I’d never forget—Jinny’s attacker. I dug my fingers into the wall to keep from charging around the corner and ripping him to shreds, but there were too many unanswered questions. I had to find out the truth.

“She’s merely stubborn, but she loves me. She’s told me. Jinny will be by wife. The lass is just having trouble remembering how much she loves my kisses.”

My heart beat so fast now I thought it would explode. Had Jinny no’ only been attacked by this man but had a relationship with him—her cousin who lived in the house with her?

The Englishman let out a long sigh. “I don’t understand your obsession with this silly chit.”

“Jinny is no’ a silly chit; she is a woman. It’s no’ like she’s the four-year-old little lass I laid eyes on fourteen years ago.”

“That’s just the point. One doesn’t build a fantasy world around another merely from seeing her once when she was a girl of four and he a boy of ten.”

“’Twas no’ so simple. I didnae like receiving a gift only to have it taken away the same day. Da had said Jinny would be coming to live with us, so when I met her the first time and saw her standing by her da it did something to my insides to think she would be coming home with me and be mine.

“Ye can imagine my disappointment when her da said no. That’s why she became an obsession. And now that I’ve had her, I can no’ give her up.”

“You can, you just won’t.”

“Maybe so, but if ye were in my boots, ye would no’ either.”

“Oh, Lachlan, Lachlan. I wish I could make you understand that what you feel now is nothing more than that childhood dream. You’ve convinced yourself she is more than what she is, and that your relationship is more than what it is.”

“Ye’re wrong. There’s no’ a feeling in the world as good as kissing and touching Jinny when she’s holding me.”

My foot slipped as I lost my balance, seeing red spots. I grabbed hold of a window frame and tried to breath through the eruption of anger and mixed emotions.

“What was that?” Lachlan asked and there was silence.

I knew they were listening in my direction and I struggled to keep from going down. I needed more air than what I could get without being heard.

Marcus said, “It was likely that stray cat you’ve been feeding. Now listen to me. If you met Jinny today and did not know she was that cousin you’d always dreamt of, you’d likely not give her a second glance. Trust me on this.”

“Na, if ye met her today, ye’d understand why I’m at odds with ye. In fact, when I met Jinny again those months ago, I’d been away and had just returned to find my da laughing with an angel sitting across the chess table from him. I had no idea ’twas Jinny and thought my da had got himself a mistress. But in that moment, I knew one thing for certain—I would be taking that mistress away from my da. Imagine the thrill I felt to find out she was no’ my da’s mistress, but was my Jinny come to live with me.”

“You know, I did meet a most intriguing young woman today. If she hadn’t been in the company of a big Scotsman named McGrail, I might have brought her home to meet you just to pull you from your ill mood.”

“Na. Only Jinny will do for me.”

“You’re not going to be rational on this, are you?”

“No’ if it means giving up my Jinny.”

***

I lay in bed, tossing and turning, wondering if I’d done the right thing in letting Lachlan live after what I’d heard. The only thing that had stopped me from tearing him to shreds was the uncertainty of how Jinny would feel about it. He was her family, and if I killed him, would she forgive me? What if she wouldn’t? Now I wondered if I should have taken the chance, as I could no’ stand the thought of what I’d heard, and could no’ believe Jinny had been lying to me all along. What should I do? Confront her and take a chance on losing her?

I supposed I could see why she would no’ want to tell me she knew her attacker. When I’d asked her that day on the beach who he was, she didnae know me at all, and had no reason to tell me something that could create such a scandal for her family.

As time passed, how could she then tell the truth?

Really, I could no’ blame her, as she confessed to me today that she’d never considered marriage to me because of my da’s strict rules on socializing with humans, so why tell me if she didnae believe we had a future? If I bring all this up to her now, it will humiliate her to think I knew.

What a mess.

No, she didnae need to know—why would she need to know any of this? Tomorrow I’ll be taking her away from all of it … forever, and I’ll never have to worry about Lachlan again. She’ll be out of his reach and I won’t have to kill a member of her family.

I now knew who had been the one to teach her, and the truth was worse than I would have conjured up. I wished I’d never set out to discover it. But I had, and I could never unknow it. But I could lock it far away in the farthest reaches of my mind if that was what it would take to keep my Jinny Rose with me.

What a day this had been. It bounced back and forth from bad to good all day and then plummeted into hell.

Hoping for sleep to take me, but doubting it would, I closed my eyes to the thought of claiming Jinny for mine in the morning.










  
 

Chapter eighteen
Jinny Fairchild

 

With the last of my things packed away neatly in my trunk, I stripped down to my shift and crawled into bed, thinking of Douglass and all that had happened since I’d come to Balfoureigh. I began to think through a series of observations and questions with which I was very familiar of late.

Though Douglass was ech-ooshkya—a fact I’d had to come to terms with—there was something about him that called to my soul. That he was beautiful to look upon was an additional benefit. Even the slightest brush of Douglass’s hand against mine could set me aflame.

I had fallen in love with a man known to the human race as a monster. But were Douglass’s kind the true monsters? When I thought of human predators, like Lachlan, I thought not.

I’d struggled with my feelings for Douglass over the past weeks, knowing what he was, and how he fed … and that I was falling in love with him. I’d even wondered if there was something wrong with me that I wanted this man—had my encounters with Lachlan changed my morals somehow?

But while lying with Douglass—a thing I had been willing to do as I felt my time with him growing short due to Lachlan’s imminent return—I had finally come to terms with my feelings for him. I gave in and allowed myself to have what it was that I wanted—Douglass. I would no longer carry shame over the range of emotions I felt for a creature like him. I would give myself to him wholeheartedly and love him fully.

On the other hand, I was ashamed of the position I had allowed myself to fall into with my cousin. Of late, I’d felt my time running out, as I’d be forced to face Lachlan soon, but each time he’d seeped into my thoughts I had pushed him out, having but a short time left to make believe I was normal and in an ordinary courtship with Douglass.

Then again, how ordinary could that alliance be? He was a deadly creature that didn’t get on well with others of my kind, but I’d always accepted him for who and what he was, as he was not cruel-hearted. It just took me until today to accept myself for wanting him.

Before he’d offered marriage to me, I’d never considered it could go beyond courting. I’d believed it could not, as Hearn McGrail, Laird of Cainneach-Balfour, would never sanction such a merger.

But he had. And now I would marry his second-born son—the man I loved with all my heart.

Today had secured two things in my mind: I would never want to be on any man’s arm but Douglass’s, and Douglass would never abide seeing me on any man’s arm but his. Thankfully, there was no longer any fear of that, as Douglass would come for me in the morning, and save my life yet a third time.

***

The dim light on the other side of my closed eyelids told me it was early morning. I’d been up so late packing, I didn’t want to wake now. But if I did, my life would continue on this new journey that would bring me happiness.

With a smile, I drew a deep breath and stretched my arms over my head. A pleasurable moan escaped at the stimulating feel of it. Relaxed again, I cracked my eyes opened with a start, my heart lurching as I lay there looking into the handsome face of my cousin as he lay alongside of me.

He touched my face, and whispered, “Hallo, my love. How I’ve missed yer face.” 

“Hello, Lachlan.” I sat up with my back to him and my feet on the floor. “I see yours has recovered. And don’t you mean you’ve missed slapping my face?”

“Ye’re still mad at me?”

“How could I not be?” I was surprised to discover I felt the strength to stand against him that I had not felt before. No longer was I his victim since his power to ruin my reputation or my chance for marriage had been removed—I would marry Douglass.

“Do you even realize what you’ve done? The last time we were in each other’s presence, you were trying to take my virginity so I would be forced to marry you, even if it meant beating me into submission. You were going to rape me, Lachlan.”

“I was scared of losing ye.”

“Well, raping someone or forcing yourself on them in any way will ensure that you do indeed lose them.”

“I know that now.”

“Why are you here, Lachlan?”

“I live here.”

“But why now, this morning, and so early?”

He scowled. “Who is McGrail?”

I froze. “How would—?”

“So it was ye?” His face turned bitter. “Who was he, Jinny? I was told a fine lass was seen in town yesterday with a big Scotsman named McGrail. It ate at me all night, and an hour ago I learned she was English and fit your description.”

I said nothing, just stood and went to the window to see if Douglass was there yet. He wasn’t—though the sun had lightened the sky, it wasn’t actually sunrise yet.

Lachlan leapt from the bed and followed. He grabbed my arm and spun me around. 

“I asked ye a question, damn it! Who was the man ye were with?”

“One who will always come to my rescue and never let you hurt me again.”

His brows pressed in. “The man who nearly killed me?”

“I like to think of him as the man who saved me.”

“Ye know ye didnae need saving from me.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t have killed me, but I needed saving from the life you were trying to force on me.”

“What were ye doing with him, Jinny?”

“Shopping.”

“Ye know damn well that’s no’ what I meant.”

I felt it best to hold my ground and just tell the truth at this point, I yanked my arm from his grip. 

“Shopping with my fiancé. He’s asked me to marry him.”

His eyes widened and his chest rose and fell. “And ye said yes?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” His voice was eerily calm.

“Because I love him.”

His lips pressed thin beneath flaring nostrils. “Knowing what that man did to me, how could ye even say ye love him?”

“Knowing what you did to me, how could you expect me to love you the way you want to be loved?”

“What I did to ye was different. That man is a brutal monster. He wanted to eat me alive and probably would have if ye hadn’t been there to witness it.”

“Douglass wouldn’t have done those things to you had you not been doing them to me first. He only gave what you gave.

“I was no’ a savage to ye like Douglass was to me.”

“Really?” I yanked my shift off my shoulder. “I believe your teeth marked me before his marked you. And we both received a hand to the face.”

He stared at the angry scar with no retort. Really, what could he say?

“If you’ll excuse me, Lachlan, I need to get ready for the day.”

“I forbid ye to marry him. Ye belong to me and ye know damn well ye do. We’ve done things, Jinny—things that give me rights to ye as they were done with yer consent. Ye love me. Ye told me so.”

I heaved a sigh and turned back toward the window. My gaze fell on Douglass coming to a halt before the house and I felt a wave of relief, followed by a wave of alarm for my cousin.

“As I told you then, I loved you even before I knew you, because you’re my cousin. You wanted me to love you as a woman loves a man, but I could not. I’m sorry. You and I were a mistake that never should have happened. Or maybe that’s not so, since it was through this madness that I met Douglass. I love Douglass, and I love you—as a cousin—which is why I’ll ask you to go now, Lachlan. I don’t want to see you hurt again. Douglass is here and I believe he would kill you if he saw you near me again.”

Lachlan yanked back the curtain. “How dare that beast come to my house after what he did? I guess he was no’ satisfied beating the bloody fuck out of me, the greedy bastard had to do me in by taking ye from me, too.”

“He doesn’t know you live here, Lachlan. And he didn’t take me from you; I’d already told you it was over. I should never have engaged in those kisses in the first place.”

“But ye did, Jinny.”

“I was confused. And I was feeling alone in this world after Papa’s death.”

“Were ye confused when ye let me kiss ye elsewhere? I was no longer holding yer wrists when ye let me kiss ye there.”

 My face burned with shame and I turned away.

“So, yer hero does no’ ken I live here? He must not know about ye and me, then? Maybe I should tell him, so he will no’ want ye after all.”

I spun back. “Lachlan, I beg you not to approach him. He would kill you before you even had the chance to tell him if he knew you were near me. Please, cousin, leave.”

“Stop it, Jinny! Stop calling me yer goddamn cousin! Ye know we are no’ blood. Ye just use it as an excuse to run from me.”

“No, I use it to drive into that thick head of yours that I do love you, you are my family, blood or not, and I beg you to let go of this obsession. Let me love you as family and help you through it.”

He clutched my hands, his expression pleading. “So if I promise to let ye help me and I change my ways, will ye promise me ye’ll no’ marry that man down there? Please, Jinny, don’t make me live without ye.”

I turned my gaze again to Douglass, standing beside the buggy, petting the horse and talking to it.

“I cannot promise you that, Lachlan,” I whispered, and returned my gaze to his.

His beseeching look leveled and he dropped my hands. “Then I can no’ promise ye what ye want from me either.” He studied my face another long moment. “Don’t convince yerself that because I’m leaving we are over. I simply was no’ prepared for all this, or for Douglass McGrail.”

He turned and headed for the door.

I said, “Please, Lachlan, heed my warning. Leave this alone and walk away with your life.”

He never looked back. I waited a moment and ran to the door to make sure he had left from the back stairs and not the front. I caught sight of him just rounding that corner. Thankful, I ran back to the window. A gentle breeze chilled my skin as I opened it, and called softly. “Douglass, I’m late. Give me half an hour, and then come up for my trunk. I’ll have Fern let you in.”

He nodded with a thin smile.

I closed the window and grabbed the light green day dress I’d chosen the night before—the only gown I’d not packed away.

I’d wanted to soak in a nice hot tub on my wedding day, but there was no time. Opting for a brisk wash, I filled the basin with cold water from the pitcher.

Fern opened the door, and I yanked the towel against me—I still could not allow her to see the permanent scar on my shoulder that was in the shape of Lachlan’s teeth. 

“Another minute, Fern, and I’ll be ready for you. In the meantime, could you go and let Mr. McGrail into the parlor? He’s out front.”

“Aye, love.” She closed the door.

I rinsed my mouth, washed quickly, and tugged a clean shift over my head just as the door opened again.

Fern popped her head around the corner. “Yer beau is in the parlor. Are ye ready for me yet?”

“Yes, come in.”

She entered and helped me dress. I sat down at my dressing table, and she moved behind me to do my hair. 

“Ye’re a lucky lass to have that fine man so crazy for ye, Miss Fairchild.”

I studied Fern’s buxom reflection in the mirror, her frizzy red hair glowing with the morning sunlight streaming through the window now. “You think he’s crazy for me?”

“Oh my goodness, aye, I do. No doubt the poor man does no’ get a wink of sleep the way he shows up here so early each day, at nearly an indecent hour—today more so, as it is an indecent hour.”

My cheeks flushed at the truth in her comment. Douglass did come early each day. I knew to watch for him at a quarter to ten and I’d learned he was a punctual man. But I didn’t mind. I wanted to drink in every moment with him. But today he was here to take me away from all my troubles and keep me safe in his world.

There was a light tap at the door, and I realized my half hour was gone. Fern went and answered but turned to me with an unsure look when she discovered it was Douglass.

“Fern, please let the man in and close the door.”

Her brows went up but she said nothing and did as she was told.

“Please do not mention it to my aunt or uncle, but I’m leaving to marry Douglass today.”

Fern’s expression lit. “Oh, well done, miss. I told ye he was crazy for ye.” Beaming, she looked at Douglass. “I told her ye were crazy for her, sir.”

“Ye told her true,” Douglass said, looking at me most seriously.

He pointed at my trunk. “Is that everything?”

“Yes, I’ll bring my bag.”

He hoisted the heavy trunk onto his broad shoulder with ease.

“Fern, get the door, and see him to the carriage. Take care not to wake my aunt. I’ll be right along.” I hurried over to my desk and pulled out the letter I’d written to Uncle before I’d gone to bed. I had been honest and simply told him I would marry Douglass. I was of age and he could not stop me. In my heart I didn’t believe he would try, but just in case, I would not risk his refusal. I straightened the covers and laid the letter on the pillow.

With one last glance, I stepped into the hallway and closed the door on that chapter of my life.










  
 

Chapter nineteen
October 9, 1829

 

Douglass McGrail

 

The wedding had been simple, with the clan’s aged priestess performing the ceremony. Jinny had looked so damn pretty in her light green dress with her golden hair piled loosely onto her bonnie head. And my clan accepted her, although I’d no’ cared for the way a good number of the males watched her. But I supposed I could no’ blame them. They faced the same dilemma I’d faced before meeting Jinny—we had no females among us to mate.

Though there was shouting and laughter, I’d seen longing in their faces when I’d scooped Jinny up and carried her from the great hall to come here to our bedchamber. I would imagine that they were wondering if they, too, might find happiness with human lassies. For me, that longing was over, though, and I was the lucky one laying the lass in a bed I’d always slept in alone.

I crawled beside her and looked into her amber eyes. “I love ye, my mate, my bride. My heart is yers.”

“And mine is yours, Douglass. Truly yours.”

I touched her lips with my fingers, and then my mouth, forcing myself to be gentle. Though my cravings urged me to take her as I wanted, she deserved tenderness, no’ some rutting stag atop her having his way. She was no’ here for my pleasure only, I was to be hers, also.

I kissed her face and neck slowly, wanting her to know I cherished her, and I felt it to my core when her hands roved along my body in exploration.

’Twas unbelievable how my life had changed, beginning the moment I’d seen her all those months ago. Her innocent face had turned me hungry—to the point I was prepared to wage war on a neighboring clan to try and sate my wanting of her. Now I was married to the lass. My hands were on her, and hers on me.

I tucked my fingers into her shift—the only garment I’d yet to remove—and slid them over one breast. She was soft and filled my hand. Clamping her rosebud between two knuckles, I pulled gently toward me, remembering how it felt yesterday when she bit me there—it had stirred up a terrible aching.

Her groan vibrated the hollow of my mouth and I swept my tongue around hers. Touching and tasting her this way, my hunger grew, and I could no’ help that my kiss turned a bit unruly.

Her fingers dug into my flesh, covering me in tremors from head to toe.

“I want to feel you in me,” she whispered against my lips.

I pulled back with a frown. “Yer ready now?”

“Yes.”

I’d been afraid she might no’ want me inside her again after my roughness yesterday. Now I would treat her like the virgin she was then. I started to move over her but she stopped me.

“No.”

“Jinny, what—?”

“Shhh … I want to ride you, Douglass—sit atop your lap the way I sat atop your back yesterday.”

Bloody hell! I swallowed.

At her urging, I rolled onto my back, as she climbed atop me and straddled my abdomen. She bent and kissed my chest, and I felt my cock standing tall in the crack of her spread arse cheeks. Holy shit. I nearly lost myself.

She pushed up and scooted back. Her opening was right there calling to me and my heart danced a wild number. I guided myself in and rocked up between her thighs, pushing in slow and undemanding until my curls met and rubbed against hers. I pulled out the same way and repeated, filling her again and again as I breathed through it. I could truly feel her softness now, yet that supple flesh was cinched tight around me. I wanted to live there and never leave her warmth.

We worked into a smooth rhythm and I memorized the feel of her around me … the pleasured look on her face … the silky rippling of her body as we gained speed. I moved against her as ech-ooshkya. She sat atop me well, riding the wave of my motion.

I’d seen Jinny just like this many times in my dreams. Feeling it now was like … like … God, I didnae even know how to describe it. But it felt damn good, and made me feel damn good.

I squeezed her breasts and circled her nipples with my thumbs. My gut tightened at the sound she gave when sinking with each thrust into the pleasure of the ride. I had to unclench my jaw to speak.

“Have mercy, Jinny. Ye’ve got me too hard. I’m going to shoot before I even get to really enjoy ye.”

Though I loved having Jinny atop me that way, there was something protective in me that demanded I be over her when I marked her the first time. I felt driven to cover her like a shield.

Knowing I could no’ last much longer, I flipped her onto her back and sunk into her, rocking slowly, my gut tightening at the sound of pleasure resonating from her throat when her head pushed into the pillow. I was making this woman mine, and she would be mine forever.

I felt every movement heightening my senses as she rocked with me, one thrust at a time.

Remembering how I hurt her when I took her virginity, I now watched the pleasure on her face and kent she liked it as much as I did—I was no’ hurting her now. With her thighs cradling me through every wave of motion—as I’d known they would—I felt the arousal to my bones.

I didnae have to read her mind to know she, too, felt it as her lungs fought for air—no’ from exertion but arousal.

Her pounding heart sent a surge of blood through her body, and her fingers dug into my shoulders with a cry on her breath. I felt her cinch and release around me over and over. She was at her prize.

I fucked into her faster and deeper, until my thrusts became urgent, my heart now thrashing against the walls of my chest as the tension swelled.

Fuck oh fuck!

More intense than any surge of pleasure I’d known, it came on me because I was inside Jinny. I watched her face and with a great roar drove in one last time, my seed laying claim to her.

It was done. She was mine.

***

The full moon was luminous as I walked alongside my bride. Like a small sun, it lit the clear night sky to a mystic blue and shone bright against the sandy beach and ocean. I was mesmerized at how its reflection shone off  Jinny’s hair, glowing golden against our azure surroundings. 

We were wed before morning closed, and spent half the day in bed. I’d then fed her and cleaned her and done it all again, spending the other half there. Like an opium eater, I was addicted to her already, and knew I’d no’ be able to leave her alone for any amount of time as long as we were in our chambers.

She needed to rest and I didnae feel like sharing her just yet with the clan since they were mostly other males, so I’d brought her here to the beach where I loved spending time visiting with her. We were talking of love and fate.

“Is it all ye thought it would be, Jinny—being married to me?”

Our fingers were laced together, and she squeezed. “I hadn’t allowed myself to even imagine it before yesterday, Douglass. It’s like I didn’t know heaven was falling until it closed around me. What about you?”

“Ah. Knowing ye’re mine feels better than anything I conjured in my—och!” A piercing pain burned through me and there was a loud popping in my ears.

I went down face first. Jinny screamed and came down with me. I was numb and could no’ move. She dug my face out of the sand and turned it toward her so my cheek rested on the shore.

“Douglass! Douglass! What happened?” She checked my body. “Ahhhh!” she screamed. “Douglass, your back—it’s bleeding so badly. Oh my God, you’ve been shot! Lord, please help me!”

Shot? By whom?

“Lachlan! What are you doing?” Jinny’s frantic voice cried.

Lachlan? I tried to get up but I still could no’ move. I wanted to tell Jinny to run but I could no’ open my mouth to do that. I could no’ move a muscle in my body except my eyelids, although I was certain my heart was going to hammer out of my chest. I could hear it.

I could just see Lachlan as he walked slowly up to Jinny.

Epona’s wrath! Don’t let him hurt her! 

Though she was sobbing I heard his sarcastic voice. “What? Look at that Goliath lying there. Do you really believe I could get away with letting him live while I took you back? He’d kill me.”

Jinny was arched over me protectively, crying, and I was sure she was holding me. Lachlan pulled her away and her gaze met mine. Using my eyes, I pleaded with her to run—to get the hell to safety.

She flailed against him, trying to reach for me. “Douglass!” I could no’ help her and it was destroying me.

“Lachlan! What have you done? What have you done?” She wailed, still fighting to reach me, she broke free.

Lachlan grabbed her arm and yanked her back, but she came around with a blow to his head. He slapped her face so hard she went to the ground.

“Don’t challenge me, Jinny!”

She got to her feet and ran toward me, screaming when he wrestled her to the ground right beside me and straddled her. “I’m taking back what is mine. I told ye it was no’ over.” He bent to her ear. “And since the man who stole ye from me is no’ dead but still gawking at us, I think I’ll like doing it in front of him.”

Lachlan sat up, but looked at me as he continued holding Jinny. I saw the malice in his face and kent he would be even crueler to Jinny to hurt me more. My eyes told him I’d kill him if it was my last act on earth.

Lachlan came over her, with her throat in one hand and yanked her skirt up with the other. She twisted her body this way and that, tugging at the fingers that were squeezing her jugular, and fighting for breath. Why had she no’ run away? I had to help her, but goddamn it I could no’ move.

“Damn you, Jinny, stop fighting me! It’ll do ye no good, and only makes me hold ye tighter.” He slammed a knee between her legs so hard I thought it must have broken the bone there.

She cried and her gaze shot over to find the suffering in my eyes. She pursed her lips and balled her fist and hit him hard … and again until she was beating him in the face and head.

He released her throat and grabbed her arms. She arched up and bit a chunk out of his face.

“Why, you mean little whore!” Lachlan yelled. “I’ll beat the hell out of you!” I kent he was no longer battling her out of desire to hurt me only—he wanted revenge on Jinny now, too. 

She did no’ listen and bit any part of him that came within reach. She was doing it as much for me as herself.

She got her hand free and flung sand into his eyes. He yelled and rolled away, wiping at his face.

Jinny scurried toward me on her knees and I groaned, trying to get her attention. She bent and set her tearful gaze on my eyes. I cut them sharply toward the water.

“Your feet?” she said.

I was lying with my head inland and my feet near the sea. I blinked several times. 

She said, “You can blink! Blink once for no, twice for yes. Something’s wrong with your feet?”

I blinked once and cut my gaze to the water.

“Not your feet?” She looked that direction. “The sea?”

Two blinks.

“You need to get to the sea?”

Two blinks.

“Yes, of course—it will help you.” She jumped up and though I could not feel it, I heard pebbles crunch beneath me as I began inching very slowly through the sand toward the water. She groaned and heaved against my heavy weight. I was ech-ooshkya—a changer—and though I was paralyzed and unable to shift on my own, if I could join the water, it would start the metamorphosis and restore my severed nerves.

Jinny had no’ pulled me far when I heard Lachlan. “What are ye doing, ye stupid bitch? Do ye think ye can escape with him?” He started toward us.

I slid another inch and another before Lachlan disappeared from my view and I heard Jinny scream. I could no’ see what was happening, but there was a harsh slap followed by her sharp cry. And then another, and another, that turned into so many I didnae think he would ever stop. He would beat her to death. Why hadn’t I killed him the night before?

There were splashes in the water, and I suddenly had feeling in one foot. The water had splattered onto it. There was more splashing and more feeling that came into my feet and legs. I still could no’ move, but I could feel.

“Get off me, you bastard!” Jinny said, and I realized now what was happening.

“Och! Damn you, Jinny! Stop biting me!”

I felt two small hands grab one of my ankles and pull.

“What are you planning?” Lachlan gave a mocking laugh. “Are you intent on drowning the helpless lump of nothing? Now that would give me a thrill. Allow me.”

Jinny fell hard onto her arse at my side where Lachlan shoved her. I saw her mouth and nose were bleeding, and her face was swollen and beginning to bruise. Lachlan would pay for every last wrong he’d done her. His hands went around my ankles, and three strong tugs had me in the water.

He straddled me and took my hair into his hand, shoving my face into the wet sand. I pushed up beneath him so he was astride my back.

At first he was confused. “What the—”

And then came his screams as the manly back he sat atop broadened and elongated beneath the spread of his thighs. I grew tall and reared high with the great loud shriek of the ech-ooshkya and slammed down, stomping the ground and water. His screams grew more frantic as he tugged at his legs, trying to dislodge himself from my back.

He would go nowhere until I was ready for him to look into my eyes. Which part of his body would I rip from him first? I didnae yet know, but what I did know was I would no’ do it in front of Jinny.

Through swollen yet panic-stricken eyes, Jinny watched with her hands over her bleeding mouth as I turned and lunged into the sea, jumping through the waves until I reached a depth that would allow me to dive with my tailfin and take my prey to the deep with me—the same predator who’d preyed on Jinny.

This was a meal I would savor.










  
 

Epilogue
Cainneach-Balfour

July 4, 1830

 

Jinny McGrail

 

How was it that a love beyond measure fit into the confines of one’s heart? But it did. And there was room enough for others.

My cup runneth over.

I looked at the tiny hand upon my breast, and watched our son lying peaceful where he’d fallen asleep while nursing.

There was a knock at the door and Douglass came in. “Hallo, love.”

“Hello.” I smiled.

“Yer uncle is here to see ye and the newest clan member. He’ll be up in a wee bit.” Douglass kissed me and then looked at our son. “So, how is my darling laddie this fine hour?” He rubbed his palms together in anticipation.

I eased our son from his suckling nest and into his papa’s big hands. “Eating better now that he’s perfecting the skill,” I said, righting my gown.

Douglass lifted Kelan to place a light kiss on his small lips. He said to him, “Aye, ye’ll need to perfect that eating skill so ye can grow big and strong like yer da.”

Watching Douglass with our son made my heart swell to nearly bursting. I couldn’t imagine any woman not being madly in love with the father of her child if he loved and nurtured that child.

There was a knock at the door and Uncle was shown in. He was unaccompanied. Aunt Fia had moved, some months ago, to the Glasgow estate she’d inherited from her sister. Uncle lived alone now. Does he go home early these days?

He walked straight to Kelan. With tears in his eyes he asked if he could hold him, and after a good hour of visiting, Uncle sat quiet, bouncing Kelan in his arms.

“What is it, Uncle? You act as if something is troubling you.”

He looked at me. “There is something troubling me, lass.” His gaze slid to Douglass.

Douglass stood from his place beside me on the bed. “I’ll leave ye two to speak in private.”

I took his arm. “You don’t need to go, I’m sure Uncle doesn’t mind.” I looked at Uncle. He might mind, but I didn’t want to be alone to chat about matters I might not want to discuss.

Uncle’s brows pinched as he looked down at Kelan. “As long as ye don’t mind speaking in front of yer husband, Jinny, I don’t mind.”

Douglass walked around the bed. “I’ll take Kelan to look at the world out the window.”

Uncle kissed Kelan and handed him over. He met my gaze.

“I just feel to blame for so many things. Maybe if I’d no’ left ye alone with Lachlan, I would no’ have felt the need to say what I said to him at supper that night, and he would no’ have left home that next day. I’m sorry I left ye to fend for yerself against my family. I wanted to tell ye this when I came to yer chamber door that night, but I didnae.

“I still have no’ heard from Lachlan since he left for Edinburg with that mysterious friend from Dalmahearn. Fia said a man had shown up to retrieve his trunk that day and she had no’ even thought to ask his name since Lachlan had told her to expect him.”

I felt horrible that Uncle didn’t know the truth. But I could not risk telling it and putting Douglass’s clan in danger. My loyalty was to my husband who had protected me. And would Uncle be happier to know Lachlan had snapped? That he’d shot and tried to drown Douglass, and that he’d beat me severely, and tried to force himself on me?

He said, “I had only just realized before he left town that he’d set his heart on having ye, Jinny, but then he was gone and Douglass came along, and I thought all would be fine.”

Uncle stood and walked to the window where Douglass and Kelan were. Looking out to sea, he pulled in a long breath and said, “I was happy he was gone, and to be honest, I’m happy he has no’ returned. I feel guilty for that, and hope I was no’ a bad father. But it seemed no matter what I did, his feet always walked toward a self-seeking path. Fia was right there applauding his every step and shouting her disapproval of mine, accusing me of harshness and of no’ loving him. I pray he has found some ease wherever he is.”

He turned to me and I knew then that he understood Lachlan had gotten himself killed.

“I suppose what I’m trying to say is, while I might have erred with Lachlan, would ye be willing to let me redeem myself and be a good grandda to Kelan? I ken I’m only his granduncle, but—”

“I would be honored, Uncle.” Tears burned my eyes. “Kelan needs you and so do I.”

Douglass studied my expression from his place at the window. His brows pinched and he turned his gaze to Uncle, standing beside him. “Ye’re welcome here at the castle to see Kelan as often as ye wish.”

Uncle smiled, more tears coming into his eyes. “I’m honored and appreciative.”

I couldn’t believe Douglass had made that offer. I knew it was for me that he’d done it. I reached for him. “Oh, thank you, Douglass.”

“Of course, my love. But I should warn yer uncle,” he said, walking to me and sitting on the bed. Kelan was cradled in his arms.

Uncle said, “Warn me?”

“Aye, warn ye.” Douglass looked at him. “That invitation does no’ extend to visiting Jinny, as she might no’ often be free. I plan to give ye many more grandsons.” He kissed Kelan’s face. He then lifted my fingers to his lips—his gaze meeting mine. “And lots of granddaughters to boot.”
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Thank you

 

We hope you enjoyed coming under the sea with us! If you enjoyed our collection, would you mind leaving a review? Your opinion can help other readers decide whether or not to “fall in deep” with our mermaids. We’d really appreciate it!

 

Join us! Keep in touch with the mermaids of the Falling in Deep Collection! We have several other projects lined up. The witches and faeries are coming! Join our newsletter and we’ll let you know all about our upcoming releases! CLICK HERE TO JOIN.

 

[image: ]

 

Ready for more from the the Blazing Indie Collective?

Look for The Witching Hour Collection coming Halloween 2015 on Amazon!

 

Thank you!
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