
        
            
                
            
        

    Tidal Whispers
Julie Reece
 Claire Gillian
 Kelly Said
 Jocelyn Adams
J. Taylor Publishing




TIDAL WHISPERS
Published by J. Taylor Publishing
www.jtaylorpublishing.com
Heart’s Desire — Copyright © 2012 Julie Reece
The Sweetest Song — Copyright © 2012 Claire Gillian
Pearl of Pau’maa — Copyright © 2012 Kelly Said
The Undergarden — Copyright © 2012 Jocelyn Adams
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, locations, or any other element is entirely coincidental.
ISBN 978-1-937744-04-5 (EPUB)
First Published: June 2012




Heart’s Desire
Julie Reece
J. Taylor Publishing




Part 1
Though she swam underwater, Tessa Morgan moved within the ocean’s current as easily as she might a gentle breeze. Her breathing and vision worked effortlessly as though on dry land. When she stretched out with her limbs, maneuvering through the depths, her subconscious acknowledged she still lay in her college dorm bed, but the pressure of cool water against her skin tempted her to believe otherwise.
As usual, she angled her body toward a dim glow emanating from the other side of a coral reef. When she rounded the far end, a familiar underwater city loomed before her. Above the little kingdom, the faint, silver arc of a dome curved hundreds of feet over the tallest turret, flanking the castle’s keep.
Fish, some as big as platters, enveloped her. Their slick bodies wound under and over, caressing her limbs the way a cat rubs a human’s calves in greeting. She couldn’t help but giggle. Caught again in the fantastical, repeating dream, she decided to relax and enjoy. Unafraid, she reached out to touch one of the blue finned animals, and the group darted off, disappearing into a kelp forest.
Tessa shifted onto her back and continued paddling. Her eyes sought the sun however many leagues above her position. Despite the light’s distance, she had no trouble discerning the landscape. When she rolled over, white sand rose and dipped in sloping hills beneath her, interrupted by the occasional jagged rock, flood of bubbles, or darting silver fish. As a loggerhead lumbered by, she grabbed the edge of his shell and let the beast transport her through the swaying, green fence, standing guard around the city. She shivered as she passed through thousands of silken fingers, in the form of aquatic plant life, stroking her skin.
Near the gate, her hand released its hold on her reptilian sleigh, and she floated to the gritty floor. A tilt of her head brought the sight of a great archway. Letters she didn’t recognize rose in relief against the peach stone and offered information she could not decipher. A phosphorescent sheen of pink, blue and violet coated the space within the arch. Delicate as a soap bubble, the barrier parted as she pushed through and entered the city, the weight of her body returning as it would have above ground. Her hand ran the length of her sleeve. Dry and warm.
Wild!
She never lost her fascination with the sensations inside her dream world.
No one milled about the wide, golden streets. She wandered an open courtyard. Pathways forked left and right leading to doorways outlined with intertwining driftwood. Each dwelling space boasted a private atrium decorated with giant conch or coral, complete with wrought iron, shell encrusted seating. Tessa wasn’t sure how comfortable the chairs would be but couldn’t deny their beauty.
As her feet swept up the central path, the journey ended at the castle’s main entrance. Heavy gilded doors stood wide open revealing turquoise marble flooring. She entered without conscience, reasoning she could do whatever she wanted in her own wonder-filled dream.
Burning tapers bled wax from every chandelier and wall sconce, giving the entry hall a warm, inviting glow. A swish and drag of fabric had her glancing down only to find her apparel had changed to a flowing, cinnamon colored dress.
I love these dreams. She smiled to herself and sought her image in the huge foyer mirror hanging to her right. Soft brown eyes sparked over lips painted a glossy coral. Caramel waves tumbled down below bare shoulders, while the lighter blonde highlights that framed her face were pulled back by pearl clips. A corseted top pinched her already slim waist to the point of suffocation. The low cut bodice and push-up cups within enhanced even her modest bust line. Fabric multiplied at her hips and ended in satin puddles on the dark floor. The smooth chill of marble let her know her feet remained shoeless.
In her bliss, she twirled, forcing yards of fabric to shoot away from her body. She spun from the mirror, halting against a form both firm and yielding. One strong hand enveloped hers, while the other slipped around her middle, pulling her close. On cue, soft music from an unseen orchestra filled the hall. Strings first, low and haunting, followed by wind instruments. Eerie and intoxicating, the sounds worked like a potion to further muddle her already altered state.
She raised her eyes to her partner but could not make out more than shadowed features. His breath, though warm against her skin, sent chills through her frame. Rough fingers left her waist, trailed across her bare shoulders and up the back of her neck until they lost themselves in her hair. A subtle mixture of patchouli and orangewood filled the air. As the specter’s nose grazed her cheek, she raised her chin, and parted her lips to welcome his.
“Tessa,” he whispered. “My Tessa.”
Ring.
“Dammit, Tessa. Come on!”
Ring, ring.
Not the dream. Tessa’s roommate groaned her name again from her bed under the far window, demanding Tessa answer her cell.
Another harsh blare of a phone penetrated her groggy mind.
She jerked awake, the repeating noise stealing the rest of her dream.
Tessa pushed up from her pillow. With one hand sweeping the curtain of hair from her face, the other groped for her cell. She ran her thumb over the screen and bit back a growl. “Hello?”
“Miss Contessa Louise Morgan?” asked a tentative voice from the other end.
“Yes. Who is this? It’s … three o-flipping-clock in the morning.” Tessa fumbled for the light next to her bed. Paige, her roommate, moaned and rolled over, pulling blankets over her head.
“This is Dr. Robert Mangus with UAMS hospital in Little Rock. Are you the daughter of a Mr. and Mrs. Stephan Morgan?”
At the doctor’s formal tone, all remnants of sleep evaporated and a cold ball formed in the pit of her stomach. “Yes … I … am.”
“Are you alone, Miss Morgan? Do you have any friends or family you can call to be with you now?”
“What?” Why would a doctor ask that unless … “I don’t see what that—”
“I’m sorry, Miss Morgan. Your parents have been involved in a serious automobile accident. We need you to come to the hospital immediately. Is there anyone who could travel with you?”
Her phone dropped to the mattress with a light thud. The speaker continued to emit sounds of a muffled, distant voice. “Miss Morgan? Miss Morgan, are you still there?”
• • •
With her withered leg tucked under her body, Tessa pushed off with her left foot against the sand, creating a gentle sway in the old bench swing. Worn gray as driftwood by rain and ocean winds, the sturdy bench had been a favorite resting place of hers for years. The morning sun still hid beneath the horizon, stars fading against the backdrop of the early morning darkness.
As the breeze blew, circling round her face, Tessa fought a chill and pulled her red throw tighter about her shoulders.
Was I wrong to come here?
The Moss Landing home on the Atlantic coast had been a vacation retreat for her and her parents every summer before their death eight months before. With no extended family still alive, she’d left their historic residence in Arkansas, taken a leave of absence from school, and moved back to the little bungalow in an attempt to glue her shattered life together again.
It wasn’t working.
Tessa dug her toes deeper into the sand. She kicked out, spraying the granules toward the beach. At twenty-one, she had started her junior year at U of A when the call had come. Her mother had died at the scene, and though her father had hung on long enough to say goodbye to her, he’d also told Tessa he couldn’t live without his wife. She plead through her tears, begged him to stay, to fight for her, but he’d simply squeezed her fingers, closed his eyes, and slipped away.
Just like that, all love, support, and stability lay in the ground at Greendale Cemetery, leaving Tessa alone and confused. She hated to wallow in self-pity and resentment, but she couldn’t shake it off either.
“You’re up early.” Maggie Watson, long time neighbor and friend, said as the first pink rays formed beyond the waves.
Tess glanced over her shoulder as Maggie snapped the crumbs off a yellow kitchen towel.
“Can’t sleep again?”
A half smile tugged at Tessa’s lips. “How’d you guess?”
“I’m psychic that way.” Maggie hurried back into the house, letting the screen door slam behind her ample backside. Less than three minutes later, she reappeared and traveled out the door, down the steps, and across twenty yards of sugar white sand to where Tessa sat. Hands, gnarled and spotted with age, circled a mug of steaming herbal tea and held it under Tessa’s chin. “Drink that. No arguments.”
“Thanks, Mags.” Tessa lowered her mouth and blew over the green liquid to cool it before taking a sip.
“Mind if I sit?”
“’Course not.” Tessa pulled the heavy wrap from around her and inched over to accommodate the elderly woman. Gulls called to one another over the dark sea, gliding in and out of an early fog that crept across the swelling tide.
“So, what do you suppose is waiting out there for us today, dear?”
With a shrug, another smile crept over Tessa’s face. “Fish?”
“Comedian.” Maggie patted Tessa’s knee and bobbed her head toward the ocean. “I’ve always loved the sea, myself. It’s therapeutic, you know? Something about the salt and wind ministers to a certain kind of soul.”
Tessa nodded her agreement.
Maggie twisted the towel in her hands. “My Henry tells me not to fuss over you, but it’s indecent, you cooped up in that house alone. I worried it might be too soon, your coming here. You should be finishing school.”
Assuming Maggie meant facing memories of time spent with her parents, Tessa couldn’t agree more. Afternoon swimming lessons with her father, sandcastles with her mom, even childhood playmate, Cameron, had been a part of their summers past. The local boy, Cam, had been her constant companion seven wonderful summers in a row before he disappeared. Two years her senior, at sixteen, she supposed he’d outgrown her. Tessa drained more tea from her cup. Her eyelids slid shut as the soothing properties of chamomile and lavender coated her throat and stomach.
As she lowered her mug, the ring on her third finger clinked against the blue and white china.
Maggie leaned over—more like a second mother than a summer neighbor. She fingered the green gem surrounded by braids of gold as Tessa reopened her eyes. Maggie’s brow creased. “You still wear this?”
Tessa hesitated. The ring, presented as a gift from Cameron the last time she’d seen him, never left her finger. Not only a stunning piece of jewelry, the ring signified important memories she clung to, especially with all that had happened. “Did you know mom wanted me to give it back? She said it was too extravagant a present to accept at fourteen. I was so mad at the time, I burst into tears.”
“Your mother used the word ‘tantrum’ to describe your outburst as I remember.”
Tessa laughed before growing thoughtful again. “I’ve no idea what happened to him. Every time I come back here, I hope we’ll run into each other. He was crazy fun. Best friend I ever had, then he vanished without so much as a see-ya.” Her brow furrowed. “I bet he hooked up with one of those wet T-shirt winners from the wharf and forgot all about me.”
“Tess!” Maggie chided. “He was, is still, the most charming, tow-headed boy I’ve ever met.”
Tessa pictured his dark skin, the way his platinum hair hung over his green eyes. “I had the worst crush on him that last year. Maybe he knew and couldn’t face telling me he didn’t feel the same.” She tucked a wayward curl behind her ear. “Besides, I’d rather he were shallow than if something happened like a … an accident.” She choked on the words.
“Gracious, your pessimism gives me headaches.” Maggie gave a little huff. “Why don’t you take a walk, enjoy the relaxation of the ocean and clear your head a little?”
Tessa burrowed deeper in her blanket, resisting the older woman’s suggestion. “I’d rather stay here, if I may?”
“You mayn’t. You’re a beautiful young woman with her whole life yet to be lived. You cannot spend too long thinking only of the past.”
Tessa swallowed a sigh. “Fine.” She knew Maggie only meant to help, but the trip back to her roots in Moss Landing had seemed her last hope of finding her way.
She just wasn’t used to having to make her own decisions. When she’d struggled with a career choice, her father chose for her. When she’d become too solitary, believing herself deficient in the alluring-men-with-a-great-body area, her mom supplied Tessa with a string of blind dates.
Her neighbor stood. Silver hair, piled loosely on top of her head, stayed secure with a pair of painted chopsticks. Pale blue eyes sparkled. A satisfied expression had her lips curling up while high cheekbones bloomed pink color.
Tessa handed over her empty cup. “I’ll see you later.”
Maggie set it on the bench seat, waving her off. “Come see us for lunch, you’re far too skinny.”
Tessa saluted. “Will do, Ms. Bossy.”
The shoreline grew rockier as Tessa meandered down the deserted beach, and a thickening fog developed. Spray from the tumbling sea misted her skin, refreshing her sleepless body. Shoeless, Tessa picked her way among the craggy boulders, stopping from time to time to examine some washed up shell or length of kelp.
She smiled, acknowledging Maggie had been right—she usually was, but still, her mind drifted to her first meeting with Cameron.
The boy with yellow hair had popped up from the waves behind her while she’d bit back tears. The teasing from several new kids she’d met on the beach had reached maximum torment. Hands fisted at her sides and chest heaving, all she thought about was how to get in one good punch before they took her down. They would, too. She may have won a fight with polio as a toddler, but the disease left her right leg underdeveloped. Thinner muscles and a tad shorter length left a small hitch in her step. Though her parents had taught her to feel sorry for children who bullied, their advice hadn’t helped that day.
Cam, though, seemed to come from nowhere to defend her honor. Older and taller, when he told the others to take a hike, they ran like the cowards they were.
“Why’d you help me?” she’d asked.
He’d shrugged and answered, “I think you’re brave.”
With one act of chivalry, he’d earned her undying loyalty.
That very night, the summertime dreams had started.
A woman giggled. The eerie, echoing sound snapped Tessa’s attention back to the present. Ahead, and to her left, she could have sworn she heard a deeper, more masculine laugh in return. She narrowed her eyes, searching the cloudy layers of swirling fog.
“Hello?”
Silence.
“Is someone there?” A splash, followed by two more, erupted from the water in the distance. Tessa hurried toward the noise. Who would swim in that dismal soup? She glanced at the sea. A dark shadow slipped below the surface near her. Seals? Anxious to see the fleeing creatures, she raced forward but tripped, scraping her knee on the rocks.
“Ow.” Tessa lifted the leg of her striped flannel pajama bottoms to inspect the damage when a louder, bigger plunk hit the ocean’s surface. Ignoring her injury, she crossed the space as fast as she dared, risking another fall in the still dim light.
At the water’s edge, she found nothing but deserted rock. She shook the hair from her face and blew out a breath, not surprised she’d missed the elusive animals.
“Darn it.” She hadn’t exactly been subtle.
As if to tease her, another splash taunted her from somewhere ahead in the waves.
No other followed.
Without warning, their departure stabbed at the loneliness in her soul.
Blurry-eyed, she stared at the waving ocean, wondering what it would be like to hurl her body past the shoreline. To give in. To give up. To sink below the turbulent surface to the calm and serene waters below. The idea sounded peaceful, final, but even as the thought formed, she dismissed the notion as cowardice.
“I miss you, Mom,” she shouted to the wind. “Can you hear me? I miss you, Daddy!” Oh God. Oh God. I can’t do this without them. “I know you wanted to be with her, but I needed you to fight and stay with me. Why did you leave me alone?” Her words poured out a garbled mess. “I’m not brave. And I feel horrible, and selfish, and guilty about that, Daddy.” She wept into her hands, letting the tears fall. Sorrow wracked her body over and over in uncontrollable sobs.
Minutes later, her throat swollen and sore from crying, she pressed a hand to her stomach. When her grief subsided, she sank down to the wet, flat stones.
She sniffed and hiccupped with lessening tears and brushed her curling hair from her face. With a sweep of her hands to the rear to support her weight, her palm slid against a small, spiny object. Fingers shaking from the cold, she curled around a shell attached to a long, gold chain.
Oh no. Someone lost a beautiful necklace. She considered leaving the jewelry where she’d found it in case the owner came looking, but one glance at the choppy surf washing over the rocks convinced her otherwise.
As she turned the shell over in her hands, the jewelry niggled a memory locked deep in her mind. Déjà vu overtook her as the pink interior winked. Wha … She squinted at the small opening. When she angled the shell, like staring through the viewfinder on a camcorder, the two-inch window changed color, transitioning from green and blue to the pink and purple of an iridescent bubble.
Tessa tipped the shell again, and a jade colored eye stared back through the opening. Impossibly close, the iris blocked the entire area. The eye blinked. Tessa dropped the shell and yelped.
Get a grip Tess.
She bent to retrieve the necklace. Turning the shell wrong side up, the smooth, pink center reflected nothing remarkable, just pink. She blew inside the cavity, shook it and looked again. Nothing.
You’re tired. Stressed out. That’s all.
The horizon grew rosy with the rising sun and reminded her of the impending invasion of beachgoers that would soon arrive. She clutched the found prize in her palm and headed for home.
• • •
Maggie held the shell necklace Tessa had deposited on her kitchen table. “Where did you say you found this?”
“I fon is on the ros by tuner pot.”
“What? Gracious, child, have some couth.”
Tessa chewed at the wad of hotdog and washed it down with Maggie’s iced tea. “Sorry.” She swallowed. “I said I found it on the rocks by Turner Pointe.”
“That I understood.” Maggie smiled. Her head lowered over the shell again as she muttered, “Pteropurpura trialata alba. It’s a beautiful specimen.”
“Would you like to keep it?” Tessa asked. “I know your massive collection probably doesn’t need new editions, but you’re welcome to have it. I don’t think I’ll ever find its owner. Wouldn’t even know how.”
“Why don’t you wear it? It’s pretty.” As she stood, she arched up and slipped the chain over Tessa’s head.
Tessa stared at the necklace hanging between her breasts. She shook her head, not sure her cleavage was the best vantage point for ‘the eye’, should it return.
Maggie reached out a hand, giving Tessa’s arm a light pat. “It’ll be all right.” She wagged a crooked finger in the air. “Wait a little longer, and see if time doesn’t fix everything.”
Tessa gave a weak nod and faced the kitchen window, studying the cobalt waters a hundred yards beyond.
• • •
“Tessa …” A male voice called her back inside the dream. Dreams she hadn’t experienced in the eight months since her parents’ deaths. “You can’t know how I’ve missed you.”
Familiar surroundings prodded the memory of the fantasy world she’d created so long ago.
She lifted a brow. “You know me?”
A light laugh ensued. “Do you suppose me the type of man to make love to every woman I meet?”
Um … She had no idea how to answer as her fantasy’s face remained shadowed, but she decided she didn’t care. I’m safe in my own imagination, right? A warm hand slid from hers to her back. Muscles in his arms flexed as he pressed her to him and began to dance.
They whirled in time to the music. Her eyes closed. Swaying and spinning, he pulled her deeper under his spell. His breath came faster against her forehead. Their pace stuttered.
As her body came to an abrupt halt, her eyes popped open. He’d maneuvered her to the wall across from the mirror. She barely recognized the sultry woman reflected back at her from around her partner’s shoulder. Expectant, and as rigid as a trapped bird, she awaited his next move.
With his first two fingers, he traced the line of her nose down to her mouth. A white smile flashed before the shadow bent his head. His lips skimmed across hers once. He nipped at her mouth, and her heart responded with pounding so loud she feared he’d hear. Heat bloomed deep within her belly, spreading to her arms and legs. Desire for more had her leaning back, her neck arched, exposed as an invitation. Typically shy, in her dream state, she abandoned any reserve. She wanted nothing more than to forget her pain, imagine herself a seductress, beautiful, desirable, even for a little while. “Kiss me?”
His mouth covered hers. Warm, consuming, his breath hushed against her cheek while her fingers threaded his hair, twisted around the roots, drawing him closer. Returning his passion, her lips parted to take in more of him. His hands slid to her hips, and gripping the fabric in tight fists, he pressed his body even closer, if that were possible.
She sighed, tongues intertwined, searching, tasting. Her head spun as the bones and ligaments in her frame lost strength. His arms slid up her back, holding her steady even as his delicious kisses pushed her further down. As she raised her calf to hug the side of his waist, his hand slid up her thigh. Reeling, spiraling away from reason, she lost the ability to think at all, fusing with the stranger in front of her. Nothing made sense, but that only made her want him more.
When her mysterious lover lifted his head, blurry features focused, sharpening and merging into a recognizable image. His jaw line was more square, cheeks less full, more mature. The image nagged at her memory.
“Who are you?”
A tug on the chain at her neck made the shell at the other end dance. He lifted the ring on her finger and pressed his lips to the stone. “These gifts are how you’re here with me, as more than a spectator.” He opened his coat pocket revealing a giant conch shell. “It’s how I make you my own at night.”
“Yes … but who are you?”
“I am one of the Merrow, the Muir-gheilt, and
I am coming for you, love.
One day, when the time comes, I will ask you a question. Choose me and nothing will keep us apart.”
• • •
With a quick turn of the key, Tessa killed the engine of her red Toyota Prius. Forced on a dreaded errand for groceries, she grabbed her purse and exited the vehicle. While making a bee-line for the store’s automatic double doors, she scanned the parking lot for anyone she knew.
An introvert from the beginning, Tessa had grown more reclusive since her parents’ deaths. She liked people, she really did, but conversations comprised of Mr. Wilson’s gout or Edna Campbell’s love life were impossible to relate to, considering the hole in her heart. However selfish, she hated pretending she cared or that everything was fine. It wasn’t.
Peterson’s Fresh Mart stood on the corner of a string of local shops near the public beach. A dozen picnic tables and volleyball nets littered the park entrance area. She and Cam had spent their fair share of hours there, eating ice cream, competing in local volleyball tournaments, and watching countless sunsets. There wasn’t any concern she hadn’t shared with him; he knew her every thought because she’d told him.
She’d handed him her untried, adolescent heart on a platter.
Before she entered the store, she caught sight of a tan, blond guy, disappearing around a corner. Something in the way his shoulders moved and the general swagger in his step made her wonder.
Cam?
Picking up her pace, Tessa jogged in sandaled feet to the side of Peterson’s. She peered around the corner, scrutinizing the crowd. When she didn’t see him, she ran to the end of the wall and poked her head behind the building.
Hot and sunny, the beach beyond the storefronts swarmed with both locals and visitors. She’d never locate him in that wriggling throng of humanity. Back and forth she searched. Her hand came up to aid her sunglasses in shielding the harsh glare that hindered her efforts. She blew out a breath, ready to quit when just ahead, a platinum head of wind tousled hair retreated through a group of elderly folks near the shore.
She bolted for the water, purse slapping against her hip as she ran. Her shoes filled with sand, slowing her pace. “Cameron?” She didn’t care that she acted like a stalker. “Cam, wait!”
Several older tourists wearing T-shirts with the words Retired: wanna make somthin’ of it parted to allow her access.
Placing a hand to her chest, she glanced up and down the beach, but no one fitting Cam’s description appeared.
“Excuse me, Miss?” A hoarse and crackled voice attached to a bald man with a pleasant face bent near her. His belly hung over a pair of yellow Bermuda shorts, and beneath those, black socks and tan orthopedic sandals supported his frame. “Excuse me,” he repeated. “Have you lost someone?”
“Yes, I did,” she answered, banking a sigh. “About seven years ago.”
• • •
Tessa waltzed. Strong arms swept her round the marbled hall of the underwater castle. Her tempter’s stratagem directed their path to the rich, carpeted staircase. He lowered her to the steps, easing himself alongside her. As his fingers burrowed into her hair, he brought his lips down upon hers.
Arms and legs roamed, tangled with their passion. She clung to him, teased him with her tongue, sought to brand him with her mouth.
He lifted his head. “Tessa.” His voice husky, he uttered her name like a plea.
“Hmm?” With her fingers still clutching his shirt, she pulled him to her, lips claiming his again.
“Tessa, wait.” He chuckled. “I want you, but …” She kissed his jaw. “Will. You. Stop. That?” He said in between kisses. Holding her apart from him, he tried again, “I can’t talk when you do that. Listen to me.”
The faded image of her lover cleared. “Cameron?” She shook her head, confused by the face that stared back at her.
“When the time comes, I will ask a question. Choose me, and we will be together.”
Are you kidding me? Hadn’t he said something similar in a previous dream? “I choose you. I choose you, now! Kiss me some more!”
A knock on the outer wall of the castle echoed in the hall, sending shock waves through her system.
“No,” he said.
A question formed on her tongue. “Cam—”
Another blow rocked the building. The wall mirror swung out before crashing to the floor. Glass shattered, splintering into a thousand tiny shards. Pieces penetrated her skin, stinging and biting like a hornet’s swarm. Her lover’s arm shot out to grip her. A sharp tug positioned her behind him.
A hole widened in the wall where the mirror had been. Gray mist swirled through the opening. Wisps at first, the smoke grew thicker, boiling and churning into a black cloud. Roiling like a thunderhead, the cloud took shape. Two arms sprung from the chaos, a head with flowing white beard and body, and finally, not legs but a magnificent, amethyst tail.
Tessa stared, wide-eyed at the mythological creature. She guessed his stature as much as ten feet tall.
All joy in her make-believe world drained. Her throat went dry, and her stomach twisted as she viewed the monstrous figure. She leaned into her partner’s strong back. His arm shifted around behind him, holding her steady.
“What human dares trespass here? Answer and be quick, and your life may be spared.”
“Sire, she is with me as my guest. I summoned her.”
“You summoned?” The giant asked. “How? You’ve said nothing of this.” He grabbed at the empty pouch she hadn’t noticed him wearing. His face went from alabaster to red to bright purple, and he bugled his rage. “My conch! It’s gone? How dare you, boy!”
“Father, please, if you’ll only listen.”
Father?
The merman lifted his mighty arms. The room shifted, and colors ran together in a swirling, tie-dyed mix of sights and sounds.
“I beg you, Father, do not harm her for my sake.”
Images smeared. Her grip tore from that of the ghostly specter. He lunged for her, but his efforts were in vain. His arm passed right through her as if she were a vapor. “Tessa … Tessa, I can renounce my claim to …” His voice faded, drowned out by the thunderous pounding of her own heartbeat.
She sat up with a scream. Around her, the familiarity of her room soaked into her reality. Blue numbers on her digital clock flashed 2:53 a.m.
Another dream.
Unlike the others, the appearance of the formidable sea-god left her shaken and winded.
Palm to forehead, Tessa recounted the details of her fantasies. Ones she’d relived in so many parts and pieces over the years. She fingered the shell pendant on her chest. In her younger years, she’d viewed a faceless, blond boy, swimming, playing, and living life in his ocean city as if she watched a movie.
Later, her fantasies had matured and become interactive. She’d stopped fighting her desires and taken an aggressive role, as evidenced by the wild make-out sessions where she’d behaved like a wonton hussy with a perfect stranger.
Not stranger. She’d have been lying to herself if she tried to believe that. Somewhere deep inside, she’d known the man her mind conjured was Cameron all along.
Tessa pressed cold fingers to her lips, half expecting to find them swollen from the night’s kissing.
You’re ridiculous.
Eyelet curtains ruffled against the window casing, drawing her attention to them. As she lay down, a gentle breeze cooled the sweat drying on her skin, and she shivered. Head turned toward the glass panes, the fabric billowed up with each new gust.
“I miss you, Cam.”
Unable to keep the tremor from her voice, she whispered to the dark, “I don’t know if I’ll ever find peace again.”




Part 2
Exhausted from a week of nightly dreaming, Tessa sat on the warm rocks and awaited the setting of the sun. The incandescent orb shot its rays out against billowing white clouds, turning the undersides varying shades of fuchsia and gold.
Soft footsteps made her crane her neck around to see who approached. Sunlight blinded her, and she raised a hand to help cut the glare. Her eyes narrowed at the shadow towering above her. As the dark form lowered itself to the seat near her, she gasped.
“Cameron?” she asked. “Oh my gosh!”
Blond hair, green eyes, dark skin.
“Oh my gosh, it really is you.” Her face warmed as she realized her lame outburst stated the obvious twice. “Well, of course it’s you. I mean, I’m surprised to see you.” She swallowed around the walnut sized lump lodged in her throat.
“Tess.” Though deeper, his voice still retained the softness she remembered when he said her name.
“I didn’t know if you ever …” she tossed a hand around, “… still hung out here.” She tried for a light tone but shifted her gaze toward the ocean, unable to meet his eyes.
He’d disappeared without a word. Of all the times she’d thought about seeing him, and what she might say, her plans for elegant speech left her.
“We arrived yesterday. My father has given me five days here to … sort some things out. It’s not long enough, but it feels good to walk this beach again, and to see you, Tessa.”
After years of hoping, the coincidence of his sitting with her was surreal. She snuck a glance at him, noting he still studied her with the same piercing green eyes, same scar interrupting his left eyebrow. Broad shouldered, the skin showing around his navy T-shirt was bronzed—the same flawless honey she remembered. He sat on the damp rock beside her, an arm casually draped over his knee, smiling. Questions paraded through her mind like cattle at market. Who’s we? Where did you go? Why did you leave without saying goodbye?
“I came every summer until college, then, you know, got busy with other things for a couple years. Forever since I’ve seen you though.”
If you don’t count the obsessive dreaming of you at night.
He nodded, face somber. “I ran into Maggie in town, and we talked a long while. She told me about your parents. I’m so sorry, Tessa.”
“Oh. Yeah. Thanks.”
“Your folks were pretty understanding, you know, about all the stunts we pulled as kids. Your dad watched me like a hawk.”
Tessa’s lips curved at the memories. As Cam adjusted his legs, his body moved closer. A wave of jitters tickled her stomach. A mental flash of their dream dancing warmed her cheeks.
“Remember sneaking out to go to that little carnival on the causeway?” Cam poked her arm. “They said you were too young to go alone with me at night.”
She remembered. They rode the Spyder after sharing the same ice cream cone and stick of cotton candy. She’d gotten so dizzy she’d thrown up behind the ticket booth as they exited the ride. Cameron had held her hair back while she puked and taken her home. Not her best moment. “Ugh. So embarrassing. Why’d you bring that up?”
“What about the time you wanted to adopt the sandpiper with a broken wing as a pet. Or the time I let you bury me in sand to my neck? You threatened to leave me there unless I gave you the skateboard we found.”
Tessa laughed. “Hey! That’s not how I remember the story. You totally tricked me into letting you have a first turn that lasted all day. It was self defense. You didn’t share very well as a child, you know.”
He grinned at her. “I’m better with that now.”
Tessa folded her arms but returned his smile. “I hope so.”
The moment faded with their smiles, and a full minute passed in silence.
“So,” he said.
“So. Where’ve you been?” She eyed his ring finger. “Are you married or …” Words stalled on her tongue as he reached for her hand. Lifting her fingers between them, he said, “You still wear my ring?”
Awkward much? She pulled her hand away. “Oh, um, yeah. I’ve always loved it.” She decided she wasn’t up to playing verbal chess with him.
“That’s cool.” Motioning to the shell at her throat, he said, “I’m betting that was a gift from your boyfriend?” Cam inched closer, reaching for the pendant. His fingertips brushed her skin as he lifted the trinket.
The insinuation, along with his touch, super-heated the skin on her face. If water hit her, she’d likely send up a cloud of steam. “No. I found it, actually.”
“And a found necklace makes you blush?” His eyes widened. “Violently, too. I doubt that.”
Her chin came up. “Well, I did. Right around here.” She stiffened as he rolled the shell over. Would he glimpse the world she did as she slept?
“Looks like you could see inside someone’s soul through there.”
When she tried to comment, a horse cough preceded her words. “See? Against those rocks …” She pointed. “I found—”
“Way to change the subject.” He dropped the shell. “You don’t have to tell me.”
“I’m not making it up.” When he peered at her from the corner of his eye, she realized he’d been teasing all along. “Oh you!” She shoved his arm.
He fell over laughing. “Just so you know, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn you have an admirer, Tessa Morgan.”
“Whatever.” She pulled a thread from her sleeve.
Cam brought her chin up with his finger. “It’s very good to see you, Tess.”
She swallowed as his gaze intensified. “It’s good to see you, too.”
The red sun melted into the ocean like sealing wax. Wind gusted around them, driving stinging sand into exposed skin. “Well. It was really great to see you, Cam, and you look great. I mean happy. Great.” Shut up! “I mean, it’s getting late. I suppose I’d better get back, see about getting some dinner.” She pushed off to stand, wishing she’d worn pants to cover her pitiful leg.
“Oh, okay.” His voice took on a deflated tone as he rose alongside her.
He made her feel ten years old again. She kicked at a rock with her toe. “You said ‘we’ before, so I guess you’ve got someone to meet as well, right?”
“Yeah.” His hand brushed the hair from his eyes. “No. I mean no,” he said, too quickly.
She lifted a brow and suppressed the nervous laughter building in her lungs. “Well, which is it? You could come along … eat with me if you want.”
“Yes, I’m here with some people, but they’ll be fine on their own.” His voice grew louder as he angled his head toward the ocean with his answer.
Ookay. She let a small smile play on her lips. “Remember the way?”
“Definitely.”
As they walked along in silence, Cam leaned over and bumped her shoulder with his, just like he used to.
Caught off guard, Tessa’s head whipped up only to see him smirk in her direction. She walked a step or two further and bumped him back.
• • •
Breakfast, lunch and dinner came and went, and every morning, Tessa was thrilled to find Cam still asleep on the couch or sipping coffee on her front porch. For four days, they walked the shore, visited their old haunts, talking and laughing about old times as though they’d never been apart.
“Strange how I thought I had life all figured out,” Tessa had confessed as they sat on the beach one evening. “My father’s dream of my becoming a physical therapist was all but tied up with a bow. When my parents died, I fell apart. I’m not sure of anything anymore. I came back here—to the place I’d been happiest—to try and make sense of everything.”
Cam had listened without judgment, comforted her as she wept. “You’re going to be all right, Tessa Morgan.” He’d brushed back her hair, kissing her cheek. “I promise you.”
Tessa wanted to believe him even as she sat in her favorite spot on the ancient yard swing. Cam slept peacefully next to her, his head resting on her lap just like the old days, when he couldn’t make it to the end of a late movie. He’d slump against her, snoring away until she woke him. Afraid to move, she sat like a stone, puzzling over their evening as she watched the tussling waves.
Sometimes, when he looked at her, she held her breath. Before her was the Cam she’d always known, protective, funny, the best friend she’d ever had, but he was different, too. She’d witnessed a new, sexy, smoldering intensity in his gaze repeatedly over the last few days.
Every night, in her dreams, she met him in the secret city. No sea god came to condemn or disturb their play, and though she never saw another living soul, she was strangely aware of others lurking nearby. Locked in the arms of her ghostly lover, she clung to him as he kissed her breathless, only to wake in her own bed.
In one more day, the real Cam would leave, and sooner or later, she would board a plane for Arkansas, grow up, and get back to the life she’d planned with her parents. All summer fantasies would melt away.
A creak from the screen next door announced Maggie’s arrival outside. She glanced toward the sleeping form on Tessa’s lap and held a finger to her lips. “I’m happy for you dear,” she shout-whispered. “We’ll chat later.”
“Oh, Maggie, no. It’s not like that, we’re just friends.”
With a grin as big as a crescent moon, she waved and retreated inside.
Cam stretched, twisting awake. He shifted to face her, but kept his head in her lap. Rubbing his eyes with the back of his fingers reminded Tessa of his nine-year-old self. “Sorry.” He smiled. “You make a good pillow. Now, what’s this you’re telling Maggie? Are we just friends?”
Tessa’s eyes widened as Cam sat up on the swing. Are we? Dream versus reality Cam had become so intertwined, she was having trouble separating the two. The man sitting with her had been her closest childhood friend. Casual flirting didn’t begin to describe the hot make-out sessions she’d been engaging in nightly with the fish king’s son. The passion was amazing, but she didn’t really know that version.
Was the imaginary Cam bleeding over into the real one?
Cameron inched closer until his chest met her arm. Her breath caught. He hooked a finger under her chin, forcing her gaze up. “Look at me, Tessa.”
She swallowed, seeking his gorgeous green eyes, and locked on. The edges crinkled with his smile, and his patient manner eased her frazzled nerves. “I know a lot more about you than you think I do.”
As he shifted against the bench, his head descended until his lips met hers. His arms wrapped around her, encasing her in warmth and safety. She gave herself up to him the way she had in her dreams, hands wandering up his chest. He leaned in harder, his tongue exploring hers. She met his growing passion. Denial out the window, her mouth conveyed years of long suppressed desire.
When he lifted his head, the gleam in his eye made her bite her lip. “You told Maggie we’re just friends, but I don’t think we are.” He grinned. “I care about your happiness, and I know you care for me, too.”
Conflicting thoughts warred in her mind. He lived in California. What of her home in Arkansas, school, the grief she couldn’t overcome? She wasn’t whole anymore, had nothing of herself to offer anyone else. “I do, but … my situation’s complicated.”
Hoisting himself from the bench, he left the seat rocking in his wake. He pivoted and held out a hand. “Will you walk with me? I need to explain some things, and we only have until dawn.”
“Well, that’s creepy and kind of ominous sounding, Cam.” She laughed at her own joke, but he didn’t crack a smile. She cleared her throat, taking his outstretched hand and following meekly as he led her down the shoreline. She tripped, and his arm came around her back in support.
“So.” He stared straight ahead.
“So.”
“When I said I knew you, I meant, I know about your dreams. At night. In the ocean. With me.”
Tessa stopped dead.
Cameron’s arm slipped from her waist to her hand. He squeezed so hard she forced herself not to flinch.
Sure she’d misunderstood, she blinked and said, “Wait. What do you mean? You know about me … um, my … ?” She peered up at the man by her side.
He glanced down and back. “I do.”
What does he mean? Had she been talking in her sleep again? Two people can’t share the same dream, can they? She rubbed her neck with trembling hands. Divided between two men and, as ridiculous as it sounded, two worlds. This is all in my head, right? Her skin burned as a headache wrapped its tentacles around her skull.
Cam faced her. Fingers clamped down on her shoulders, holding her at arm’s length. “Time is short, Tessa. You know I’ve got to go. My father set the parameters of my visit. I can’t change them. So I must tell you the truth as it’s long overdue.”
Okay. She swallowed. Stay calm, maybe it’s not that bad.
“I know you visit the Merrow under the sea at night. I know all about what goes on, what you do there.”
Nope, it’s bad. It’s worse. “Uh.” She bit her cheek. His knowing of her romps with his look-a-like was embarrassing beyond measure.
He led her to the place where rock met sea and sat cross-legged, pulling her down with him. She shivered more from nerves than cold, but he wrapped his arms around her and spoke into her hair. “I need to explain,” he said.
Tessa closed her eyes, drinking in the sound of his voice.
“What would you say if I told you that I understand about the guy you dance with because he’s … well, he’s me?”
Her eyes flew open as air rushed from her lungs. She pushed at his chest. “It’s just a dream.” Muscles bulged as his arms tightened about her, preventing any attempt at escape.
“It’s not a dream. At sixteen, my sisters pointed out what I hadn’t wanted to face. I was in love with you, always had been. The bond you shared with your family rivaled the tie I have with mine. I was young and not yet ready to forsake my people. Since I couldn’t explain, I left.” His forehead lowered against hers. “I thought it best to disappear from your life. I tried, but never forgot you, couldn’t stay away. During the summers, I waited here with my sisters, watching you from the water.”
His sisters. She thought back to the ghostly women’s laughter, the splashing she’d heard on the shore a few days before.
“I guessed if the lights came on at the bungalow, you were close. I don’t know what was harder, seeing you from a distance or wondering what happened when your folks started coming alone. I assumed you were off somewhere, living your life. You don’t know how thoughts of you finding another, human man, haunted me.”
Tessa stared at the choppy water. This can’t be happening. Whitecaps disguised as sea fairies riding white stallions galloped across the water’s surface. She put a hand to her mouth, doubting her senses for the hundredth time.
“When I met up with Maggie, she told me about your parents, and I grieved for your loss.” His fingers sought her cheek, and he tilted her face to meet his. “More sorry than I can say. I’d never have wished that for you, but I came to you, secretly, just like I always have, but this time to …” He smiled. “Well, to seduce you, and to prove my worth. Let me offer you a home with me, safety, and all my love. I’ll gladly leave the sea if it means a life with you.”
“I’m—I’m not sure I understand.” She tucked her hair behind an ear. “Say I’m not crazy or dreaming. I’m human, and you’re …” She lowered her voice. “Well, how could we, uh, how would I …” She threw up her hands. “You’re, like, some kind of gift from the gods, and I’m just me.”
“Not the gods. God himself. We are not another species, Tessa. We’re another race, created as any other. Like you. Did you think humans were His only accomplishment?”
The fact she had never thought about it didn’t seem as important as the string of reasons why they couldn’t be together. “If every word you’ve said is true, your father hates me. He—”
“He doesn’t hate you. He just doesn’t understand. If I renounce my commitment to the sea, I’ll come ashore permanently. We can marry. All you have to do is choose me. I need you. I want you with me.”
She shook her head as he spoke. No way would she separate him from his family, not when she knew how precious a gift they were. A tear slipped from her eye. “You don’t know what you’re saying. The sacrifices you’d be making. I don’t believe you’ve—”
Cam gripped both her shoulders and dragged her forward, his mouth claiming hers. Strong arms slid around her back, crushing her against his chest, his lips reminding her of the passion they’d shared in the twilight hours.
When he raised his head, he left her gasping for breath, pulse racing. “Believe me now?” His smile rained over her, obviously pleased at the effect his kisses had on her.
A splash drew her attention. A hundred yards out, seawater sprayed the sky as if a whale had jumped from the sea. Instead, Cam’s father floated waist high in the water, sullen and terrible as a dark omen. A burning chill ran down Tessa’s back as though her spine suffered from frostbite.
“It’s time,” Cam said.
She shuddered, but he held her quiet and calm.
“Others of my kind have made the same decision. My father knows I’ll leave my world for yours—if you’ll have me. His timeline is an attempt to force my hand. The choice is irrevocable.” He glanced toward his father.
“I have no family, and you do.” The fact their bond would cost the man his son explained the sea king’s continued glare. Understanding what it was to lose a loved one, she could never inflict that pain on anyone else.
A muscle in Cam’s jaw flexed. “I’ve chosen you. All that’s left is for you to choose me. Say yes.”
Her body trembled in uncontrollable waves. Hesitation gripped her. Cam’s brow furrowed as she wrestled free of him.
“No.” He shook his head, eyes black with intensity. “Tessa, no.”
“Forgive me. You need your family, and I’m not going to be the one to sever that tie.” Later, he’d understand she was right, even thank her.
“Don’t do this. The window is closing.” He patted the air with his hands as he spoke. “This is a lot to absorb, but don’t be afraid. You’ll be with me. Like in our dreams, we’ll be together.”
She took a step away from him, and another. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” Tessa spoke to the blackness welling around her heart.
“I promise I’ll make you happy.”
“Oh, Cam. It’s not that—”
“Son.” Speech loud as a thunderclap, the merman’s voice boomed through his conch. “We cannot delay.” Cam’s father glided toward the shallows. The purple glow in his conch matched the one shining at her breast. The shell pulsed and faded as he spoke. “As she has declared, so be it.”
Roiling ocean water churned as the conch blared. Taking shape as a giant hand, frothing waves left the sea and encircled Cameron’s waist. He hurled himself against the force of the water, straining toward her. “You’re not alone, Tess. You can’t find your place in this world because we belong together. Trust me. Let me join you!”
Her eyes stung, hands fisted. She pressed her lips shut as her body stood rigid and determined.
Water consumed him, up to his shoulders, yet he fought against it. Other sea folk appeared above sea level, arms outstretched. Hundreds of Cam’s people, each radiant in their own luminescent glow.
Tessa bit the inside of her mouth until the salt-iron taste of blood flowed. Her future happiness, trapped in an iron fist of water, was edging away, and it was her choice. She fought the urge both to chase after him and to run. Torn between love, grief, and fear, her soul threatened to wrench itself apart.
In her peripheral vision, Maggie’s image loomed on the shore near her. Seemingly unaffected by the mer-people around them, she smiled, raised a hand as if in farewell. “Wait a little longer and see if time doesn’t fix everything.” Had the old girl known about them all along?
Maggie’s presence defined Tessa’s past and suggested a future.
Tears streaming from her eyes, she faced Cam once again. The pleading in his face pierced her heart. “I’m sorry Cameron,” she shouted above the water’s roar. “Forgive me!” Oh God, oh, God. The same pain of losing her parents sent a
fresh wave over her soul. “If only I could have come with you …”
Cameron’s eyes widened. “Oh, Tessa!” The waves that held him loosened their hold. “I never dreamt you’d be willing to give up your life on land for me. Would you? Would you come with me instead?”
Would she? What did she have but dreams made by others and no one to share them with? “If I go with you, can I return?”
Cam glanced at his father over his shoulder and back to her. “Yes, but never permanently, as you do now.”
Heart pounding with thoughts of the unknown, indecision engulfed her. “Go home to them, Cam.”
He fought against the waning strength of his barrier to embrace her and buried his face in her hair. “And you’ll come?”
She held her breath. How could she decide, in a moment, to leave all she’d ever known? She nodded a hesitant agreement, her aim to get him to return to his family, knowing she deceived him if she lost faith in the end and didn’t follow.
“Commit to the sea,” she whispered. “Do it now, please.”
Cameron squared his shoulders as he faced the murky tide. She glanced over at the king, heavy lines of concern fading at her words. Like something from a Sci-fi film, the titan in the water bowed in her direction, in thanks, or at least acknowledgement.
The man she loved spoke in a tongue she did not understand. The volume intensified as the wind carried his pledge away. With a speech that forever bound him to his people, Tessa exhaled her relief.
The Merrow King lifted the great conch above his head. The shell glowed with an ethereal light that spread to encompass the entire beach.
When Cam finished his oath, one arm took her waist as the other pointed to the surf. “Look.” She followed the trajectory of his arm. Below the waterline, hundreds of tiny lights wavered in the ocean depths, growing brighter, more distinct with each passing moment. “My people come to greet you, Tessa.” He smiled. His hand sought her side until his fingers found and threaded hers. “Now it’s your turn.”
She paused. Life on land or Cam? What was she waiting for?
A sudden flash of light ripped him from her.
No! The reality of living without Cam removed any lingering doubts. She heaved a deep breath. “I ask to join the Merrow. That is my heart’s desire!”
The world spun black and gray and blue, dotted with tiny, perfect stars. Her body sank, or did it float, along in the void? Was she too late? Had he gone without her?
She shut her eyes, fanning the space around her with weightless limbs. Conscious of a wide field beyond her grasp, she accepted the limbo her hesitation had sent her into. At least Cam was safe with his family. That was enough.
A hand grabbed hers in the abyss. She let herself be swept up by the motion, cradled in strong arms. Her eyes snapped opened.
Cam.
His blond hair curled and swayed with the smallest movement, framing his face like a crown of gold. Her caramel locks fanned out, twining with his as he drew closer.
Around them, Merfolk swam toward the golden city, each carrying small lanterns glowing green and pink and blue. They sang in unison, a melody more hauntingly beautiful than any church choir she’d ever heard.
“I thought you’d changed your mind.” Cam buried his face in her neck. “Don’t scare me like that again. Ever. Please.”
Tessa smiled.
He glanced toward the bottom of the ocean. “Tess? Look down for me.”
She obeyed. A gasp left her throat as she followed his gaze. A tail with fins as thin as gossamer floated beneath her. The right side slightly smaller, mirroring the weakness in her leg. “Is that real?”
“A gift from my father. My father’s power is a different reality than you’ve experienced,” he explained. “But, yes, it’s very real.”
“Wow. Just … wow.”
His arms wound around her hips, drawing her against him as he had in all her dreams. “You’ll retain your legs while in the city. They are for dancing …” He squeezed her. “… with me. The tail is for the sea.”
“Where is your father? I’d like to thank him.”
“Hmm. Later.” Without another word, Cam bent his head and kissed her.
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Chapter 1
“Three, Circe …” Poseidon, God of the Sea, trailed off with an exaggerated sigh, his fleshy lips in a moue of implacable disappointment. “Three times you have failed to shipwreck the Calypso.” He waved the same number of chubby fingers in the air, an oversized ring on the middle one. “Three! What have you to say in your defense this time?”
Circe shifted from foot to foot on the tiny reef where she stood—a jagged-edged perch from which she sang songs meant to lure ships to their hull-splitting doom.
A part of her couldn’t help but think Poseidon had been waiting for the first opportunity to reel her in. Despite being required to shipwreck more than any other siren in the Pacific—a quota Poseidon upped every year—she had managed to avoid his lascivious clutches. She feared she had reached the end of her tether.
She swung her hip-length mane of ebony hair over one shoulder before bowing her head in penitence. He was right, though. The commercial longliner should not have slipped away from her thrice.
Poseidon shook his head. “You used to be the best, but your botched attempts to shipwreck the Calypso make us all look bad. And, my dear, I really cannot have that. As you know, I have a reputation to uphold.” He bent down to consult with his accountant—a one-eyed merman named Cyrus and the biggest sycophant in the sea. The two tutted as Cyrus produced Circe’s performance evaluation and explained in a low murmur each metric and its benchmark.
Their brief conference concluded, Cyrus shifted to the side of the sea chariot’s step, his merman tail trailing into the water. He squinted at Circe through his monocle, his arms crossed at his chest.
Poseidon straightened. “Beautiful, tender-hearted Circe …” He began to clean under his nails with one of the tips of his trident. “There is no shame in admitting you’re burned out and need a new challenge.” The cleaning stopped, and Poseidon skewered her with his stare. “Perhaps you’ve developed a soft spot for the mortals? Hmm?”
She inwardly cringed at what new ‘challenge’ Poseidon might suggest. “Of course not. I’ve no soft spots, my Lord. I don’t over-think what must be done. I just do it.”
“You need to try a different tack then,” Cyrus said from beside Poseidon. “Have you considered ambushing the Calypso’s devastatingly handsome captain? You’re a pretty little thing, I dare say … for a bipedal. Perhaps a different sort of … hmmm … enticement?” An over-magnified, hazel eye narrowed, more calculating than appreciative, Circe thought.
“Oh, do be quiet, Cyrus!” Poseidon’s bellows blew back the shoulder length, ginger curls that lay artfully arranged on the merman’s shoulders. Cyrus slithered off the chariot and into the water.
Anxiety fisted in her gut. “My Lord, with all due respect, if I might try once more to lure the Calypso. I’ve been working on a new tune lately that’s quite catchy. I feel confident—”
Poseidon slammed the staff of his trident against the chariot’s platform. A spiderweb of St. Elmo’s fire leapt from its points and skittered along the starfish crown he wore. “My dear girl, the next time we meet, you will have either delivered the Calypso to Davy Jones, or you will surrender your voice.”
Her hand flew to her throat. “My Lord, no! You can’t! I’ve shipwrecked more than any other siren. You wouldn’t destroy my livelihood because of one aberration, surely.”
Poseidon stood and pointed his trident at her. “I will if you fail me once more. But I wouldn’t fret too much over the consequences, my dear.” He licked his lips and dragged his gaze up and down her body. “I’m sure we can find more suitable employment of your … talents. You have until the next new moon.”
He slapped the reins against the scaly hides of his seahorses, and in a maelstrom of water and foam, disappeared into the depths of the ocean.
Circe dropped her head into her hands. She’d tried nearly every trick she knew to claim the rogue fishing vessel, but nothing had worked. No ship had ever beaten her before. She needed a new plan and soon, or she’d be entertaining Poseidon in his boudoir, where his fetishes were reputed to be quite kinky. That, or be given an even more horrifying job—housekeeping for Scylla and Charybdis, two of the nastiest ladies of the sea.
• • •
Otis flipped through his paperwork—bills, maps, newly hired crewmember tax forms, maintenance records, and his favorite: catch statistics. He held the best record of any halibut fisherman in the region—three seasons, three hauls in the top ten. Some said he had to be half fish, having an almost instinctive ability to pinpoint the best waters. Others claimed he was the luckiest son of a bitch alive but warned his luck wouldn’t last. Otis didn’t know how he always seemed to choose the best spots; he just did, but he feared he had drained his luck to its last drops, and malevolent forces bent on his ruin were gaining the upper hand.
He powered up his laptop and emailed his mother and sister, paid his bills, and caught up on all his business affairs, so he could set out for the season a week later.
The tiny one bedroom apartment in Homer, Alaska, though technically his home, looked more like a budget hotel suite. He’d found the reproduction artwork on the walls in the local thrift shops. Fishing nets adorned with seashells draped the large wall opposite his beat up sofa in a shade best described as mud brown. That was the extent of his decorating efforts and talents. His home, he would ruefully admit if pressed, was lonely and Spartan—as lacking in luxuries as it was in companionable warmth.
Not a single woman, other than his mother or sister, had crossed its threshold. He told himself he had no time for such fluffy pursuits, that he had nothing of value to offer, being defective as he was, that lots of men chose bachelorhood, and of those who hadn’t, far too many confessed to wishing they had.
His occasional trysts tended to be in ports of call, far away from Homer—where he grew up and too many people knew him. The few hometown relationships he’d chanced in the past had mostly led to smothering expectations he escaped on his ship.
The place most like a home to Otis was his tiny cabin aboard the Calypso.
Only a week remained until he set sail. Seven long days gaped before him like the Grand Canyon. The only benefit of his remaining land time lay in the opportunity to research mythical creatures of the deep, beings and forces that seemed less mythical and more menacingly real the longer he stayed at sea.
Most sailors were superstitious, and Otis was no different. During each of his three prior voyages, he and his crew had had frightening brushes with disaster. The last time, had he not taken the drastic action of knocking his first mate unconscious, and holding the rest of his crew at gunpoint, he would have lost everything. Three different crews, in three seasons, had earned him a reputation as unstable and violent. He knew the locals called him Captain Bligh behind his back, but he would never have behaved that way had his crew not mutinied. Fortunately, his lucrative haul statistics appealed to migrant fishermen more than his reputation scared them away.
Donning his raincoat, Otis headed out to the local library. The book he’d ordered, Superstitions and Fables of the Sea, had finally arrived, and just in time, too.
• • •
Circe spied the tall, dark-haired man clutching his trenchcoat fronts together, his head ducked down. Frigid rain fell in cascading sheets, and few souls ventured out that morning. The scents of dead fish and seawater infused even the raindrops. Bruised skies gave no indication they planned to take pity on the inhabitants of Homer or allow any respite for the sun.
Circe hurried to keep the man in sight, but his long legs ate up the ground at a much faster pace than hers. He turned and entered the library. She paused under the canopy of a nearby coffee shop.
A minute later, she strolled in through the same double doors he had and glanced around. She found her quarry standing at the Circulation desk, his head bent forward as he scribbled on a paper. A librarian’s gaze roved over his hair, his shoulders and his hands before meeting the man’s eyes. A huge, toothy grin ushered the transfer of a large book from her hands to his. He nodded, but Circe couldn’t see his face, couldn’t determine if his smile matched the woman’s in its intensity.
The man sauntered to the back of the library with his book in hand. The librarian’s gaze intimately followed his progress, while Circe trailed him in a more corporeal fashion.
He took a seat at an isolated carrel and flipped open the book. Circe paused at a revolving rack of paperback romances a few feet away. She stole glances through the gaps as he turned the pages. A lock of his hair fell over his forehead. He shoved the rogue curl back into place with impatient fingers, repeating the action several times before Circe realized she’d been observing a nervous habit. Maybe the longer she watched, the more she’d discern of the man she knew to be the Calypso’s Captain Otis—his habits, methods and tools—details she could use to her advantage at their next encounter.
She needed a plan to get and stay close. The man she stalked had foiled her attempts too many times to attribute to dumb luck. What had given him the edge? He couldn’t have seen her. Her reef remained nearly hidden from sight. Crews were only supposed to hear her song, to want to move closer to the source. Yet Captain Otis had been able to withstand her lure three times! How?
She had to know. She would know. She no longer had a choice. A shudder rippled through her as she imagined Poseidon naked, crooking his finger at her.
As she moved to escape her hiding position and launch a less covert strategy, her jacket snagged on the revolving bookrack. Her forward momentum transferred to the rack, spilling paperback novels to the floor. She gasped but managed to stop the rack’s fall. When she stooped to pick up the dislodged books, the still ensnared string of her jacket’s hood toppled the rack over onto her.
There she lay, trapped beneath a sea of books and a six-foot high revolving bookrack, the noise echoing through the library. Her predicament had attracted the attention of patrons from even the far side of the reading area.
“Are you okay, Miss?” A ruddy-faced, white-haired man lifted the rack off her.
She rolled to her back, and his dark eyes scanned her face, worry painting a wide swath across his features. For a second, Circe panicked and thought Poseidon himself had taken to land, but the gentle set of the man’s eyes, and the slight lift of his brows, disavowed her of her fears.
A nod and a smile were all she could offer her savior. To any mortal, she didn’t dare speak. Her otherworldly voice would immediately betray her. Sign language communication provided the best cover for her unwillingness to speak. A pad and pen sufficed, too. She signed and mouthed, “Thank you.”
Comprehension flashed across the man’s face. “Do you read lips?” He spoke slowly.
Circe’s hearing was not the slightest bit defective, and thus she mimicked an expert lip reader. The challenge lay in determining when to feign deaf-mute and when to be exactly what she was—mute by choice.
She nodded and signed, “Yes.” Her eyes drifted to her prey, mortified she’d made her first contact with him in a bumbling form that would not only get her noticed but dismissed as disruptive.
Instead, he flipped pages, either too engrossed in his book to witness her fumble and circus-like aftermath, or to care if he had.
Someone touched her shoulder. “Are you hurt?”
She shook her head.
The white-haired man helped her sit.
At least three other men gathered around and began reloading the righted rack with the paperbacks.
Another glance in Captain Otis’s direction yielded no change in his focus—still engrossed in his book and seemingly oblivious. Circe blew out a puff of petulant air and stood with the assistance of all the males, except the one whose attention she wanted most.
Well, maybe his tuning out of my ignoble fall was for the best.
The youngest man, of about twenty years of age, gave her a thumbs up with a question lifting his brows. The white-haired man had told them she was deaf. She’d let them hold on to that assumption. Even if they discovered the truth, she’d never actually told them she was deaf; they’d assumed it without asking.
She nodded, grabbed a paperback, and took to a lounge chair near her target. Only then did the man lift his head—almost as if in alarm.
His sharp intake of breath when their gazes met gave her new hope. He angled his head as if trying to place her but merely offered a polite smile before returning to his book.
Circe released the breath she’d been holding. Up close, and not in his usual yellow rain coat, Captain Otis looked completely different. Her attention had been drawn first to the full, sensuous mouth, pursed slightly during his perusal of her face. Inky black lashes framed eyes the color of shallow waters much farther south. The lines of his face were strong, angular, with high cheekbones and a nose slightly broader than it ought to be for classic perfection.
The smile he’d offered had been closed-lipped, tentative, but unable to conceal the spark of appreciation.
A riot of warring thoughts zinged through her head. How might she take his ship from him? What new ruse would distract him when her most powerful weapon, her voice, had failed?
Lost in her thoughts, while staring at the open pages of her book, she discovered her quarry standing directly in front of her. She looked up at his face and blinked away her surprise.
Captain Otis raised his hands and signed, “Are you deaf?”
She stared as she pondered her answer. A man who signed was either deaf, taught or worked with the deaf, or had a loved one who suffered the affliction. Which one fit best?
She signed, “I’m mute with limited hearing. How did you know?”
“I read the lips of the men over there.” He lifted his chin toward the scene of her catastrophe. “They said you were deaf.”
“Are you deaf?” Circe signed.
He nodded. “Since I was ten, after an illness. How long for you?”
Her jaw dropped as she realized Captain Otis himself had handed her the reason for all her failures. “My whole life. I was born this way.” She tacked on a shy smile. Her mind wanted to process the new piece of critical information, but the rest of her urged her to stay to learn more, to divine his Achilles heel. “No wonder you missed my battle with the book rack.” A soft snicker trickled from her lips, sounds of mirth he’d never hear.
His brows shot up, and he mouthed, “Oh?” but his eyes, shining with what she hoped was good humor, held her fast.
“I’m Circe,” she signed before extending her hand for a shake.
“Otis.” He took her hand and held it.
She should have let go. He should have let go, but neither of them did. A warmth originating where their hands touched snaked up her arm and pooled in her heart, her lungs, her belly, before trickling into her other limbs.
When he finally released her hand it was to ask, “What do you do, Circe who wrestles book racks in public libraries?”
A wicked twist of her lips had her signing, “I’m a singer.”
Otis laughed, showing his teeth, perfectly straight and white. Beautiful. The sound of his laughter, though closer to the barking of a seal, tugged the edges of her mouth into a broader smile.
“Kidding. I’m a …” she paused for a plausible lie, “a writer.”
Otis’s eyebrows shot up. “Why are you here in Homer?”
“Peace and quiet. To get away.” She shrugged.
“Get away? Where are you from?” Otis’s fingers and arms moved with practiced rapidity, his features animated in accompaniment.
“I’m from Greece originally … my family is, anyway. I’ve been in Alaska for several decades.”
Otis quirked an eyebrow up. “Decades? You can’t be that old.”
Circe dropped her head and shrugged. She had better be on her guard. He was too easy to talk to, too easy to relax with, too easy to like, and she shouldn’t like him because she needed him and his ship to sink to the bottom of the ocean. Shouldn’t and couldn’t were two different mindsets, and hers was sightseeing on stolen time in Shouldn’t Land.
She signed, “I’m older than I look.”
What she needed to do was find another way to best the man whose fate intertwined with her own. Her voice and freedom, or his ship and life. Without her voice, she had no life worth living, so they were nearly even. No.
We are even.
“I don’t usually ask strange women I’ve just met out for coffee, but I don’t normally meet women who can sign.” The adorable roll of his eyes at the end tugged on her conscience. “Would you like to join me for a coffee at the shop just around the corner?” He thumbed over his shoulder.
“The Lotus Eaters Café?” she signed. Equally at home on land or in the sea, Circe kept “nests” in multiple locations. Her friends—naiads, mermaids, selkies, and other sirens—were mostly aquatic, but all tended to be solitary and territorial by nature. Eschewing most human food, Circe had nevertheless developed a taste for soft drinks, financed by the money she salvaged from her spoils. Fresh seafood—fish and crustaceans mostly—comprised the majority of her diet. Human food she avoided because she’d been taught it dulled the senses and slowed the reflexes.
She feigned reluctance at first. “Well, all right. I suppose I could.”
They began to walk, but she stopped and touched his arm, signing, “Your coat!”
He slapped his hand to his forehead. “I left my book, too!” A single finger begging her to wait one second bound her to her spot as if by magic.
• • •
Otis spun on his heel and jogged through the library to retrieve his nearly forgotten coat and book. A current of warmth still pulsed from the spot where Circe had placed her hand on his arm. The simple gesture hadn’t been anything more than a means to grab his attention for signing, but it had bowled him over like a wave ten times larger than any he’d faced piloting the Calypso.
As he slipped on his trench coat, she regarded him with her stormy green eyes. Greek, she’d said. Other than those eyes, she looked the part with her lustrous dark hair piled atop her head in a messy bun, lovely aquiline nose, long slender neck—the face of a goddess. Her body fit the deity mold, too, with curves too dangerous to handle but too devastating to ignore. Lust kicked him in the groin and demanded he take action.
“Ready now … I think,” he signed. He stuffed the book inside the satchel tucked beneath his coat to keep it safe and dry and gestured for her to lead the way. “Shall we make a dash for it?” He tightened the belt to his coat.
Circe nodded, drew in a breath, and bolted out into the rain in front of him.




Chapter 2
As Otis jogged behind Circe, the tantalizing view of her bottom, where her short jacket ended, mesmerized him. She had an energetic rhythm to her step that hinted of physical health and vigor. Images of a different type of vigorous activity flashed through his brain—of her beneath him, legs wrapped around his back, curled into the protective shell of his arms, sitting astride him, on her knees looking up at him, and … Stop it! He would not objectify a woman he barely knew, especially one fluent in sign language. Still, that marvelous rear view begged for more center stage time in his imagination.
Thankfully, they blasted through the door of the Lotus Eaters Café before his southern latitudes could rise for a standing ovation. How long had it been since he’d made love to a woman? Two months? Longer? No wonder he’d lost his mind over a shapely rear end and a beautiful oval face. She was so much more than that. A deep awareness of her sang through his veins.
The scents of coffee and spices—cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice and ginger—and freshly baked bread caressed Otis’s nose, crooking its finger from the bakery display case. He predicted a decadent treat in his imminent future, perhaps two if matters worked to his advantage with Circe.
Circe angled her head at the menu posted above the heads of the baristas.
“Know what you want?” he signed, when she turned and awarded him a full wattage smile. Raindrops sparkled like diamonds on her dusky lashes and brows. When a droplet clung to the end of a lock of shorter hair near her face, and threatened to splash onto her cheek, he couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to whisk it away. “Rain water,” he signed with a guilty shrug.
Those emerald eyes tracked his every move, and a tinge of pink bloomed on her cheeks. “Thanks. I think I’ll have a café American.” She held her hands out to indicate a medium size, rather than signing the word.
“Two café Americans,” Otis said aloud before motioning Circe to a table for two near the window.
The barista raised her brows a tick, but otherwise appeared to understand him, and what she rang up confirmed such. The woman’s gaze darted to Circe’s retreating form, and back to Otis before making one more round trip. Her lips moved, asking if he wanted any food to go with their coffees. Otis pointed to the pumpkin bread and cranberry scones, ordering one of each. If Circe didn’t want either, the extra would not go to waste.
He joined her at the table and showed her the contents of each bakery bag, signing for her to choose.
She bit her lip as if contemplating whether she should accept his gift or not. After moving her pointer finger back and forth between the two, she shrugged and signed, “Thank you, but I really shouldn’t.”
“I shouldn’t either, but I want it anyway because it smells so good.” He gave her a wink and held a pastry bag in each hand, weighing them like the arms of a scale to once more coax her into taking one.
“They do smell delicious. Okay, I will try one, but you must choose. I cannot.” Circe wrinkled her nose, and for a moment he worried she was merely being polite and didn’t like either treat he’d selected.
Plastic knife in hand, he cut both cakes in half, reserving one of each for himself and pushing the other two halves toward Circe. Surely one of them would appeal to her, and pleasing her seemed to be his priority at the moment—an odd sensation he couldn’t quite peg any logical reason for, other than pure chemical attraction.
With a tentative finger—its nail short and unvarnished and its slender length ringless—she poked first the scone then the pumpkin bread. The pumpkin bread won the texture contest, apparently, because she lifted the slice to her lips and sniffed it before biting off a large mouthful. Her face beamed as she moved the morsel around in her mouth. Chewing, her eyelids sealed and her head tilted back, she was the picture of bliss. Her next bite was of the scone, and it, too, yielded the same orgasmic expression.
Otis’s loins tightened as Circe’s tongue caught a stray crumb and swept it inside her mouth. Watching her devour the pumpkin bread, her obvious favorite of the two, was like watching an erotic peep show. He glanced around the café to make sure no one else but he enjoyed the unbridled display.
After swallowing the last of the scone, she signed, “I have never tasted anything so good before. What are they called?”
“Pumpkin bread and cranberry scone.” He knew a foolish grin had claimed his face, but he couldn’t help it.
“Which one was the brown one? Not the beige with red spots one.” She took a giant swallow of her coffee, and almost immediately began coughing and waving a hand in front of her mouth. “Hot!” One hand resumed fanning her open mouth, her tongue thrust out and over her lower lip.
“Are you okay?” Otis couldn’t help but smile at her child-like candor, his laughter barely suppressed. He pinched off a corner of his pumpkin bread and handed it to her. “To cool your mouth.” He pushed the remaining piece toward her.
She gulped the last of the cake down. “Thank you.”
Head resting in a hand he’d propped up on the table, Otis stared at the lovely creature in front of him, so lacking in self-consciousness or guile, and utterly charming. He’d buy her all the pumpkin bread in the world for another smile like the one she had just bestowed on him.
“Where did you say you lived?” he signed.
Beautiful eyes blinked at him once, twice, three times as if she contemplated the wisdom of disclosing too much to a virtual stranger. He couldn’t blame her, especially if she was from the Alaskan bush where women were as scarce as four leaf clovers.
She opened her mouth as if to speak before snapping it shut and signing, “I’m from a small island in the Aleutians. You’ve probably never heard of it.”
“Try me. I’ve fished near those islands and know them all like the back of my hand, though most are uninhabited. Tanaga? Attu?”
Circe shook her head. “I’m sorry. My family … we are very private people. We—”
He tamped down the air to end her obvious discomfort at his prying. “It’s all right. I understand.” A short pause ticked by. “You sign beautifully. I assume you’re equally eloquent with your pen. What do you write about?”
The coffee cup she had lifted to her lips stopped halfway before she set it back down and signed, “The sea.”
• • •
Circe tested a few tiny droplets of coffee on her scalded tongue. The muddy liquid was cooler, so she took a larger sip. She had to reign in her willingness to tell the human everything about herself.
“Do you write fiction or non-fiction?” Otis lifted his brows as he signed.
Captain Otis had an effect on her as if an octopus had blasted obscuring ink between her and her purpose for being with him. She swirled in the murky oblivion of his eyes, before dropping her gaze to his mouth. What would it feel like to press her lips against his, to share his warmth, touch the texture of his curly hair, trace the contours of the muscles in his arms, his back? Would his skin be soft or coarsened by the wind and surf? She scrutinized the V neckline of his sweater where a few body hairs struggled to escape. His scent was all male, human male, but exotically alluring.
“I write about the shiest, most mysterious creatures of the sea.” She took a long draft of her coffee while regarding him over the edge of her cup. Watching Otis and breathing him in turned her inside out as if putting all her secrets on display before him.
He reached inside the satchel under his coat and withdrew the book he’d checked out from the library; its title faced her.
Circe reached out and traced the gold embossed letters on the cover before flipping open to the table of contents. The chapter following selkies was devoted to her kind. She pulled the book closer and flipped to the indicated page number to read, the text angled so Otis couldn’t see what she read. The claims, presented with an air of grave authority, made her clasp a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Do not read this. It’s a wretched work of fiction.” She shut the book and pushed it back toward him.
“Spoken like an expert. Have you written a similar book that is better because if so, I would love to read it.”
“Not yet, I haven’t, but I know of most of these beings.”
“What do you know of the creatures inside?”
The urge to share her world with Otis overpowered her good sense, because for the next two hours, over three more café Americans and two more treats from the bakery, she regaled him with facts about her brothers and sisters of the sea.
During their tête-a-tête, other patrons came and went, but Circe never gave them more than a passing glance. All her attention stayed riveted on Otis. Words flew from their fingers as they shared the book and examined the pictures together. Their chairs drew closer, as if attached to magnets, until her knees did what no other part of her body dared; they touched him.
“I have to go now,” Otis signed. He poked out a bottom lip, and Circe’s heart did a little flip before dropping to her feet. “But … would you have breakfast with me tomorrow?”
Circe beamed and nodded. She had much more to learn about the good captain, she reminded herself. That was the only reason for agreeing to meet him again. It had nothing to do with his eager curiosity about her home, or his humorous observations about the sea and its denizens, too true to defend, or the graceful beauty of his hands and features as he signed with such passion about all he loved—the sea, his ship, and especially his family.
They met for breakfast, which extended into lunch before Otis dashed off for a nearly missed dental appointment. He doubled back and exacted a promise to meet for breakfast the next day, even though Circe had already agreed to such earlier.
Otis brought her flowers on the third day that stretched until nearly three in the afternoon. Circe had to cry off his dinner invitation to attend to her neglected shipwreck quota. She sunk a small pleasure craft full of drunken tourists but called upon her aquatic friends to aid them to dry land to await rescue. The tourists lived, but they wouldn’t be boating any time soon.
On the fourth day, Otis coaxed her into playing games at a local arcade. She jumped up and down and danced in a circle when Otis won a giant stuffed killer whale. Together they made silly faces in the tiny photo booth they squeezed into. They ate ugly food called corn dogs and fried chicken, all brown and crispy, that tasted better than the sweetest crabs from the Bering Strait.
Otis persuaded her to join him for a late afternoon coffee at the Lotus Eater’s Café, and when he took her hand in his—large, warm and calloused—they walked side by side in silence. Circe’s heart beat a steady warmth throughout her body, a warmth that originated where their hands clasped.
Installed at a cozy table, they sipped their drinks and smiled at each other, Circe’s hand still in Otis’s as they conversed about the intelligence of killer whales and other sea creatures.
“I swear I’ve seen a siren before,” Otis signed, and Circe’s fantasy world drowned in a deluge of self-preservation instincts.
“Where?” Did her face reflect her panic? Why had he suddenly brought up sirens? What did he know?
“In Kachemak Bay. There’s a cluster of rocks the sea birds like to hang out on. The tides can submerge the rocks, making the area treacherous if you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“What did she look like?”
“She didn’t look like the picture of the one in my library book, that’s for sure. Not like a mermaid, but more like a regular woman. She had long dark hair, but she most definitely was not topless.” He flashed a wolfish grin. “I was too far away to see her face. I had awakened from a brief nap to find the ship on a course taking us toward the shallows and a long line of rocks that would have destroyed us. My fool first mate had been steering straight toward it, but he swore he hadn’t seen a woman and had no idea why he’d gone off our intended course and nearly killed us all.” Otis leaned close enough to rub shoulders with her as if he wanted no one to see his next signs. “She seemed like a malevolent demon bent on killing all of us.”
The knife in her gut twisted before it drove in deeper. “I wouldn’t say a siren is evil. Maybe it’s just that she’s defending her territory and sees ships and sailors as intruders.” She pulled back, creating space between them, to put them back in neutral corners.
“I suppose.” He gazed at her with a cunning smile on his face, one brow wiggling.
“Why are you smiling like that?”
He held his watch in front of her face. She turned and looked to the sky. Human times didn’t mean much to her, but they obviously meant something to him.
“It’s nearly six. Would you have dinner with me?”
Her stomach growled, but sweets from the coffee shop held no appeal. More than that, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to do what she had to do if she spent any more time with Otis. Only three days remained before the new moon, and Otis would leave in two. It was time to pull back, or she didn’t think she’d ever be able to take his ship from him and send him to a watery grave, let alone say goodbye when he departed. “Dinner? Now?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t. I have to go.” She shoved back in her chair and made it out the door before he touched her back.
They faced each other on the sidewalk. The rain had stopped, and twilight had rolled in, though it would not get dark, not for a few more moon cycles.
Otis didn’t say a word but caught hold of her hand and brought it to his lips. She stepped closer, close enough for him to slide his other hand around her waist and draw her near. His lips descended to drop a light kiss on hers.
It wasn’t enough. One kiss would never be enough.
Her hands skimmed up his chest to his shoulders and behind his neck, where they wove themselves into hair as soft as her own. Pressing closer, she touched her lips to his, exactly as he’d done, light sips to savor the warmth and texture of his skin, of his breath, scented with rich espresso.
Otis’s other arm encircled and pulled her so close they touched from collarbone to thigh. The contours of his body were different from hers, but they still fit together perfectly as if each yielded just enough to mold into one. He fitted his mouth over hers, nudging her lips apart with the tip of his tongue.
Her heartbeat grew faster until it pounded against her chest as if communing with another that beat as hard and as fast. A feathery lightness filled her head, and all thoughts of the world vanished leaving but one—Otis. Even the toes in her shoes curled before straightening enough to scoot her mere millimeters closer to the man in her arms. Every part of her sought to cling to him. Desire coiled and pooled its heat in her belly.
He didn’t seem to mind. A groan preceded a repositioning of heads. A sigh accompanied the dance steps his hands traced on her back. If a woman could melt, Circe had done so because none of her bones wanted to hold her up. Otis’s hands roamed over her body, cupping her butt, threading into her hair, squeezing her waist and ribs.
Without warning, he pushed her away. Her face buckled with disappointment at the abrupt end until she saw a strange woman poking her finger into Otis’s shoulder.
“You’re in public, you know, Otis? You should be ashamed of yourself! Your mother raised you better than this!” She clucked her tongue after delivering her words and stomped off down the sidewalk.
Otis had stared at the woman’s mouth, his brows drooping at the outer edges as she’d harangued him. After she left, he turned to Circe. “Sorry,” he mouthed. Though he loosened his hold, he didn’t let her go.
Circe shook her head and pulled away, signing, “That’s okay. My fault, too. I heard her, but I didn’t realize she was talking to us. Is kissing not allowed here?”
Otis chuckled and signed, “That was one of my mother’s friends. She’s always been a little on the preachy side …” He grimaced. “The first kiss was permissible, but after that, I’m afraid I got carried away. My fault, not yours, and though not illegal, I suspect we were a bit … too … intense. ” His darkened eyes moved in a lively dance as they scanned her face searching for approval? Forgiveness?
“That was intense!” She smiled. “I like intense.” His lips entranced her, distracted her from his signing.
“So dinner? I’ll make anything you like. I’m quite a good cook. Or, if you prefer, we can go to a restaurant. I guarantee you the food won’t be as good, but you might feel more comfortable? Your choice.” Otis angled his head, his features arranged into a question mark that had moved way past yes or no, and sought only to discover where.
The rational voice in her head screamed warnings, but her heart won the battle. Circe signed, “Show me your home, please, and your cooking skills. I’m sure I will be very impressed.”




Chapter 3
Otis hoped Circe wouldn’t be disappointed by his tiny little apartment but would accept his explanation that, because he spent so little time on dry land, anything luxurious would be a waste.
Circe’s gaze swept around the main room of his apartment, taking in his nautical décor, the netting on the walls, the seaside paintings, and seashells. Her mouth dropped open as she spun to all points on the compass.
“Your home is so cozy!” she signed, taking a seat on his beat-up leather sofa.
“Thank you.” With a thumb over his shoulder, he turned and walked into the kitchen. He could still see her over the breakfast bar, and she him, as he signed.
She jumped up from the sofa and moved toward the kitchen. He liked her near. To his surprise, she kept walking, past the kitchen, down the hall. She probably had to use the bathroom. In his refrigerator, he found two fresh salmon fillets—anything but halibut. His practiced fingers, taste buds, and nose quickly assembled the ingredients he needed to create a delicious meal for two.
When Circe didn’t return after he’d popped the fillets into the oven to broil, he followed in her tracks. She wasn’t in the bathroom, but in his bedroom, where she stood looking at his family pictures. In her hand she held one of his favorites—his father, mother, sister and him, taken a scant two weeks before his father died of a massive heart attack. The old pangs stretched and yawned as if to remind him that, though they dozed, they hadn’t gone completely dormant.
She lifted her head, and their gazes connected.
“My family,” he signed.
She picked up the next photo and tapped on the face of the woman, her brows arched.
“My mother when she was twenty-five.”
“You look like her,” Circe signed. She picked up another photo, of his high school basketball team, and sat on the edge of his bed. When she lifted her face to his, she smiled. “I see you. You’re the tallest one in the back of the group, but you’re much younger.”
He was no longer paying attention to her signs. The sight of her on his bed had hijacked his thoughts to activities other than basketball.
Circe flitted between innocent and seductive with remarkable fluidity. The kiss they shared had shattered his peace of mind, but her comments afterward had hinted of virginal naiveté. She was a mystery he needed to solve.
Her long hair trailed from its bun on one side, ebony tendrils spilling over her shoulders and down her back. He had done that to her hair when they kissed, and he longed to release the remainder and bury his face in her silky tresses. Fingers twitched to touch, but if he did, he would never leave the bedroom except to chase after her to apologize for misinterpreting, or to refuel for round two. Besides, the fish would burn, and he would be no good anyway without something more substantial than coffee and fried arcade food in his tank.
Her eyes reflected the glow of the hall lighting, nearly luminescent, like a cat’s. He caught his breath and wondered if it was his imagination or just a trick of the light. A tilt of his head to check from a different angle yielded the same oddity.
“What’s the matter?” she signed, her eyes narrowed, the glow gone.
“Oh, it’s nothing. Just in this light, your eyes are like a cat’s.”
Circe’s smile fell. She jumped up from the bed and pushed past him. At his front door, she signed, “I have to go. I never should have come here.” She ran down the sidewalk toward the road back to town.
“Circe!” He called out to her several more times, but she kept running. She must have heard him because her shoulders flinched the first time he shouted out her name. She was scared; he had frightened her, but if she got away, he worried he might never see her again. He had no idea where she stayed while in Homer, and she had refused to give him her last name, so he followed her, allowing her space.
Otis kept his distance until she cast a glance over her shoulder and finally slowed. He ducked inside a store doorway to remain hidden.
Her path took her toward the water. She scrambled down the rocky slope without any trace of fear but kept her head fixed forward, her shoulders back. The dark mane of her hair fluttered and bounced against her back as more escaped her bun. Where the rocks met the water, she stopped for a few seconds and turned in a slow three-sixty.
Otis ducked down behind a truck parked at the top of the boat ramp and peeked out. There in the twilight, Circe stood, naked. Her hastily shed clothes lay in a heap on the ground at her feet. The warring illuminations of moon and sun cast her figure in shadows, but not enough to cloak the jaw-dropping splendor of her body—lissome, curvaceous, and covered by creamy alabaster skin.
What the hell is she doing? She would die of hypothermia within minutes, and she didn’t seem the type to take crazy ice water dips, certainly not while naked. He had to stop her. Before he had taken a single step, she launched herself in a shallow dive into the water and disappeared. She surfaced at least fifty feet out, leaving him to scratch his head and wonder how she swam so fast. The water swallowed her up a second time only to release her like a pale cork on its troubled surface, very much alive. He could barely make out her milky skin as she briefly swam on top of the water before diving under again. If she re-surfaced, he missed her, or she was too far out.
For fifteen long minutes, he waited for her to swim back, but she never did. Something was very wrong—the skinny-dipping, the frigid waters, the superhuman swimming ability—and out of kilter with normal human abilities. He emerged from his hiding spot and walked to her clothes. Her fresh sweet scent remained, but all traces of her body heat had long dissipated into the chilly night air. Should he contact the authorities? Where had she gone? Was she suicidal? Such a drastic act didn’t seem consistent with the smiling, laughing woman he knew. To swim in after her would be madness.
In the pit of his stomach, a fear festered that he might never see her again. He turned and jogged home, intending to call the authorities.
Otis had barely seated himself at his teletype phone when his lights flickered on and off, indicating a visitor.
Circe stood at his door, fully clothed, her long hair dripping wet. A couple of droplets splattered against his doormat.
“I have to talk to you,” she signed, flinging water all around her. Her eyes were wild and unfocused, like an animal’s.
He glanced down at his watch. “I followed you. I saw you take off all your clothes and dive into the ocean. Have you been in the water all this time?” She’d have been in the Pacific Ocean for nearly a half an hour—impossible without a wet suit.
Circe’s beautiful features drooped as she nodded. She leaned away and drew her hair into her hands. With a series of shakes, seawater fell in sheets as if an invisible hand squeezed a saturated sponge. “May I come in?”
Otis reached out to snag a lock of her hair. Dry. Her hair was perfectly dry. Hip length hair, and she had shed all the dampness like water off a duck’s back. Dark locks cascaded in ripples and curls over her shoulders and down her back. Lovely. Enchantment personified. Too bad she had all her clothes on, or he might have mistaken her for a brunette cousin to Botticelli’s Venus, arising from the ocean like a sea nymph.
“Who are you?” He stepped closer and drew more of her hair away from her, raising the strands to his nose and lips. Only the slightest hint of the sea infused his nostrils. How were his senses so easily duped by the impossible?
She wouldn’t meet his eyes. Her gaze landed on his shoulder, the door beside him, the ground at their feet—everywhere but on his face.
Bending his knees, he dropped his face to an even plane with hers. Only then did their gazes lock. He tugged her inside his apartment and shut the door.
“You’ll hate me when I tell you, but there is no other way. I thought I could do this, but I can’t. Not anymore.” Circe squeezed her eyes shut.
Otis took her by the shoulders and gave her a series of small shakes until she opened her eyes again. He shook his head with deliberate purpose and uttered one simple word. “No.” His gaze held hers prisoner, and again he voiced, “No! Never hate you. Can’t leave me.”
Circe raised her hands and signed with mournful fluidity. “My problems would be nothing compared to yours, your family’s. I can’t risk your life in the few days I have remaining. I have to make sure you understand why … why you have to stay away from me. Why I have to say goodbye because I’ll never see you again after the new moon.”
A tear fell from each of her eyes and rolled down her flushed cheeks, only to be swept away by his kisses. The saline hit his tongue, and he tasted her anguish. What confession did she fear might alter his love for her and drive her away from him? For he did love her, he realized with crystal clarity, and raised his hands to tell her.
Circe caught them and shook her head. When she released them, she pointed to his couch and signed, “Sit, and I’ll tell you everything.”




Chapter 4
Night would bring the new moon.
Circe hadn’t seen Otis in three days. With only a few more hours to go, Circe didn’t regret her decision. Seeing those pictures in Otis’s bedroom—the faces of those who loved him, who he loved, knowing the devastation his death would cause them—she would not be the cause of such pain.
She wasn’t sure he believed her at first when she’d told him all about herself, but when they parted with no plans to meet the next day, she knew he did. Slipping away, so he couldn’t find her before he left port, had been for the best, she told herself repeatedly. A vast emptiness pervaded her heart as if she’d snagged a vital part of her being on Otis and had had to amputate to escape.
Seeing Otis again wouldn’t even be within her power once Poseidon punished her. Tales of forced servitude to the capricious Olympians had been shared amongst the naiads in hushed whispers all her life. She would not only lose her voice and her livelihood, but she would probably be sent away too, to the Greek Isles, most likely. Assuming Poseidon allowed her to remain in the sea, the water would be warmer and the climate sunnier, but Alaska would always be her true home.
She took her spot on her favorite rock in Kachemak Bay. Otis knew better than to sail her waters that night; she had warned him repeatedly in her parting words, made him swear he would not navigate her way.
The sailors before him had never been real to her, had never mattered. Otis mattered. Otis would live and thrive aboard the Calypso, regardless of what she might suffer in consequence.
She began her song, a sad melody about a goddess who loved a mortal man from afar, who watched over and protected him as he fell in love with another, as he raised a family, and as he died an old man, surrounded by the wife and children he loved. She’d always dismissed the song as maudlin and nonsensical, but as she rocked herself on the tiny reef, she sang it high and clear. The sweetest song, her mother had always called it, because it dealt with the truest kind of love, a love so strong it transcended selfish desires and wrapped itself like a protective cocoon around its object.
Again she sang, in a soft, soothing tone, but no ships passed nearby. The sea would claim no ships on her watch. No sailors would die that night.
As she neared the end of her fifth repetition of the last verse, she glimpsed a fishing vessel, crashing through the waves, heading straight toward her. Poor unlucky bastard. Too late to change his course.
For the arbitrary crime of sailing close enough to hear her song, he would pay dearly.
She began her last performance only to break off as the letters of the ship assembled into a name she recognized—The Calypso.
“No!” She jumped to her feet. “No!” Her arms waved, but the darkness worked against her. “Otis! Stop!”
Twenty-five feet to go and still the ship rushed toward her.
“Stop! Turn away!” She frantically signed to the deaf captain of the only ship ever to thwart her.
Twenty feet separated them, and he’d soon crash into the rocks, because at his speed, insufficient time remained to correct his course. She waved her arms overhead.
Otis stood on the deck, wearing his yellow slicker, a life vest strapped around his chest and back. She closed her eyes, unable to watch.
When she opened them again, Otis had disappeared. Maybe he’d realized his error, but it would be too late.
The Calypso sheared the side of her hull against the rocks at top speed, disintegrating like a dirt clod in a man’s fist.
“Otis, no!” Circe dove into the ocean and swam a safe distance away right before the ship’s fuel tanks exploded in superheated balls of fire and smoke.
The chances of survivors plummeted.
Waves beat the dying vessel into the waiting arms of the Pacific and sucked debris into the whirlpool created when the Calypso gave up her last breath and sank.
Circe swam back to her perch in the eerie silence that descended.
Why had he steered his ship to her reef on that night of all nights? She crawled to the top of the rocks on her knees, where she wept, her tears mingling with the seawater pools in the rock’s crevasses.
“Don’t cry, Circe. This had to be done. You know it did.” The voice drawled its consonants as if the speaker’s tongue had swollen to twice its normal size.
She turned to discover a bedraggled and battered Otis pulling himself atop the highest rock to sit next to her. Her eyes flew open nearly as wide as the chasm created by her dropped jaw.
“Otis! You’re alive!” She threw her arms around his neck, kissing every square inch her lips landed upon.
Otis gathered her into his arms. They clung tightly together, kissing and touching each other, no words necessary—until the ocean around them churned and boiled. The two turned to see the face of a mightily pissed off Poseidon. He stood in his chariot, bobbing in the rough water.
“Circe! I warned you what would happen if you failed again.”
Otis scrambled to his feet between Circe and the Olympian god, no fear betrayed by his movements. “She didn’t fail! The Calypso is at the bottom of the sea!” he bellowed in his slightly nasal voice.
“Silence, human! Your foolish tricks won’t work. Your ship was empty and you, the only soul aboard, survived. I will have your voice now, Circe, and you are hereby banished from these waters!” Poseidon waved his trident in the air in a wide swath.
The mother of all sore throats gripped Circe as if someone had driven rusty nails into her neck in every conceivable angle and squeezed them in deeper.
“Oh shut your gob, Po!” a woman’s voice chirped from behind him.
Poseidon stiffened and turned as a beautiful woman emerged from the sea foam and stood beside him in his chariot. “Do not meddle in my affairs, Aphrodite. This is not your concern!”
The goddess slapped the side of his head. “You big bully! Don’t you know true love is always my affair?” She directed her words to Poseidon before turning to Circe and Otis. “Oh,” she pouted, “you two are gonna make me cry, and I hate to cry! I couldn’t stop him from taking your voice, my dear, but your love, your sacrifices for each other …” Aphrodite clasped her dainty hands to her breast and sighed, “My heart is all aflutter. No further harm will come to either of you.” She directed a pointed glare at Poseidon. “Ever.”
A raft-sized seashell drifted toward the rocks until it bumped gently against an outcropping. Aphrodite pointed. “Hop aboard. I’ll guarantee you safe passage until you reach land. You might want to steer clear of the water for a while afterwards.” Hands on her hips, she spun back to Poseidon. “Now, you … get on out of here before I really lose my temper. Shoo! And don’t you dare harm even a hair on either one of these children’s heads.”
Poseidon let out a grumble that shook the ground beneath Circe’s feet. He waved his trident in a circle over his head, creating a watery vortex into which he and his chariot disappeared.
Seated in the seashell next to Otis, Circe’s hand flew to her throat. The pain had ebbed to nothing, but Poseidon had done what he threatened he would—taken her voice. She tried to speak Otis’s name, but no sound emerged. Not even a hum could she coax from her useless vocal chords. Yet, as she stared into Otis’s handsome face, the inanity of missing a voice for which she had no use, that had only caused loss and destruction, sunk in. Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. Otis smiled and pulled Circe into his arms. When the shell moved, they turned to see Aphrodite pushing the water with her hand toward them, creating a series of gentle rolling waves that nudged them toward home.
Circe brushed Otis’s nose, his hairline, his jaw, and his lips with her own. As they drifted toward Homer, curled in each other’s arms, both signing, “I love you,” the stars winked at them, and a soft chuckle floated down from the heavens. The sweetest song had been her last and her best.
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The Pearl of Pau’maa
The cold current exhausted Harmon like no battle ever had. That frigid band of ocean coursing through the Ladali Trench blued the peach of his skin and shriveled the long dorsal fin stretching down his tail. He could handle the intense pressure—accustomed to swimming at all depths—but the Trench waters squeezed precious heat from his blood.
The cold reminded him that he wasn’t a regular to the chilly offshoots of the ocean—a soldier, not a scoundrel. He had honored his people, serving his time in the 7th infantry, in the bright, warm surface waters of the Pau’maa Rim. Not down in the murky nadirs with the thugs and crooks of the sea.
Like his brother Creeb.
Harmon clawed through the water, savoring the heat of anger pumping through his body.
Once I have the curve of my mother’s heirloom pearl in my palm, he thought, my brother’s wrongs will be brought to order.
He pinged the dark waters, outlining the trench walls. He was getting closer.
• • •
Miki hugged herself, trying to press down the fear bumps prickling her bare arms. Her toes gripped warm sand, clinging to the beach, worried it would be the last time she’d ever be free to stand there.
If Taigo or any of his friends notice me, she thought, he’ll make sure I never see the shore again.
She gazed at the ocean, marveling at how it spread beyond the horizon’s curve. The salty mist on her face awakened a longing in her heart, a yearning to glide through the water as if she were born to do so. Her mere presence on the beach violated island edict. That gave her the urge to recoil from those gentle waves sipping the shore, reaching for her, ready to draw her in and swallow her whole.
She’d never been a rule breaker.
But I have survived countless free-dives, Miki reminded herself, braved the dangers of an open ocean when others floundered in fear. My lungs have always handled the pressure with ease. I’m one of the better pearl divers and trap setters in the village.
You’re one of the only divers left in the village, her pragmatic thoughts warned, and that’s why you should run back to Taigo and accept his proposal. It’s only a matter of time before you end up like the others.
Miki shivered in the sun.
Eerily calm waters devoured their trade ships. Oysters vanished from the sea floor. Veteran pearl-divers, Miki’s friends and relatives, were washing up onshore, drowned, bodies bloated, mysterious hand-like bruises staining their legs. No survivors meant no explanations, which led to questions and fears rising amongst the villagers.
The gods must have been displeased, letting the ocean revolt against her people’s way of life.
Even though it crushed her spirit, Miki understood why the elders issued their edict forbidding anyone from entering the water for food or profit until they settled on a way to appease the gods for the deaths and disappearances, and for the safety of everyone on the island.
Too many sunsets had passed. Trading had stopped. There were no ships on the horizon either, no sails billowing in from the mainland. The yards of scraggy fishing nets strung along the pier remained empty, the islanders slowly running out of food.
Except for Taigo Inito and his family.
Miki shivered again.
“If I die,” she whispered, exhaling as the wind nudged her towards the sea, “it won’t be from starvation.”
After securing her long black hair with a piece of twine, she leaned down to fasten the leather sheath to her thigh, pulling the blade free to test its sharpness against her thumb tip. Satisfied with its lethalness, she snapped it back into place.
Water crept closer, caressing Miki’s feet, pulling at the sand between her toes, beckoning her to follow—to return to the deep. She smiled, defying village law, and walked into the ocean, breathing greedily, preparing her lungs to dive.
• • •
Harmon slowed at the prickle of electricity exciting the murky waters. A light jolt indicated he’d reached the narrows of the Ladali Trench, a hostile reminder of the enforcement tools the bottom dwelling mermen brandished, patrolling their master’s territory with weapons hot.
Harmon released one ping to scan the dark cavern. When the waters shifted to accommodate someone’s girth, he braced himself for confrontation.
“How can I help you?” The glow fish floating near the walls swam closer, illuminating the loan shark’s broad face.
“I’ve come to pay my brother’s debt and retrieve his collateral.” Harmon steeled his jaw against the cold. He stared directly into the usurer’s eyes, whose black orbs gave away nothing for free.
“We have many brothers who call on my services.” He slowly circled Harmon. “But none of them are soldiers.”
Harmon flexed his forearm, knowing the brazen, bottom dwelling Mer studied his military mark.
“Creeb is not a soldier,” Harmon spat.
“Ahh.” The lender chuckled, air bubbles frothing from his nose. “Creeb, yes. He knows me as Prosb’o. He never mentioned his brother. I now see why. Me and mine barely tolerate your kind at these depths. However, I always welcome the opportunity to make a loan.”
“Prosb’o, yes. He gave me your name.” After I squeezed it from his throat, Harmon thought. “What is your meaning of ‘my kind’?”
“His Majesty’s loyalists.” Prosb’o smirked. “Soldiers, loyal to a fault.”
“Rest assured,” Harmon said, straining to keep his temper in check, “I’m not here to make your acquaintance. I’m here to collect what’s mine.” He unfurled his fingers, his webbed hand splayed to contain the scatter of gems in his palm. They resembled black pebbles the size of his thumb in the dark waters, but the memory of their facets dazzling in the sunlit shallows glimmered in his mind.
Prosb’o’s grey fingers poked and prodded at the stones in Harmon’s palm.
“Spoils of war?” Prosb’o smirked. “Tell me. How is His Majesty’s vendetta on humanity faring?”
You ungrateful … Harmon thought and bristled, his dorsal fin flaring despite the chill. “Have you noticed any poisons collecting in the current? Is your belly full each night? It’s a daily struggle, but we are keeping the humans from destroying our way of life.” Harmon made a show of glancing around for the decorations Mer’s of money were required to display. “I see no tax shells. Have you no honor or pride in showing your support to His Majesty?”
“My belly is full every night regardless of how many ships you rein in or the number of feeble humans you take to their deaths.” Prosb’o sneered, drifting intimidatingly higher than the muscled soldier in front of him. “His Majesty may rule the bright heights, but he has neglected his people in the depths, those of us who toil in the trenches, aiming the methane ports used to drown the human cargo ships and forging the steel you and yours so expertly wield. You see no tax shells because I am above being taxed. The deep is my domain. I provide for those in need. I am the ear who listens to their problems.” His smile curved viciously, and his voice turned colder than the water. “My word is law, soldier. My word is obeyed. And I do not like you or your accusations.”
Harmon pinged his peripheral and outlined the presence of Prosb’o’s bodyguards slithering in. I’m outnumbered, he thought.
“I have no quarrel with you and yours,” Harmon said even though his erect dorsal fin and flexed chest contradicted his words. “I’m only here to settle a debt and retrieve property my brother had no right to offer.” But if a fight is what you want, he thought, I’ll show you what makes me a soldier in His Majesty’s armed forces.
Prosb’o lingered, testing the waters before finally settling back down to Harmon’s eye level. “I have no quarrel with you either.” He signaled his guards at ease while his dark eyes stayed fixed on Harmon’s. Covetously, he palmed the offered jewels. “This is enough to settle Creeb’s debt.”
His retriever, a stingray, snuggled under the sand in search, Harmon figured, for the kelp packet containing Creeb’s collateral.
Harmon impatiently flicked his tail, clenching and unclenching his fingers in an attempt to keep heat pumping through his body.
“Here we are.” Prosb’o smiled, revealing a flash of sharp white teeth as he took the offering from his flat underling. He unfolded the length of kelp, and the glow fish huddled closer, highlighting the contents.
Harmon gasped.
Prosb’o held up a medallion, his black fingernail flicking the gold metal. He turned his attention to Harmon’s face. “An Honor and Bravery medal. Yours, I presume?”
Harmon ground his teeth. Creeb would have more to explain, Harmon thought, enjoying the burst of angry heat igniting in his gut.
“Ohhh, oh my,” Prosb’o breathed. “I, I don’t remember it being this bright when Creeb delivered it.” He held the pearl reverently, fingers closing around it.
The Pearl of Pau’maa, a palm sized gem spun by the oldest oyster in the sea. Handed down through Harmon’s family for generations, the pearl was legendary amongst his grandparents, and theirs before them, for its magical ability to unite a Mer with his perfect match—his mate for life.
His father had died, and his mother still remained, so Harmon didn’t believe in its mythical powers. To him it was an ancient pearl, no more, no less, its worth uncharted because of the sentimental value his mother placed on it.
He momentarily recalled being a young Mer though, touched by the pools of love in his mother’s eyes when she told him the incredulous story of how it led her to his father. Of how she knew the pearl found her life mate in a sea so vast.
Harmon frowned. The agony in her voice when she told him of Creeb’s misdeed and her shuddering cries had churned a storm deep inside him. He swore a soldier’s oath to her. She’d have the pearl before the sun passed over. Harmon never broke his word.
“That is my mother’s heirloom,” he said, identifying it to claim ownership. “It has always shone white in my presence.” That’s its love light, she had cooed, the glow means you’re next, your match is waiting for you. Harmon glared at the grey fingers fondling the pure white gem. “Creeb had no right to use it as he did.”
“Where Creeb came about his collateral is not my concern.” Prosb’o’s arrogant smile spread wider. “The jewels you offer are enough to claim the item he used for surety—the Honor and Bravery medal. But those stones are not enough to repossess the pearl, which Creeb offered as deposit when he opened his gambler’s line of credit.”
“You can keep the medal.” The screams and shouts from his fellow soldiers echoed through Harmon’s mind, their limbs and fins tangled in the human’s nets. He had raged at seeing their tails bent in struggle against the ropes dragging them up from the sea and onto the wide decks of smuggler’s ships. Harmon, hanging on the outside of one dripping net, managed to set his brothers free and eliminate the human threat. The medal, symbolic of his honor and bravery, meant nothing compared to setting things right in his family. He wasn’t about to leave the loan shark’s cavern without the Pearl of Pau’maa.
“The value of the medal is but a grain of sand in comparison to the worth of this.” Prosb’o caressed the pearl’s girth. “Our business has concluded, soldier. I suggest you let the current carry you out.”
Harmon lurched forward. A powerful sting from Prosb’o’s guards hit his bicep and wrist. He wiggled free from their electrified grasp and lunged for the loan shark again, scratching the grey arms raised in defense.
Prosb’o fumbled the pearl, and the bubbles of excitement he spewed camouflaged it.
Harmon watched in horror as the perfect sphere propelled itself away from his grasp. The cold current, the one Harmon fought so hard against to reach Prosb’o’s domain, swept it away, the dark waters concealing its brightness from sight.
Adrenaline spiking his blood, Harmon released a frantic ping and jackknifed his body to give chase. Prosb’o’s guards pursued, slithering in the wake of Harmon’s thrashing tail fin.
• • •
Miki’s lean body slowly undulated, bubbles streaming down from her nose. Her empty hands pointed up, stretching for the refracted beams of sunlight just beyond her reach. Her graceful swaying switched to frantic kicking and arms flailing as she fought to break free of the water and pull in a desperate breath of air.
She shattered the surface, coughing and spewing ocean water. The constant flex on her empty stomach seized her abdomen muscles. She breathed through the cramp and managed to stretch out on her back, letting the water hold her while she floated.
Her bottom lip quivered. Two of her traps were empty. Her lungs begged her to retreat, to paddle for shore and check the last trap the next day. Diving in the deep blue had never been so difficult, though Miki was more graceful in the water than walking on her own two feet. Hunger made her thin, weak. Angry tears streamed from the outer corners of her eyes, the dam breaking and sobs bursting forth. She ached for something solid to hit, but the ocean simply gave way to slapping palms.
If I swim back for shore, maybe I’ll find a ragged pineapple bush in the jungle, she thought. Maybe the villagers haven’t plucked and hoarded all the premature coconuts from the palms. While I’m dreaming, she continued, why not find myself scrabbling through the jungle giving chase to a wild chicken? I could pluck it, roast it on an open pit and prepare a side of truffles and onion as an accompaniment.
She laughed bitterly. Nothing wild roamed the island anymore.
The gods had blessed the Inito’s with good fortune, though. Their sprawling acreage remained ripe with crops and livestock. To defend their blessings, the family hired the poorest villagers, paying them in food to shoot any of their friends and neighbors caught stealing, even to feed their own families. The Inito pigs and sheep were worth more than the people who tended them. To appear charitable in the eyes of the elders, the Inito family gave away their kitchen scraps—to those willing to wait by the grand gate with a humble hand out.
I’m not that desperate, Miki thought. They would take too great a pleasure at the sight of me begging on their step. Taigo Inito would gleam at the opportunity to turn me away. Especially since he thinks I dishonored him by turning down his proposal for marriage. I couldn’t see myself living with those hard eyes and harder heart for the rest of my life.
Her stomach twisted, snapping her to awareness, pleading with her to keep hope alive.
She sniffled.
One more dive, she thought. Just one more dive. The sea is plentiful, there has to be more for me down there. I feel it. I know it.
“Just one more dive.” She inhaled, exhaling slowly.
• • •
The warm temperature flux invigorated Harmon, but the change in pressure made him realize he was in uncharted waters. His sights and sonar remained locked on the pearl and its erratic pattern. Every time his fingertips threatened to make contact, the pearl would glow brighter and zip forward.
Curses bubbled from his mouth. He wasn’t a soldier who relished in giving chase, not without a plan, but there was no logic to the pearl’s movements—too many unpredictable variables to a blind pursuit.
The push and pull of the ocean meant dry land was close. Too close for any Mer’s comfort.
Prosb’o’s guards followed closely. They twirled and struck out, nipping and zapping Harmon with high voltage. Harmon flexed and flapped his fin, slapping one of Prosb’o’s guards into the other, tangling their assault.
He gained distance from them, hoping the brighter waters would hamper their chase. The pearl moved faster until it rocketed ahead, leaving Harmon behind in its jetstream. The tiny cloud on the sea floor showed him where the pearl touched down, directly beside some sort of small, man-made trap.
Harmon’s gaze climbed up the bright shafts of light beaming through the water, and his heart fisted in his chest. A four limbed shadow floated on the surface. A human, he thought. He was much closer to land than he expected.
Without warning, the ocean around him throbbed in rhythm with his racing heart. The surrounding waters blurred, his vision tunneled until his focus pinpointed the pearl so tiny in the distance. Harmon swore he heard the most beautiful song in the water, another heart, pulsing in tandem with his own. For one lonely beat, he believed in the legend of the Pearl of Pau’maa.
A sploosh on the surface shattered the moment.
The human, a female, began her descent, legs tight together, arms forward, long black hair streaming behind. Her body flexed and folded like a Mer as she drilled down to the bottom of the ocean.
Harmon’s dorsal fin fluttered in response to the way she moved. An intense heat crept up his spine and burned across his face. When he realized she was aiming straight for his mother’s heirloom, he snapped to and smoothed his stimulated scales.
Despite the surprise of his initial arousal, he wouldn’t let her, a human, claim the pearl.
• • •
Miki’s fingertips touched down on the ocean floor, the soft silt marking her moment of impact. She curled her knees in to weigh and balance herself while her nimble fingers located the trap. When she pulled it from the sand, Miki released a little shout, spewing precious air bubbles.
A large lobster had taken the bait, and Miki smiled in earnest for the first time in many moons. Her stomach cheered, rumbling victoriously while her mind raced with places to hide and eat her catch.
She had learned how to take care of herself, but Miki hated how hunger had changed her people, how the Inito’s power over trading and supply had corrupted manners or custom of any kind. If anyone spotted her fire they’d happily beat her down to take for themselves.
She hugged the trap to her chest before securing the tether to her ankle. Stalling the urge to breathe, she nestled her feet down on the seafloor, preparing to push up for the surface. Her foot flinched when she stepped on something hard, smooth and large. Her toes nudged it free, and when Miki looked down, her lips parted.
The biggest pearl she had ever seen.
If it could even be called a pearl, she thought.
It glowed bright, as if a tiny sun opened its eye to illuminate the bottom of the ocean and ignite a fever of new possibilities in her heart.
She released the trap, letting it float and tug on the tether around her ankle so she could reach down and claim the gem. Miki brushed the remaining sand away, her fingers barely able to wrap around it, but the pearl curved perfectly into her palm as if she were meant to hold it. Bending her knees, she kicked off, steady in her ascent, fingers firmly around her treasure, bubbles from her nose gliding past the smile on her face.
Expecting to breach the surface she opened her mouth and spewed her last remnants of air. Something hand-like wrapped around her ankle and jerked down. Miki swallowed salty ocean and choked on a scream. Arms thrashing for the surface, she kicked, her foot connecting with whatever grabbed her from the deep.
Limbs chopping and hacking at the water, desperate to keep from drowning, she drew in a breath without air.
• • •
Harmon rubbed the pain from his cheek where the human female’s foot connected with his face.
I should have surfaced with her, he thought, instead of scaring the air out of her with my touch.
His sensitive thoughts blanked to white when a powerful sting hit his tail.
Spinning, he snarled at Prosb’o’s guards. One of them lunged and struck, trying to coil itself around his arm.
A second swam for the female and clamped onto the trap dangling from her leg. Its body zigzagged, dragging her under, down to the bottom with great speed.
Harmon’s heart clutched at the shock in the girl’s face, watching her sweep past him, the deep waters swallowing her as her arms reached for the sun. The pearl’s love light shot white beams through her clenched fingers, igniting something primal in Harmon’s blood. He roared and lashed out, defying the shocks and bites in the water.
Seizing Prosb’o’s protector with both hands, Harmon gritted his teeth, growling as he battled past the electric pain skipping through his veins. In one powerful flex, Harmon twisted and the slithering spine snapped and crackled. He released it, and the long, lifeless body floated away.
Turning his attention to the pearl’s fading light, Harmon plunged for the depths.
• • •
Miki’s will to survive engaged. Reaching down, she drew the blade from her thigh and slashed through the tether, letting the giant beast take the lobster instead of her. She kicked hard for the surface, her thoughts pumping the word ‘air’ with frantic demand.
• • •
Harmon kept his eyes on the girl while his sonar traced the threat spiraling up behind her—too far away to help.
Prosb’o’s sentinel struck out and nipped her on her shoulder.
She recoiled, bubbles exploding from her mouth before she lunged to her left.
Charging in, Harmon snatched Prosb’o’s guard, preparing to mangle the life from it but realized the girl had already done so. The blade in her hand gutted her sleek attacker with a soldier’s finesse, the tangy taste of blood blossoming in the water.
Harmon smiled, but the moment evaporated as he studied her face. Her eyes were white, the color rolled back. Her fingers relaxed, and the Pearl of Pau’maa floated away from her grasp. Harmon seized it and gathered her lithe body into his arms. Murmuring prayers to the water gods, he called on all his power to swim for the surface, begging it wouldn’t be too late.
• • •
Miki woke, coughing and purging saltwater. Strong arms held her tight to a hard chest. Wide palms rubbed up her back, helping push the water from her lungs. The saltwater scalded her aching shoulder, and she would have sworn the stranger sucked at the wound.
Not Taigo, she thought. The Inito’s oldest son was too wiry, and his way of comforting too harsh. Her throat burned. She tried to speak and coughed again.
“Shh.” The man’s voice near her ear gentled her movements. “You were gone from this world for a few moments. You’ve only now returned. An electric sting wounded you, but you are safe, so please be still. Let me and the ocean tend to you.”
Relief filled his voice. Miki let her eye lids lower halfway. Her cheek slid down to rest on his shoulder while her fingers weakly toyed with the white-blonde hair curling at his nape.
Like the color of the beach, she thought. Nobody on the island had such hair.
Her brow furrowed. His skin wasn’t flesh like she’d seen before, either. It was smooth but dappled with fine scales—the color of human skin. Her dangling toes reached, touching the muscular twitch of a fish tail. She glanced down.
The clear water exposed everything. The body of a man from the belly button up, and instead of legs below, the most beautiful fish tail swaying back and forth, keeping him afloat.
I’m hallucinating, Miki thought. The shock and pressure must be playing with my mind, because I’d take an oath before the gods that a merman fought a giant eel and is now holding me.
Her thoughts reeled with myths and legends spun from some of the older divers, their breath heavy with island rum, claiming to have seen exotic women with fish tails for feet. Miki suspected the liquor influenced their memories. Their tales stayed with her, though, their spiced words saturating her mind with dreams of swimming freely with a fin instead of toes. Miki gasped, finding strength to wrench free from the stranger. Panting as she treaded water, she barely managed to put an arm’s-length of ocean between his bulging shoulders and herself.
This is no dream, she thought, fighting panic.
Trying to orient herself, she scanned for landmarks in the distance.
So much ocean, she thought, and strange rows of stained blue buoys.
She spotted a familiar dark blur on the horizon and exhaled. The island peaks were there, smaller than her thumbnail but within sight. Her relief turned to fear when she realized the hilly stagger pattern was different.
I’m on the Inito side of the island, she thought. The dangerous side.
Her attention focused again on the light-haired stranger. He quietly treaded water, studying her as she did him. An overwhelming sense of safety filled her with his presence. Perhaps the way he had tended to her or the way his eyes expressed concern did it. He had given her space when she needed it and had been gentle when she never asked. That sort of kindness clutched at her heart.
This is real, she thought, I’m alone in the open ocean with a merman.
Exhaustion weighed her down, and Miki didn’t object when the merman swam forward and grabbed her by the waist.
“You’re in shock,” he said, his sky blue eyes staring so intensely.
“Shock,” she murmured, “yes.” The fine scales on his bare shoulders glistened in the sun. I am in shock, she thought. Shocked to see the stories are true.
Her hands slid down to outline where a man’s hips would normally be, and her gaze lowered from his to confirm her findings. The transition from skin to fin was flawless. The flesh-toned scales on his torso graduated to silver as they interlocked their way down past his lower back to the length of his tail. He flicked his wide fin, and she smiled. Her fingers slowly caressed inward from his hips, below his navel when his hands clasped around her wrists.
“Careful.” He smiled and turned his head slightly to hide the curious blush streaking up his face. “My phallus may not be visible now, but Mer’s are built as your men are. We are quite sensitive to direct contact. And when in the presence of our match, our scales part to release our—”
“I see.” Miki’s face heated as if sunburned.
She averted her eyes from his front bulge and brought her fingertips up from the water, reaching to touch his bruised cheek and trace the squiggle of a scar on his temple. Her smile widened when he closed his eyes and let her explore the contours of his face.
So much like a man, she thought, tracing his nose, following the curve of his lips. Her discovery continued under his chin, skimming his throat, his gills quivering at her touch.
“You saved me,” she whispered, thinking of the cloud of eel’s blood that had surrounded her.
“No.” He opened his eyes and grinned. “You saved yourself. I only squeezed water from your body and pushed air into your lungs.”
She licked her lips, tasting where his mouth had pressed to hers.
“What is your name?” They both asked simultaneously, both chuckling.
He went silent.
“Miki.” She relaxed in the comfort of his arms.
“I am Harmon.” He raised his forearm, showing off his military mark. “A soldier in His Majesty’s 7th Infantry.”
Miki’s eyes widened. His Majesty? A soldier? 7th Infantry? He’s not the only merman? How many were there, she wondered, excited. Her thoughts traveled to her aching ankle, and her glare turned accusingly to Harmon.
“Wait. Who are you at war with?” When he hesitated to answer, her blood quickened. Miki tried to push away, but Harmon held her close. She struggled against him, pounding his broad chest. “Have you and your fellow soldiers been drowning my friends, holding them under by their ankles? Is your infantry sinking our supply ships?”
“No,” Harmon said. “This area in uncharted to our command pods. Your people have made no destructive impact on my kind. Our quarrel is with the far eastern ridge, with those dumping their poisonous refuse into the current and over fishing the territory, depleting our food supplies.”
“Oh, Harmon, I’m sorry.” Miki’s anger dissipated. “Your people are starving, too?” Her stomach painfully reminded her of its emptiness.
“We were.” Harmon unfurled her fingers and brought the tip of each one to his lips.
We’re both fighting to save our own people, she thought.
His tenderness sent little sparks through the veins in her arm, charging her heart. She licked her lips again, claiming another sample of him. Exhaling slowly, she tried to regulate her shortness of breath and settle the tremor in her fingers.
Her empty palm brought up a memory. “I lost it,” she said, frowning.
“This?” Harmon placed his mother’s pearl in Miki’s hand. He closed her fingers over it.
“Yes.” Miki’s chest heaved with unexpected emotion. “What’s happening?” The gem throbbed in her hand with every beat of her heart. Faces and fin patterns pulsed in her mind, and she fought to catch her breath. “This is yours, isn’t it?” She searched for understanding in his eyes. “It’s special, somehow.”
“It is special,” Harmon whispered.
Her stomach growled, and Miki cringed.
Harmon’s eyebrows furrowed. “Your trap,” he said. “It’s sitting on the bottom. Hold this for me.” He sealed the pearl in her grasp. “I’ll be back for you.” He froze. “For it.” His expressions didn’t settle well around that either and he grunted. “I’ll return shortly with your catch.”
Miki nodded. When she tasted her lips again, a tingly warmth poured through her body. She grinned at the idea of him returning for it or her.
• • •
Harmon didn’t fight the smile spreading on his face. As he swam hard for the sea floor, his heart raced, with excitement, though, not exertion. He’d found the pearl, and his mother would be pleased and at ease.
There’s something more, Harmon thought. I told Miki myself, our scales only part for our mate. So why did my body react so strongly to her at first sight? A human! Harmon considered the legend of the pearl. Could it be? Could it be possible? My match in this life is not even a Mer. How would it work? It doesn’t matter, a little part of him whispered. Your belief in love will make it happen.
A familiar shadow on the seafloor jolted Harmon out of his reverie, a flame of anger igniting in his gut. Harmon released one ping and outlined his brother, Creeb.
Creeb glanced up from his half-eaten lobster, a quick smile of recognition twisted to alarm. Harmon’s lip curled at the way his brother’s body braced for impact.
He’s taken mother’s family heirloom, and now he’s taken Miki’s meal? Harmon thought.
Outraged, he swam full force and tackled his brother. He drove Creeb into the soft silt and pinned him down. Hands around his throat, he coaxed the last chewed bit of lobster meat from Creeb’s mouth.
Creeb choked, spat, and raised the ruined half of crustacean. He smiled when Harmon’s grip eased a bit.
“You only had to ask if you wanted some,” he said.
Harmon recognized his brother’s carefree attempt to quiet the turbulent waters. He released Creeb, smirking as his gills riffled, shooting sand puffs out of either side of his throat.
“What are you doing here?” Harmon kept Creeb within snatching distance.
“After you took the answer you needed from me, you fled so fast you didn’t give me a chance to continue. That’s you, the soldier. Quick to attack, judge and defend. Slow to accept explanations or love.” Creeb massaged his throat. He pointed to the fading sting marks on Harmon’s arm. “You’ve scuffled with someone.”
Harmon flexed and winced slightly at the pain. “Prosb’o is going to need two new guards.” He grinned at the astonishment in his younger brother’s face. “After you gave me his name, I wasn’t in the mood to listen to your excuses or stories of potential gambling glory.” Harmon’s voice quieted. “How could you, brother? How could you treat what’s been ours for generations so carelessly?”
“It’s a gem, Harmon. You were away at war. We were low on funds. Mother put too much weight in the legends of our grandparents and theirs before them.” Creeb sighed and shrugged. “It’s a valuable gem that I knew would bring me great luck, and having it as my collateral ensured my success. I was returning with my winnings to buy it back,” Creeb said. “I was trying to take care of our family while you were away. Things were tough in your absence. I was doing what I knew best. You’ve never had any faith in me, brother.”
“You’ve never given me reason to,” Harmon murmured.
Creeb wrapped his hand around Harmon’s forearm and waited. When Harmon’s webbed fingers clasped Creeb’s, he said, “You never gave me the chance to express my gratitude, that you made it home safe, brother. And I’m sorry I offered your medal as partial collateral.” Creeb grinned sheepishly, releasing his brother and pulling Harmon’s Honor and Bravery decoration from his winning’s pouch.
“You returned to Prosb’o’s?” Harmon checked the front and back of his award before handing it back to Creeb.
“I did. I went to the trench, but his Mers said you charged in, caused a scene and fled. Now Prosb’o himself is hunting for you. He has a special favoring for pearls. One might say they are his weakness, if a Mer such as Prosb’o suffers from vulnerability. So, brother. Where is it? Where is the Pearl of Pau’maa?”
Harmon paused, thinking of Miki. “What did you mean? When you said I was slow to love?”
Creeb’s head tilted with curiosity.
“Harmon,” he started, “yours is a mind of strategy, and you cannot accept any female who does not hold the same high values as a soldier. The honor and integrity you embody, the need to always do right no matter the cost. Love is that, but it is also about being impulsive. When have you ever pursued anything without having every flip of the fin planned out?”
Harmon considered his brothers words and thought back to his pursuit of the pearl. He had no plan. He’d followed blindly. Harmon conjured Miki’s face in his mind, remembering the fury in her voice at the thought of her people suffering, the bravery she displayed fighting an eel twice her length and girth—in the water. His heart squeezed hard with wanting.
• • •
Miki had watched Harmon swim until the deep dark waters swallowed his tail fin. She waited, staring, silently counting the beats. The sun’s warmth dried the strands of hair near her face, and she sighed with longing when Harmon far surpassed the time she could remain submerged. To pass the time, she turned her attention to the rows of buoys.
What was happening on the Inito side of the island?
Hating to leave the spot where Harmon said he’d return, she reluctantly moved away, treading water forward but glancing back, checking for his white-blonde hair to rise through the surface. He said he would come back, and Miki found herself wanting to see him, craving that jolt of desire she experienced when his soft lips touched her fingertips.
It’s been so long since I’ve felt a gentle touch, she thought.
Holding the pearl hampered her swimming, so she laid back and floated towards the closest buoy. With the pearl in her hand, and the sun on her face, she closed her eyes and let herself dream of what it would be like to swim with Harmon, hand in hand, never needing to rise for air, to gaze at him and have him look back at her with smiling eyes.
Her head tapped wood, and she turned over, grabbing the large, floating bulb with her free hand. She braced her feet against the dangling rope to support herself, the gentle slapping of water against the buoys pushed at her body from all sides. Miki fingered the weaving on the rope, recognizing Taigo’s skill.
It appears Taigo has been tying knots from sunrise to moonrise, Miki thought, trying to count the wide scatter of man-made domes bobbing in the ocean. What’s at the end of this rope length? She stuck her face underwater, straining to see, but the rope stretched too far.
The only way to know is to dive, she thought.
Clutching the pearl, Miki steadied her breathing, readying for one more plunge.
She submerged, handling the rope, using it to pull herself down. The struggle to greet the deep concerned her, but the desire to know what was tethered on the end of the line pushed her on. She reached the halfway point, and her eyes widened, seeing Taigo’s skill applied to its most proficient array of knots and joinings.
He had worked the cord to form a pocketed net for a tall row of oysters. Miki had never seen mollusks hung like a string of fish before. Island pearling took great skill to work the shells on the ocean floor. Miki considered the number of divers needed to gather and hang the oysters before her.
All of them, she thought, all of the divers who died. She was as sure of that as she was certain of the salt on her lips. The Inito’s would have some explaining to do to the elders, Miki thought.
She checked her surroundings, hoping to catch a glimpse of Harmon swimming for her. The bright waters bled too quickly to dark. The painful need for air urged her up, and she used the rope to ease her ascent.
If there were ever a time to breathe underwater, Miki thought, panicking as she watched the dark shadow of an island boat gliding overhead, it would be now. The timing was horribly perfect. The boat’s relentless pace, her steady ascent. Miki knew how the Inito’s handled trespassers.
The buoys were clearly branded with the Inito’s family crest. The ropes were Taigo’s distinctive design. She’d emerge right at their bow.
Miki surfaced and gulped air. Water pulled her hair down in long streams, curtaining her eyes. A hand palmed her head before she could sweep away the black hanks, and when that hand plucked her out of the ocean, she yelped in pain.
Roughly dumped into the boat, her knees clattered against hard wood. She twisted around and flopped her hair back.
“Taigo.” She glared at the bow.
Taigo shook his head, his wavy black hair swishing over his tanned face. His hair settled, parting, allowing one dark eye to peek through. “You shouldn’t be here, Miki.”
“These shouldn’t be here.” Miki’s arm flung toward the bobbing rows of buoys.
“What’s in your hand?” He struck out like a snake, seizing her wrist.
Miki strained to keep Harmon’s pearl in her grasp, but Taigo’s calloused fingers pried it free. He held it up to the sun.
Miki squinted as if Taigo pinched the sun itself.
“Whoa,” Tabor, Taigo’s brother, murmured.
“Where’d you get this?” Taigo grabbed Miki by her injured shoulder. She yelped, and he rubbed lighter with his thumb. “I’ve never seen a wound like that, what happened?”
Miki refused to answer. Breaking eye contact with Taigo, she barely contained a gasp at the way her healing skin shimmered in the sun. Like Harmon’s. Like a merman. Thinking of him, she bit her lip, sending silent prayers to the gods for his safety from Taigo’s ruthlessness.
Miki stared at Taigo, his round face, his healthy body. She planted her bony elbows on her knobbed knees and let her anger erupt.
“What’s going on, Taigo? Why are you and your family holding all the oysters hostage?”
“Stupid girl. We’re not holding them hostage,” Taigo said. “We’re claiming them as Inito property. We plan to farm them.”
“Farm them?”
“Yes, Miki. Farm them. We’ll crack the shell, claim the pearl and command the animal to grow another by pushing a new grain of sand into its gullet. Planting a seed, as we would crops. The ocean provides the food, and the sun provides the warmth.”
“That’s not right,” Miki said. “We’ve always let nature dictate which oysters would bear gems and which would be for consumption. These captured oysters belong to the entire village, not the Inito family.”
“Not any more. My father has plans.”
“Taigo! What’s wrong with you? Stop telling her everything,” Tabor said. “She’ll go to the elders!”
“No,” Taigo said, his hard eyes on Miki. “She won’t be telling anyone.”
“How can you be so sure?” Tabor asked.
“Because, she broke elder law by entering the ocean, and now the gods are displeased.” Taigo smiled, but his eyes burned with menace. “Tragedy is going to befall the island. Lower the chimes and summon our helper. My once beloved Miki is going to have a diving accident.”
• • •
“What?” Harmon asked, annoyed at his younger brother for interrupting his inner thoughts.
“I asked you where the Pearl of Pau’maa is.” Creeb said.
“It’s safe,” Harmon said.
“You don’t have it, do you?”
“No, but I trust the person who has it.”
Creeb snorted. “I’ve never heard you say those words before.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know where to begin, Harmon. Besides our mother, I’ve never known you to trust anyone but yourself. No other Mer. No one. Certainly not a person.”
“It led me to a girl,” Harmon said.
“What?” Creeb cupped a hand around his ear.
“The pearl. I went to claim it from Prosb’o, but it … ” Harmon paused, thinking how incredulous the day’s events seemed. They reminded him of his mother’s story about finding his father. He exhaled. “The pearl jumped free from Prosb’o’s grasp and led me across the ocean to a girl. Miki,” he said her name aloud and smiled at the sound of it.
“Are you well, brother? Perhaps Prosb’o’s guards gave you too much of a jolt.” Creeb stared hard into Harmon’s eyes.
“I am well, brother.” I am in love, he thought, rubbing his cheek where Miki’s foot had struck him.
Creeb opened his mouth but gasped instead. Harmon tensed as another Mer’s body displaced the water around them.
“Get down.” Harmon shoved him face first into the sand and burrowed down into the seafloor next to Creeb, waiting and watching Prosb’o swim by with predatory grace.
• • •
“Where did you get this, Miki?” Taigo asked while they waited.
“Is it real?” Tabor asked.
“Oh, yes,” Taigo said. “It’s very real.”
“Who is this helper of yours?” Miki asked, searching for answers from her once betrothed. She ran through the possibilities, aware of everyone he knew on the island.
“You’ll see,” Tabor snickered.
“Answer me, Miki.” Taigo grabbed her bicep and squeezed. “Where did you find this?”
“On the bottom of the ocean.” She jutted out her chin.
Taigo’s silence frightened her more than his yelling. Miki braced herself for his anger.
“Don’t play coy with me, girl,” he said.
“I’m telling you the truth, Taigo. I found it on the bottom.”
“You’ll take me to the oyster that created this,” Taigo said.
“No, I won’t.” Miki folded her arms across her chest. “I told you. I found it on the bottom, in the sand, on the village side of the island. You can’t claim it, Taigo. It’s not yours.” Miki thought of Harmon. The kindness and concern in his eyes, the way his voice dropped to a reverent whisper when he spoke of the pearl. She wouldn’t let Taigo take the pearl. It was important to Harmon, so it was important to her.
Her fingers wandered to her shoulder, tracing the spread of fine scales that had formed from her wound, the one Harmon tended. Her skin was changing right under her touch, the flesh-toned pattern multiplying and crawling across her collar bone, reaching for her throat. Her heart started pounding so hard in her chest, Miki glanced up at the pearl in Taigo’s hand. It glowed bright like when she found it.
Something’s happening, she thought, reaching out with her heart and searching for Harmon. I can feel him. He’s coming back for me, I know it, she thought, smiling as warmth spread through her limbs.
“He’s here,” Tabor said.
When two grey, webbed hands clutched the side of the boat, Taigo said a word that sounded as if it were meant to be spoken underwater. A hulking, grey-skinned man hefted himself up and rested his scratched and scarred elbows on the edge of the boat. His flesh took on a purple tint. He squinted black eyes against the glare of the sun.
“What’s this?” Prosb’o asked. “You’ve found my pearl!” He smiled, and Miki recoiled.
He looks nothing like Harmon, she thought. This merman resembles the sea monsters the older divers claimed to have fought on their conquests to collect pearls from the deep.
“No,” Taigo said. “This is mine.”
“Quite the contrary,” Prosb’o said. “The pearl you hold is property belonging to me.” He held his palm out, webbed fingers wiggling expectantly.
“No.” Taigo held the pearl to his chest. “We have our deal. You’ll get half the farmed pearls when they’re ready. If you want them, you need to maintain your end of the bargain and keep the mainlanders from approaching the island. Your job is to eliminate threats. And this girl here.” Taigo shoved Miki towards Prosb’o’s grey hulking body. “She’s a threat to our plan. Drown her as you have the others. Then, ready your folk. There is another ship on the way from the mainland. Father almost has the elders convinced that the gods favor us completely. Once we have the elders, we’ll have the island. And you’ll have all the pearls you want.”
“I take what I want. I listen to no human, especially one out of his element.” Prosb’o rocked the boat and laughed as he disrupted Taigo’s balance.
Taigo bobbled the pearl. Everyone froze as it clattered to the bottom of the boat. Miki scrambled to grab the pearl as Taigo, Tabor and Prosb’o’s movements pitched the boat, causing the pearl to roll about. Prosb’o leaned further and his thrashing tail tipped the balance, dumping all occupants, human, Mer and gem into the ocean.
The glowing pearl sank, and Miki’s slender fingers were the ones to fold around it. Once she claimed the Pearl of Pau’maa, pure white light exploded from her hand, blinding her to the thrashing bodies nearby. The ocean pulled her down, deeper into its embrace. Her skin tingled, itched, burned.
With lengths of water between her and the sky, Miki screamed, “Harmon!” Bubbles erupted from her mouth, precious air streaming from her lungs as the pearl continued shining brighter than the sun above, and Miki blacked out.
• • •
“Not so hard, Creeb, she’s fragile.” Harmon shoved his brother away and continued compressions on Miki’s lifeless body. Clouds of sand puffed from either side of her with each of Harmon’s exertions.
“She’s not breathing. Try closing her mouth.” Creeb swam around Harmon. Harmon’s lips moved as he murmured prayers and promises to the gods. His hands continued pressing on her chest, trying to keep a consistent rhythm that would call her heart to attention.
Creeb placed the pearl in her hand, curling her limp fingers around it. He skimmed the scales covering Miki’s arm.
Harmon glared at the Pearl of Pau’maa. You did this, he thought, squinting due to the pearl’s love light. You’ve led me to her only to take her away from me.
“I can’t believe how bright this got,” Creeb whispered. “I think Prosb’o’s blinded for life now.” He glanced over his shoulder at the loan shark writhing on the seafloor. “Bottom-dwellers never handle the intensity of the sun like we do.” A nervous laugh escaped Creeb’s lips.
Harmon recognized his brother’s inability to handle the intensity of the situation, of watching someone die all over again like he had with their father, but Harmon could spare no comfort for his younger sibling. His energies poured into Miki. He refused to lose her.
“Her heart’s beating!” Harmon cried, his own surging in response.
“She needs air.” Creeb clamored closer. “Breathe for her, brother.”
Harmon placed his palm over Miki’s mouth and fixed his lips to her throat, gently fluttering air over her newly born gills. He waited and pushed air again, smiling as Miki’s gills expanded.
• • •
Miki moaned, and bubbles spewed from her mouth. Her eyelids flickered, and her pupils focused on the concerned set of sky blue eyes staring back at her. She reached to touch Harmon’s face and smiled when his hand pressed her palm to his cheek.
She glanced to either side and realization dawned on her face. She lay deep at the bottom of the ocean.
“I’m breathing!” Miki spewed bubbles of delight. She sat up, opening and closing her mouth, testing the flow of air entering not past her lips but her throat. She touched her neck, exploring the gills that trembled, drawing oxygen from the water.
Her fingers discovered the tiny scales sheathing her hand. Her arms. Her legs. Her toes. She wiggled them and frowned.
“It worked,” she whispered. “I can breathe, but I’m not a mermaid. I don’t understand.”
“You’re my Miki.” Harmon smiled as he gathered her close. “And I don’t understand either, but maybe your new gills are only the beginning.”
“The beginning,” she murmured. “Your Miki,” she said. “I like that.” She moved to hold Harmon’s face in both her hands. “You saved me. Twice.”
“No, my love. You saved me.” He leaned down, his eyes focused on hers. His fingertips skimmed her shoulders and her new skin responded to his touch.
Harmon murmured, “Miki,” and claimed her parted lips with a kiss.
Miki’s arms twined around Harmon’s neck, her legs wrapped around his waist.
• • •
“Get a cave, you two.” Creeb floated backward, away. He swam over to Prosb’o and gave him a nudge.
Prosb’o whimpered. “My eyes.”
The loan shark’s voice caught Harmon’s attention. With Miki in his arms, he remained calm, kissing her once more before releasing her to deal with the lender.
He lunged, shoving Prosb’o back a length.
“Don’t kill him, brother!” Creeb said.
The current tested her balance, but Miki scrambled to her feet, blade drawn from the sheath on her thigh, ready to defend.
“You are in my domain now, Prosb’o,” Harmon said. “You have no friends here, no one to do your bidding in these warm waters. I suggest you heed this soldier’s order and retreat to your cavern. Stay there. If I see or smell you in here again, I won’t be so lenient.”
Prosb’o snarled, flashing his sharp, white teeth. He turned and slowly swam back toward the dark, cold waters of the Ladali Trench.
Turning to Miki, Harmon’s lips parted seeing her feet anchored in the sand, knife in hand, her face fierce and ready to fight. A smile teased the corners of his mouth, and Miki grinned back. Harmon swam full force for her, grabbing her by the waist. He laughed heartily, as she giggled and hugged his neck.
“Miki,” Harmon said. “I would like you to meet my brother, Creeb.” Harmon offered his arm to his brother. “He’s the reason I found you.”
• • •
Miki reached for Creeb’s hand, smiling at the unique way he clasped her forearm.
He looks so much like Harmon, she thought. Slightly different nose, darker blue eyes and no scar. The familial resemblance was there, though.
“I’m happy to meet you, Creeb.” Miki moved her lips to pronounce the b with a pop at the end, releasing a bubble. “What about Taigo and Tabor? They were in the boat with me. They have terrible plans for the island!”
“I don’t think you need to worry about them,” Harmon said.
Miki paled.
“What my brother means,” Creeb nudged Harmon’s shoulder, “is that they’re in their boat, paddling back for shore. And with Prosb’o gone and unavailable to assist them any longer, I think their plans have been thwarted. Come, we should go. There’s a ship in the water—a big one.”
“A big one? From which direction?” She squinted to see through the ocean.
Harmon chuckled. “We see with sound, too, Miki.” He released a ping. “The ship Creeb speaks of comes from the mainland. And he is right, we should move.”
Miki smiled. The mainland. A supply ship! The island’s famine would soon be over. Order would be restored. Her people would be fed. Her own stomach rumbled and groaned.
Harmon pressed his hand to her flat belly. “I owe you a lobster.” He smoothed her floating strands of hair. “Come, swim with us Miki. Let me show you how we hunt.”
Miki took Harmon’s hand, bringing his knuckles up to her lips.
“Don’t forget about this.” Creeb held up the Pearl of Pau’maa. “I bet mother would enjoy hearing the story of how it brought the two of you together.”
Gazing up at Harmon, Miki said, “You told me the pearl was special.”
“Yes,” Harmon said, his voice distant with memories. “The Pearl of Pau’maa has been in my family for generations. It’s a pearl spun from the oldest oyster in the sea, given to my ancestors with the promise it would lead them to their life mate. The ocean is so vast, Miki. Some of us live our entire lives without ever finding our other half, but my mother has always believed in the power of the pearl.”
“Do you believe?” Miki asked.
He cradled her face in his webbed hands. “Yes, Miki. I believe in the legend of the pearl. I believe it has led me to you.” He clenched his fist and pounded his chest. “Meeting you has changed the rhythm of my heart. I feel … ” He paused, searching her eyes. “You’ve opened something inside me. I feel love when I look at you, Miki. A love like I’ve never felt before. When I hold you, when I fear you’re in danger—”
“I believe in the legend too.” Miki placed her palm flat against Harmon’s chest, absorbing the pound of his heart beating in tempo with her own. She studied her skin, so similar to his. “When I was holding the pearl, and it was burning so brightly in my palm, I felt … ” She paused to find the words that seemed to elude her. “I’ve always believed the ocean held more for me than the island. And I never thought my heart would warm to anyone. I called for you,” she said. “In that moment, yours was the only name I had on my tongue, your face was the only one in my mind. And I felt like the pearl had opened up to show me the possibilities for my future. There were so many images floating through my mind, the island, the ocean, but when it came time to decide for my future, I saw only you. I picked you, Harmon. I know we’ve only just met, but I feel such a strong connection to you. I want to know a life, with you, no matter the cost, no matter the risk.” Her fingers traced Harmon’s gills and her own. “I don’t regret choosing this, even if you turn me away, I will never regret taking the opportunity to share this moment with you, to breathe in the same water as you.”
“I believe in the pearl,” he whispered. “I believe in you and me. And I long for all of my tomorrows to be with you, Miki. My Miki.” Harmon’s smile gleamed as brightly as the pearl. He opened his arms, and Miki snuggled into his embrace. Holding her tight to his body, Harmon’s fingers tilted her chin up, his webbed hand cradling the back of her head. He leaned down, kissing her with newly awoken passion. When her lips parted, bubbles streamed from his gills.
• • •
The Pearl of Pau’maa let its love light shine, illuminating the ocean around Miki, Harmon and his brother. The brightness tilted, leaned and took aim for the next unmatched Mer in the family.
Creeb.
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Chapter 1
Nixie burst through the surface of the water with a great splash and drew in a gulp of salted sea air. As she swam to her favorite spot in the secluded bay, she took in the tangerine sky. The glowing orb dropped toward the edge of the world and set the clouds aflame. Soon, hundreds of square yellow eyes would blink to life beyond the trees.
With a grunt, she heaved her spindly body onto a flat stone, worn smooth on top by the tide’s constant indecision of in and out. Pale birds gave shrill cries overhead as they circled, searching for their next meal or some shiny treasure to pluck for their collections. She flexed her webbed fingers and toes against the warm breeze. The long silvery strands covering her head itched where they lay along her back, so she bunched them in her hand and twisted to wring out the water.
A tiny sound drew her gaze to the sandy place where liquid met solid. A row of palm trees silhouetted against the sun sent long strips of shadow along the ground. Within the dark and light patches, a pink creature wrapped in blue cloth sat in the sand, hugging its knees to its chest.
She’d never seen a pink one up close. Curiosity urged her back into the surf, her stare locked onto the light threads covering the creature’s head. What was such a young one doing there by itself? Had its guardians abandoned it?
Submersed so only her forehead and eyes peeked above the surface, Nixie propelled herself closer until the sand brushed her chest. Only a few feet from the being, she surveyed the liquid dripping out of its eyes.
She opened her mind and searched for the intricate mental patterns that often accompanied the pink ones. Few others who lived on the hard place thought of anything more than food and procreation, but she found a complex mind in the one before her. Sadness, mostly, and loneliness. The male referred to himself as Wyatt.
Unable to stop herself, she injected her thoughts into his. “Why do your eyes leak?”
A fair-skinned face snapped up, blue eyes scanning the rolling waves. “Wh—who said that?” Wyatt stuck a scrawny finger into his ear and wiggled it.
Nixie popped her head and shoulders out of the surf. “Why do you do that? Has something crawled in there?”
His eyes opened wide as they landed on her. Wiping crystal drops from his face, he jumped to his feet, stabbing a finger in her direction. “I’m not afraid of you!”
She cocked her head, and a frilly leaf of sea grass fell from her shoulder into the water. “Why would you be afraid of me?”
Wyatt’s gaze fell to the ground before rising to peer through his silky fringe. “My sister calls me a ‘fraidy-cat’, but I’m not.”
Nixie grinned. “You’re funny, Wyatt. Why does your heart beat so fast?”
Tiny creases sank into his brow. “How did you—it’s not! I told you, I’m not scared.” Silence fell for a moment as he traced her form with his eyes. “Hey, what are you, anyway?”
She thought for a moment. “I am Nixie, and you are Wyatt.”
One of the arched fur patches above his eye curved up. “Wyatt is my name, but what are you?” His fingers touched the side of his own neck. “You have gills …” His voice fell to a whisper. “… and your skin is, like, invisible … only not.” He scratched his head as if his own words confused him.
Nixie held her arms out. Her iridescent skin took on the appearance of the surrounding water. Swirling blue and green mixed with hints of orange from the sky. She set her stare back on Wyatt. “I am simply Nixie, and my skin changes to suit my surroundings. Why doesn’t yours? Is it broken? Is that why your eyes are leaking?”
Wyatt’s lips tugged up on one side. “Your skin … changes? You mean like camouflage, like a chameleon?”
As she searched her thoughts for the word, Nixie climbed farther along the sand, coming to her knees in shallow water. “What is a chameleon?”
Wyatt shook his head. “Never mind. It’s cool, is all.” His hands disappeared into openings in the blue cloth covering his lower half. “But … how can I hear you when your mouth isn’t moving? Are you some sort of ventriloquist, like that guy I saw on TV once?”
Another head tilt didn’t help her decipher what he’d said. “Ven … trill … what is T … V?”
A bright laugh burst from Wyatt, though Nixie didn’t know what had amused him. “It’s TV. You know, like movies at home. And a ventriloquist can make a puppet look like it can talk.” He squinted, and at the same time his expression flattened to reflect something Nixie took as concern. “Isn’t your mom worried you’re out swimming by yourself?”
“Mom? You mean a guardian?”
“Yeah, you know, parents? Mom or … or Dad?” His grin turned upside down.
A twinge of loneliness crept into her chest. “I have none.”
“Oh.” His bare toe dug into the sand. “My dad’s dead, too.”
“Dead? Do you mean he’s gone to the Undergarden?”
Wyatt’s foot stopped its fidgeting, and his gaze locked onto hers again. “Is that like Heaven?”
“It’s the place where the lost ones go to play.”
“Uh …”
“Is that why your thoughts are sad? Are you alone now, like me?”
Wyatt kicked a shell near him, and it skittered across the shore. He shook his head. “Mom and my step-dad fight a lot. I sneak out until they’re done.” His shoulders lifted in a half-hearted shrug. “They never miss me.” A new glimmer shone in his eyes, one Nixie didn’t understand. “Is that where your parents are? The Undergarden?”
She thought about her beginning, waking in shallow waters far from the beach, under the fireball’s rays. “I have none now, nor ever.
I wasn’t, and then I was. If a guardian gave me life, they didn’t stay to tell me.”
Wyatt leaned closer. “But then how did you eat and all that when you were a baby? And … how old are you? I’m nine.”
“Old? You mean age? I’ve seen one hundred and nine full moons, and I fish when I’m hungry. Don’t you?”
“Oh.” He squinted at the water. “Do you have legs or fins under there? It’s too dark for me to see.”
Nixie jumped out of the water and landed on her feet. She wobbled on legs that rarely held her weight until she stood only an inch or so taller than the boy.
Wyatt’s face glowed as red as the horizon before he slapped a hand over his eyes. “You’re not wearing any bottoms.”
“What is bottoms?” She glanced left and right but found nothing he might have been referring to.
Twinkling eyes peeked through a gap in the boy’s fingers before he closed his digits together again. “You can’t go around naked, at least not on the bottom. Mom says there’s a law or something.”
With a scrunched brow, Nixie looked down at her body. “I don’t understand. You don’t like the way I look?”
Wyatt dropped his hand but his gaze stayed fixed on her feet. “You look … pretty.” His toe dug another hole in the sand as his head made a slow tilt up. “I guess if you don’t care, then I don’t.” Smirking, he gathered a glob of kelp into his hands and stepped into the water. “Last one to the drop-off is a seaweed head.”
He threw the tangled ball, catching Nixie on her right temple in a wet splat before running into the surf. Laughter peeled out of him, like the bells from the pointed towers beyond the trees every seventh light.
The sound made her heart swell, and a smile slid across her lips. She’d never had a friend before, at least not one who knew how to play. Only the odd dolphin that came to swim with her once in a while.
Releasing a twitter of her own, she splashed into the water behind him. “Swim fast, Wyatt. I’ll be there and back twice before you even get started.” She dove, her webbed feet propelling her past Wyatt with the speed of a shark on the hunt. Upon reaching the drop-off, she sped back and circled him several times, dousing him with water while he giggled and tried to grab her without success.
They had something Wyatt called a contest to see which of them could hold their breath longer. After only a few minutes, he thrust himself to the surface. Nixie followed wondering if she’d hurt his feelings by outlasting him.
“You’re the best swimmer I’ve ever seen. Maybe you can teach me some tricks to get better?” he said, gasping through a grin to regain his breath.
Nixie beamed. “Your funny hands aren’t good for swimming, but I’ll try.”
“I’ll bring some of my sister’s snorkeling fins next time.” He stuck his toes out of the water and wiggled them. “Hey”—his eyes grew wide along with his smile—“did you see that giant starfish on the ledge? I’ve never seen one so big.”
Jittering with excitement, Nixie dove without a word, retrieved the bumpy orange star and returned to the surface. “You mean this one?”
Wyatt grasped it, turning it over in his hands. “This is so cool! Look at those spines!” His fingertip made a gentle pass over the spikes on the creature’s back. “Did you know starfish can drop off an arm if it gets eaten, then grow it back? Wish I could do that.”
Nixie didn’t know that. What else might he be able to tell her about her home? Reveling in his excitement and wealth of knowledge, she dove again in search of something else to show him.
• • •
Silver moonlight blanketed Nixie as she lay on the sand beside Wyatt. His breaths were heavy after their long swim. The waves bumped her as they surged inward, rolling her closer to the boy. His skin was warm compared to hers.
Nixie caught a worry lingering in Wyatt’s thoughts. “What is a ‘stepdad’?”
His fingers curled into tight fists at his sides. “He’s not my real dad. He’s just a guy Mom married after Dad died so she wouldn’t have to work.”
“Married? Is that like a mating?”
Wyatt’s jaw flexed for a moment. He shrugged before pointing at the sky. “That’s Orion’s belt.”
Nixie gazed at the winking lights above, wondering why he’d changed the subject. “Orion’s belt?”
“Orion is a constellation, at least that’s what my real Dad told me when I was little.”
“Constellation?”
“Yeah. You know, stars.” Excitement pulled his voice tight as he swept his pointed finger to the right. “That other one that looks like a measuring cup is Ursa Minor. Dad said it means ‘bear’.” He gave his head a scratch. “I wonder why they call that a bear when it looks like my mom’s measuring cups.”
With a cock of her head, Nixie studied the boy’s grinning face as the incoming tide lapped at her legs. “What is measuring cup?”
Wyatt let out a jingling laugh. “It measures stuff for cooking, you know, like a cup. Don’t you have cups where you come from?”
She shook her head. “What is cooking?”
The laugh came again. “You’re so funny. I like you, Nixie.”
A smile curved her lips, her chest puffing up with joy. “I like you, too.” She pointed webbed fingers at the lumps beyond the trees. “What are those tall things with the yellow eyes that light up after the fireball disappears? Is it some sort of beast?”
He sat up and turned in her indicated direction. “Those are apartments.” His shoulders popped up and down. “The yellow squares are lights people turn on when it’s dark out, so they can read and stuff.”
“People? Read?” Nixie squinted at the lights, as if seeing them better could help her make more sense of Wyatt living in such an odd place.
Wyatt’s brow scrunched up. “Wait—how do you know English?”
“English?”
“Yeah, the words we use to talk.”
She thought it over for a moment. “When pink ones speak, they often have images in their minds. I listened and learned.”
“I wish I could do that. Read people’s minds, I mean. It’d be cool for when my sister blames me for something. Or to find out why Mom cries so much. Why don’t you talk out loud like I do?”
Nixie opened her mouth, but only a grunting sound came out. “I don’t know how.”
Wyatt reached out fingers and touched her gills. “How long can you breathe out of water?”
“I can breathe air, too, but the fire in the sky dries my skin, so I have to rewet my body once in a while.”
“So you really don’t have a mom? I mean, kids come from a Mommy’s belly. That’s how my Mom said I was born, anyway. It grosses out her new husband when she talks about stuff like that.” He snorted and dug his fingers into the sand. “Or maybe you came from an egg, like a turtle?”
“I don’t know.” She turned to stare at him, fascinated by his excitement and enjoyment of her company. “What is kid?”
“Oh, like a baby, a child, me.”
“Like offspring, then. And what is husband?”
His sigh told of some complicated thought going on within. “When grownups love each other, they get married. Afterwards, the man is called the husband, and the woman is called a wife. It’s kind of like mating, only different. Did you know Canadian geese mate for life, only lots of humans get divorced?”
Nixie’s questions rolled out one after the other, and Wyatt answered. The darkness she sensed in his thoughts lifted a little more with each new fact he shared. She learned that the pink ones called the round fire ‘the sun’ and the fur on his head ‘hair’. They divided time into days, weeks, months and years, and Wyatt called the current month ‘June’. He said he’d soon be finished going to something called ‘school’, and that would allow him to come to the beach more often. She paid particular attention to that comment.
“I’d better get back.” With a yawn and a stretch, Wyatt stood and brushed the sand from his backside. “I’ve got school tomorrow.” He trotted along the sand. At the edge of the trees, he turned and waved his hand. “See you tomorrow, Nixie.”
She raised her hand to mirror his, the loneliness from before their meeting resettling around her heart. Sighing, she pushed her sadness aside and swam into the depths toward her cavern to wait for Wyatt’s return.




Chapter 2
Wearing a broad smile, Nixie waded in the shallows under the midday sun, the same as she’d done every day for two full cycles of the moon. Wyatt called the warm season ‘summer’, and they’d enjoyed every moment of it. Only seven more sunrises until Wyatt had to return to school, and their visits would return to darkness.
More of the pink ones had come to the beach in the hot weather, so Nixie had led Wyatt to a deserted inlet farther down the bay. It took longer for him to arrive each day, but his company was always worth the wait.
The sound of quick footsteps beyond the trees met Nixie’s ears. She stopped and tilted her head to listen, holding a hopeful breath. One foot fell harder than the other, and a familiar squeak from his shoe joined it. His blond head with hair sticking every direction appeared in the shadows a moment before he rushed into the sunlight.
“Hi, Nixie!” He bounded to the edge of the water holding a flat, white item in his hand. “I think I know what you are.” His smile beamed brighter than the day itself.
“What is that?” She crawled along the sand with tentative movements. Could the flat object speak? She couldn’t sense a mind, but maybe it could hide itself.
Wyatt glanced at the floppy thing in his fingers. “I went to the library this morning. The old lady there printed this paper out for me on water sprites.” He came to his knees in the sand as Nixie edged closer.
Although she had no idea what ‘library’ meant, she peered at a black image of a skinny female creature with webbed fingers and toes like hers, though its hair was short and dark. “Water sprite?”
His finger pointed at the creature’s face. “Yeah, this is from a book of old legends that some guy drew. He must have seen somebody just like you. This one’s eyes are smaller than yours, and yours are shaped more like a cat’s, but the rest looks like you.”
Nixie’s lips parted, and her eyes grew wide. She’d never seen herself before. “Is that really what I look like?”
Wyatt snorted. “You don’t have any mirrors down there in the ocean?”
Curiosity swirled in her mind. She wondered how Wyatt saw her. An idea flashed to life, and she gasped. “Look at my face, Wyatt.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Why?”
“Quiet.” She slipped her hand around his wrist and allowed his thoughts to replace hers. After a few dizzying seconds, her own features came into focus through his eyes. She passed fingertips over her full lips. They held the color of the sea, sparkling as the sun touched them. Her night-black irises peered out from behind long silver lashes.
Nixie released Wyatt with a smile. “Thank you.”
His chest rose and fell in a hurry. “Whoa. Can all water sprites do that?”
Her amusement disappeared, and a pang of emptiness filled up her belly. “I’ve never seen another like me.”
“Really?” A large wave rushed in and toppled Wyatt over. He took a sharp inhale, while his arms splashed, wetting and ruining the floppy white image he’d brought with him.
She twittered a laugh at his flailing limbs.
“Never?” He tried to right himself. “I was thinking last night … you probably shouldn’t let anyone else see you. I watched a movie once where the government took a person with special powers to a building and experimented on them.”
“Gov … ern … what is a movie?”
He laughed. “Just don’t let anyone else see you, okay?”
Although she didn’t understand why, she agreed, to make Wyatt happy. “Okay.” Nixie scooped up water in her webbed fingers and doused his hair. “Race you to the drop-off, seaweed head.”
Snickering, Wyatt waded a little farther into the water, his gaze darting to the open sea. “Only if you give me a head start so it’s fair.”
“Deal.”
After stripping off the clothing from his upper body, he dove in head first, legs kicking up a spray that cast an arch of colors through the air. Nixie waited a few breaths before jumping in after him.
The pair spent the afternoon playing in the water. Nixie dove down deep and returned with more sea creatures and items she thought her friend might like to see and could tell her about. A sand dollar, which she learned was somehow related to the starfish, and a sea cucumber, the wormlike objects she’d seen a few times on the seabed. A tiny red squid that could shoot black ink and a sea horse that had what appeared to be leaves sticking out all over it.
Afterwards, they built structures out of sand on the beach, though her clumsy fingers destroyed more than they created. She had to return to the water once in a while when her skin itched.
As the sun dipped below the trees, they rolled around in the shallows to wash the grit away.
“I won’t see you tomorrow.” Wyatt’s lips tugged down at the corners. “We’re going to visit my grandma in Doverton, and we won’t be back until late. I hate it there. It smells like old lady.”
Nixie’s heart plummeted. “But we only have a few days left before school.”
He put his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t be sad, Nixie. I’ll be back.” He jumped up and bounded along the sand. His hand waved back and forth as he spoke over his shoulder. “I’ll bring my snorkel and mask next time.”
She stared after her friend for a long time, a warm sensation cuddling around her from his embrace. If he promised to come back, she would wait forever.
To pass the time, Nixie spent the next day exploring the ocean floor. She gathered oysters and fish skeletons, and other objects, which she stashed between some rocks to show Wyatt when he came back. Once satisfied with her collection, she couldn’t bear to return to her lonely cavern, so she remained at their cove, leaving only to catch a fish for her supper.
• • •
When Wyatt hadn’t returned by sundown the following day, Nixie convinced herself she’d heard him wrong. Two more suns rose and fell, and still no sign of her friend. On the third day, she sat in the shallows, her belly clenched into a painful knot. He’s forgotten me. He’s never coming back. Although her face was well above the water, something wet her cheeks. A swipe with her fingers revealed silver droplets. They reminded her of the ones leaking from Wyatt’s eyes the first time she’d seen him. She thought he’d called them tears.
Footsteps crashed through the trees.
Nixie perked up and listened for the mind she’d missed. The moment his thoughts met hers, she clutched her chest and scrambled onto the beach.
Wyatt appeared from the shadows, panting, his eyes swollen and red.
They stared at one another for a moment before Wyatt blurted out wobbly words. “My step-dad kicked us out. We have to move to Grandma’s.” Little balls of wetness trailed out of the corner of his eyes.
Uncertain what that meant or how to comfort her friend, Nixie reached out for him. He threw his arms around her, strange sounds coming from his throat as he shook. She stood frozen for a moment before pulling him closer. “I don’t understand. Where have you been?”
Wyatt took a few deep gulps of air and pulled away. “We’ve been moving our stuff, and Mom wouldn’t let me come here.” He scrubbed fists over his eyes and kicked a spray of sand into the air. “I snuck away and ran. I don’t want to go, Nixie. If I go, I’ll never see you again.”
A great sadness squeezed her heart. “Are you saying we can’t play anymore? That you won’t come anymore?”
“Wyatt!”
He snapped his head toward the high voice. “That’s my sister.” His hand slipped against Nixie’s, and he tugged her into the water, his words shaking. “She’s going to take me back. Hide me, Nixie!”
Her gaze darted around. “Where?”
Lips parted, he stared at her. “Take me to the Undergarden. You must know where it is. I can live with Dad. We can go together.”
“No, Wyatt. The only way is through death. I want you to stay with me!”
“You’re my best friend, Nixie!” His eyes grew to giant moons. “I don’t want to go! Please don’t make me go with her. Things got better when I met you, and I don’t want to be alone again. You can come down there with me. Please!”
A pink one ran onto the beach, her long red hair tied behind her head. Remembering her promise to Wyatt, to never let anyone see her, Nixie dropped into the water as the pink one’s narrowed eyes scanned the shore.
“Wyatt! Get over here before I kick your head in,” she screeched. “We have to go. Mom’s waiting in the car.”
Nixie remained inches beneath the shifting surface as he crossed his arms. Her thoughts tuned to his.
“I’m not going,” he said.
Footsteps pounded into the waves.
Water surged through Nixie’s mouth and out her gills as she fled to a safer distance. She wanted to help Wyatt, but she didn’t know how to without breaking her promise.
Wyatt let out a scream that sliced through Nixie’s mind. She popped only her eyes above the waterline, heart drumming against her ribs. The pink one yanked Wyatt by the arm toward the trees. He dug his heels into the sand, head twisted to look back. “Nixie! I swear I’ll come back. I promise!”
Unable to bear the grief in his mind, Nixie ran toward them, but once she hit the sand, her gangly legs tripped her, and she fell onto the ground. When she righted herself, they’d disappeared. She tried to follow, but only managed to make it to the tree line before the sun turned her skin brittle.
Forced to return to the water alone, a sharp pain ripped at her chest. She turned her face up to the sky and uttered a shrill cry, the loudest sound she’d ever produced.
Nixie’s legs propelled her toward the beach where she’d first met Wyatt. Maybe the sister would take him that way and she could still save him.
When Nixie resurfaced, she searched the sand and found it littered with strange pink ones of every size. A sense of loss fell over her like a never-ending night. Nausea swelled in her stomach. Think, think, think! She surveyed the population of the beach again. Maybe they know him? She no longer cared if someone took her away and experimented on her body; she’d risk it to save her friend.
Adrenaline ignited a new sense of purpose as Nixie dove under again. She sped to where the strangers splashed in the shallows. None of the minds resembled Wyatt’s curiosity and kindness. They dwelled on clothing, something called money, and their bodies—all selfish. She approached a little one even smaller than Wyatt. Its red fur had been gathered into two bunches on the top of its head and secured with shiny white strips of fabric.
Nixie popped her head above the water as she injected her thoughts into the tiny pink one’s mind. “Where is Wyatt?”
The little one fell back with a splash. A mind-shattering scream pierced the shouts and laughter from the rest.
“Mommy!” the tiny one screeched as another yelled, “Monster!”
Others rushed toward them, eyes fixed on the screeching one. Nixie remained still for a moment, gaze darting around for the monster until she realized everyone’s focus had shifted to her, all of them filled with the same horror. Unwilling to give up, Nixie held her ground, but as the larger ones neared where she swam, she ducked under the water and darted along the bottom until the bed of sea grass swallowed her up.
For weeks, Nixie searched the shoreline, dodging shiny floating objects the pink ones rode upon the water. Each night, she returned with leaking eyes to their inlet in case Wyatt had returned.
At one point, a thought occurred to her—one that stole the oxygen from the air. Had something happened to him? Something terrible? Had his spirit passed into the Undergarden without her? No. No, no, no! Maybe she could find a way to it if she searched hard enough. If she could find him there, they could be together always.
• • •
Except during the cold season, which forced Nixie to descend to her cavern, weary and alone, she spent her days searching for the entrance to the Undergarden. She’d explored every tunnel within a day’s swim, every patch of coral, every crevice that she could squeeze through. Desperate, she even tried talking to other sea creatures, though none paid her any mind.
Her disappointment grew into overwhelming pain, as if Wyatt’s absence gripped her ribs and squeezed tighter each time she failed to find him.
She thought back to the last day she’d seen him on the beach and what the pink ones had called her. Did Wyatt think she was a monster, too? Had he realized after leaving that he should be afraid of her? Considering she may never see his bright smile or splash into the water with him again, her soul broke into shards of sadness. Lost and lonely, Nixie curled up in the corner of her cavern and slept most days in a sort of hibernation.
• • •
Many moons passed, enough that Nixie lost count of them. The passage of time did nothing to diminish the ache in her heart. Her legs grew longer as her body filled out, and her chest became heavier and softer. No longer a child, her thoughts turned from play to finding her next meal and avoiding the increasing number of predators that swam the depths where her favorite orange squid lived. Although she tried to avoid thoughts of Wyatt, she often wondered what he would look like. Had he grown like her, married a wife and had pink ones of his own? Would he even remember her if he still lived? The memory of their last time together continued to haunt her thoughts—the way those on the beach had stared at her. Maybe they had warned him not to come back, that a monster lived in the waters. She could think of no other explanation for his abandonment.




Chapter 3
The hot season had returned to the bay when Nixie emerged for the first time in many moons. After catching a few fish to break her long fast, she headed toward the rock she had once visited every sunset.
“Nixie!” The voice that had clung to her thoughts resonated down her spine, though it sounded deeper. “Please come out if you’re here.”
Afraid to hope, Nixie peered around the rock. She recognized the mind, but not the pink one before her who scanned the waves. His blond hair brushed his broad shoulders. He no longer looked like a young one, but like the big ones with thick arms and strong legs.
Something fluttered in her belly at the sight of him, warm, tingling, spreading out to her webbed fingers and toes. She rubbed her stomach, wondering if the fish she’d eaten for breakfast had been a poor choice.
As Wyatt turned to leave, she spoke directly to his thoughts, “I thought you’d forgotten me.”
His lips curved up with a smile, changing his face into the one she remembered. The fluttering intensified and bored deep into her. “I could never forget you, Nixie.”
Anger wove into her thoughts and heated her blood further. “Do you think I’m a monster?”
“What?” His eyes opened wide. “I never thought that. Why would you even say that?”
“Isn’t that why you stayed away? I asked the ones on the beach to help me find you that day, and they called me monster.” She cocked her head and edged farther around her sunning spot. “If you weren’t afraid of me, then where have you been? Why didn’t you come back like you promised? I thought you’d gone to the Undergarden.”
He pushed fingers through his hair, leaving it in a tangle around his face in a way that made her itch to smooth it back. “I’m so sorry. We moved to Arizona when Mom married again—to some guy she’d known for a whole week. There was nothing I could do about it. It was just too far. Mom wouldn’t give me any money to take a bus, and she wouldn’t drive me, but I’m going to college here, now.”
The heartache he’d suffered while away radiated from his thoughts, stealing away her anger. “What is college?”
Wyatt’s familiar laughter, though richer and deeper, danced along her skin and soothed the ache of his absence. “It’s a different kind of school. I can come by every day now.”
“Every day?” Her heart grew until she thought it might break free of her chest. She swam closer and knelt in shallow water, her long hair dangling around her like a shroud. “I’m here.”
Wyatt’s gaze met hers. A sigh passed through his lips. “Wow, you look … different. I mean … amazing.” He scratched his head. “I guess I thought you’d still look like a little girl like I remember, but …” Pink circles grew on his cheeks as he averted his eyes.
Confused, Nixie searched his thoughts and found him wondering if she still wore no clothing and that he most certainly should not be looking at her since she’d grown up just like a woman, whatever that was.
“But what?” She inspected the portion of her body that rose above the surface, at the soft bumps that had grown on her chest and the muscular lines of her midriff. Sadness weighed on her thoughts. “Do you not like what the ages have done to me? Am I … a monster now?” Her gaze fell as she considered whether or not he might go away again because of her appearance.
“You’re beautiful, Nixie.” Wyatt waded into the water and crouched before her. “I’ve missed you. You’ll never know how much.” He chuckled. “Or maybe you will, considering you still seem to be able to read my mind.”
She lifted her long lashes and peered at him, trying to unravel the emotions whizzing through his mind. “Why is your face all red? And your heart … it hasn’t beat this fast since I scared you on the beach the first time. If it isn’t because I’m a monster, then why are you afraid of me now?”
“You could never be a monster.” His fingers brushed a few strands away from her brow and tucked it behind her ear. “I’m not afraid of you, I …” Wyatt shook his head, the pink on his cheeks turning to red blotches. He gathered some weeds in his hand and piled them on top of her hair. “Never mind. Race you to the drop-off, seaweed head.”
• • •
As promised, Wyatt came to the beach every day for months. He told Nixie about how his sister had tried to convince him water sprites weren’t real, about the science he took at college and the work he did in a research lab to earn money, whatever that was.
Nixie told him of her exploration through the coral reef gardens and beyond, in search of treasures to show him, and for the entrance to the Undergarden. She’d searched deeper than the sun could reach, where the fish had no eyes.
Sometimes they sat in contented silence, watching the sunset or the stars. Still, Wyatt wouldn’t look at her, and if he did, his cheeks turned all shades of red.
As they lay on the beach after a long night’s swim, Nixie rolled onto her side and stared at Wyatt. Little flutters rippled through her stomach as she thought of being closer to him, some primal need in her body urged her to touch and be touched.
She took his hand and placed it on her waist.
He jerked his hand back, though he chuckled. “Uh … I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
Her fingers drew circles in the sand. “I’m not a jellyfish. I will not sting you.”
Wyatt jumped to his feet and walked away. “It’s just not … right.”
“Why not? Do I frighten you? I catch you looking sometimes, and your thoughts are … confused, like you want to touch and look, but are afraid of something.”
He returned with his fingers shoved into his hair. “You’ve been my best friend for as long as I can remember, and now … I keep thinking things I shouldn’t be thinking about you.” He threw up a hand which fell limp at his side. “I’m not a little boy anymore, and you’re not a little girl. I’m afraid that if I look at you, all shimmery in the moonlight, at your bare skin, that I’m going to do something I shouldn’t.”
“Something like what?” Nixie climbed to her feet and went to him. “When you’re near, I get all warm, and I imagine your arms around me. Do you not wish for the same?”
His head twisted until their gazes locked. Reaching fingers out and stroking her cheek, he stepped closer. “Every second I’m with you.”
Nixie’s finger traced the curve of his lip, stroked over his brow and along his temple. “Will you hold me?”
Wyatt leaned in until his breath warmed her face, indecision passing over his features. His lips brushed hers while his arms looped behind her back and pressed her against him.
Lightning bolts zinged through her core at the contact she’d craved since seeing him again. Their moans mingled as his mouth and tongue explored her lips, the curve of her jaw, her throat and shoulder. His fingertips feathered up and down her back while hers walked along the hard muscle in his arms.
Panting, Wyatt pulled away with his eyes closed. “I should go.”
“No, please.” The need in her body filled the words with emotion as her heart drummed a speedy tune. “Stay with me?” Her palms cupped his face, forcing him to meet her gaze.
Darkness filled his eyes as his own need grew in his mind, overpowering whatever hidden thoughts held him back. “I love you, Nixie.”
Such power in his emotions. She’d heard other pink ones say those words to one another but never with such depth of feeling.
Wyatt lowered her to the sand amongst the incoming tide. He removed his clothes, leaving him bare for the first time.
She’d never before seen a male pink one without clothing. Moonlight shimmered along broad shoulders damp with perspiration and sea air. With wide eyes, she drank in his perfection, his masculine lines and rugged grace. The way the muscles shifted beneath his skin when he hovered over her. The extended muscle at his middle left no doubt about his desire for her. Although he differed from her in many ways, she somehow knew they would fit together as mates were meant to.
For a long while, they touched one another, and as the moon reached its apex, Wyatt brought her a pleasure she’d never dreamed possible.
They lay together, Nixie’s head lying along his chest, his arms wrapped around her back, water washing over their legs. Adrift in contentment, she could have stayed like that forever.
A stretch of her thoughts into Wyatt’s found his dark and confused. She sat up—a hot wave of panic in her middle. “Have I not made you happy, Wyatt?”
He stood, scooped his bottoms from the sand and pulled them on. Facing the trees, he sighed. “You do make me happy, for the first time since I was nine years old … and that’s the problem.” He shook his head and walked away.
Stunned into silence, tears strolled down Nixie’s cheeks as she watched him go. Hadn’t their mating been part of the ceremony Wyatt had talked about so many years before, making her Wyatt’s wife? Didn’t he want to mate for life? Did he regret choosing a water sprite? Perhaps he wanted pink children and would think of theirs as monsters? After the bliss they’d experienced together, how could he believe that?
Terrified she’d driven him away, Nixie remained in their secluded bay until the following evening. The excited shouting of children from beyond the trees disturbed the quiet but did nothing to distract her from her thoughts. When Wyatt didn’t return at his usual time, her darkest fears sprang to life. Maybe she hadn’t made him happy, and he’d told an untruth to spare her heart, though it hurt anyway. Holding her face in her hands, she curled into a ball on her sunning rock and wept.
• • •
Nixie woke to a high moon and Wyatt standing on the beach, head hung forward, hands stuffed into the pockets of his shorts.
“You came back!” Nixie wailed into his thoughts as she swam for him. “I thought … I’m sorry for what I did, whatever it was. Please don’t be mad.”
His head tilted up as she rose to her feet on the sand. “Hey. I’m not mad. Sorry I took off like that. I just … needed some time to think.”
The continued sadness clinging to him made her think he’d come to a decision he didn’t want to make.
“Time to think about what, Wyatt?” Her pulse sped to a gallop.
He reached for her but let his hand fall. “I … what are we doing, Nixie?” Wyatt tossed up a hand, walked a few steps one way, and came back.
She shook her head. “I don’t understand. We’re standing and talking, are we not?”
“No … I mean yeah, we are, but … what we did the other night. You and me. We shouldn’t have done that.” Sighing, Wyatt plopped his backside into the sand, drew up his knees and draped his forearms over them. “I took advantage of you like a total bastard because you didn’t know any better, and because I … I needed you that night more than ever. But it was wrong.”
“Wrong?” Anger tightened her internal voice. “When our bodies tell us we need air, we breathe. Is that wrong?” She took a step closer, glaring down at him. “When we are hungry, we eat. Tired, we sleep. Restless, we move. Are those, too, wrong?”
His brows pushed together, and his mouth bobbed open. “No, Nixie, but—”
“We needed one another in a way we are intended to need one another. Our bodies spoke the truth, and we listened.” Her chin began to wobble. “How can you say we were wrong?”
“It’s not … I mean it is.” Wyatt growled and shoved at his hair. “My sister … she thinks I’m obsessed with being here, and I’m beginning to think she’s right. There’s just … so little time. I’m supposed to grow up, get married and have children, Nixie. I’m supposed to live in a house and wake up every morning with my wife in my arms.” He drew in a breath and tilted skyward. “I thought I could come back here and hang out with you like I used to. And be happy. But every time I walk away from here, I can’t stop thinking about you. Dammit, every time I meet a woman, she doesn’t measure up to you.” His arms gestured around in a wild manner. “This beach is the only place you and I can exist together. Geez, Nixie, we’re not even the same species.”
She gasped and turned from him to the water, a hand over the crushing weight on her chest. “You are like them. I thought you were different.”
“Wait,” he said in a softer tone. “That didn’t come out the way I meant it.”
Nixie straightened and waded into the shallows. “You do think I’m a monster.”
“No! I … we’re just not the same, that’s all. It was wrong of me to let this go so far. How can we have a life together when there’s nowhere for us to go but this tiny stretch of sand?”
Pain welled up and poured out of her mouth in a terrible sound before she gulped air and steadied herself once more. “To be with you is enough for me, Wyatt. It would always have been, but I see now that I will never be enough for you.” Huffing, Nixie whirled and pointed a webbed finger at him. “Why did you come back? If I’m so terrible, why not stay away instead of bringing me more sadness.”
Grief filled his eyes as he took a step forward, reaching for her. “Wait, no … this is going all wrong. Just list—”
“Leave!” A kick of her leg doused Wyatt. “Never come back!” She dove and let the sea swallow her up, though it didn’t drown out him crying out her name.
Nixie swam for hours, without knowing where, until she could no longer hear his voice carrying upon the current. Exhausted, she collapsed beside an unfamiliar crevice. Her body shook as she curled into a ball and lay there for a time that stretched into a small eternity while schools of striped fish passed overhead.
She wondered if the pain of Wyatt’s rejection would be enough to end her physical life and send her to the Undergarden. The agony that twisted through her made her think it might.
Had she been wrong to care for him? To want him? Who said he should have a wife and a house? Did he answer to someone who demanded it of him? Each time she recalled the memory of their night together, she found only pleasure and contentment in his thoughts. Only until their physical union ended did guilt wash it away. She hadn’t misread that part, no matter what he said, but if he no longer wanted her, then she had to try and forget him before longing destroyed her.
It took Nixie until dawn to find her way back to her cavern, gorging on fish to sustain her during hibernation. She planned to slip into a deep slumber and hope the wound in her heart might heal by the time she woke up.
Inside the darkness of her little space, she curled up in the corner where the water remained the stillest, her belly protruding with her meal. Deep breathing slowed her aching heart. The temperature in her body dropped a few degrees. Her mind drifted to a white nothing where thoughts of Wyatt were forbidden to enter, though for a moment, she thought she heard him calling for her again.
• • •
A sharp pain in her abdomen wrenched Nixie out of her slumber. A touch of her stomach found it even larger than when she went to sleep. Blinking in the darkness, she tried to sit up, but her stomach muscles clenched all at once and stopped. How long had she slept? An hour? A day? Had she eaten too much and reacted badly to it? Weakness in the rest of her body let her know she’d slept several months at least. Why did her belly feel so large and hard beneath her hands?
The cramping came in waves. She writhed on the floor of her cavern, certain she would soon go to the Undergarden. An urge to push down gave her some relief as the tension in her middle worsened. Something popped between her legs. When she reached down, she found a tiny head with hair. Her eyes grew wide. Shoulders emerged, followed by the rest of a small body. Instinct urged her to pull the little one to her chest and cradle it, to clean its pale hair. Stunned, Nixie rested, her limbs shaking. She looked down to find the child staring up at her with familiar blue eyes, like the sky before a storm.
Wyatt’s eyes.
The oxygen seemed to disappear from the water, inducing a surge of panic. Still cradling her young, Nixie swam out of the cavern and darted for the surface. She broke through and coughed the water from her lungs, gulping down as much air as her body would take. Once certain she wouldn’t suffocate, Nixie raised the tiny girl’s head into the air so she could take her first breath out of the water.
A few pats on the back helped expel fluids from her young’s lungs—a female young. She would call her Meera.
As Meera drew in her first breath, Nixie stared. She knew nothing about raising young. What did she feed it? How would she keep the predators away? What would Wyatt do if he discovered her? Echoes of the pink ones shouting ‘monster’ rattled through Nixie’s mind. She gathered Meera close to her chest as her gaze darted around, a new protectiveness gripping her. If Wyatt thought Nixie was a monster, then he’d certainly think the same of their child.
“Nixie?” Wyatt hollered from the distance.
She turned to find him cupping his hand over his eyes against an autumn sun while running into the surf and staring right at her.
A momentary longing kept her locked in place until Meera made a small grunting sound and reminded Nixie of her new purpose. She dove and swam back to her home, where she tucked the tiny female against the mounds of her chest.
• • •
Pale blue hair floated above Meera’s head as she peeked her tiny face around the cavern entrance. More than forty eight full moons had passed since her arrival. Her thoughts entered Nixie’s like a beautiful melody. “Please, Momma, can’t I go up to the sand? I hear the pink ones laughing again.” Her haunting blue eyes stared up at Nixie, beseeching.
The momentary tug on Nixie’s heart ceased when she considered the dangers. She smoothed her child’s hair back from her face. Would Wyatt be there? Though he’d come every day for many months after Meera’s birth, his remorse-filled voice carrying over the waves in a torturous song, he arrived every few weeks after that. Soon after, only every few months. Still, the sound of him, knowing he still visited, enlivened something inside Nixie’s soul and made her want to go to him, to present their creation to him with pride, but she couldn’t. It was too much of a risk. “Oh, Meera, you know it’s not safe when the sun is out. We’ll go when the moon is high.”
“I know you want to go, too. You think about him. I hear it.” Meera’s gaze fell as she swam to her sleeping place and curled up. “I want a friend to play with, too.”
Although Nixie had tried to keep her thoughts to herself, she hadn’t done a good enough job to keep them from Meera’s sharp and curious mind. “I’m sorry, little one. I want that for you, too, but you must also feel my fear for you.”
The little sprite turned away. “He won’t hurt me. You don’t believe he will.”
Nixie sighed and sat beside the young girl. “I don’t want to believe it. That’s not the same thing as not believing. You are in my heart, and I am your guardian. I must keep you safe. Just thinking of harm coming to you pains me more than your loneliness.”
Meera’s bright eyes peered through a curtain of her hair. “I didn’t mean to make you sad, Momma. Can we go and ride the dolphins instead and look for new things for my collection?”
Nixie smiled and gathered Meera into her arms, rocking gently. “Of course we can, and maybe catch a few fish to fill up our bellies on the way.” Still holding the thin girl in her arms, Nixie rose and went to the door, giggles dancing on her lips. “Race you to the reef, seaweed head.”
• • •
As another fifty full moons came and went, Meera’s relentless curiosity took the pair farther than Nixie had ever gone, exploring and finding new and fascinating creatures. Nixie wondered what Wyatt would have to say about them every time before she’d banish the thought.
Meera had worn Nixie down so much that they’d begun visiting the cove as well—but at a distance.
As the sun descended toward the edge of the world, Nixie stared at the sand from her favorite sunning rock with Meera cuddled beside her. Nixie told herself she chose that spot because it was the best place to watch the sunset, though if Nixie was honest with herself, it was because she secretly hoped to catch a glimpse of Wyatt.
His mind held only increasing sadness and regret, though about what she didn’t dig deep enough to discover. Although Nixie wouldn’t let him know of her presence, seeing him mended a portion of her heart. From a distance, she could pretend he was still her best friend in the world and her mate. If not for her precious gift she needed to protect, Nixie might have risked going to him—if only to touch him once more.
“Why does this place make you so sad, Momma?” Meera asked, stroking her small, webbed hand up and down Nixie’s arm. Meera had grown into a stunning young water pixie, her moon-blue hair reaching her knees.
Nixie’s brow creased as she glanced down at her daughter, feeling silly. She’d been certain she’d kept her emotions hidden that time. “This place holds memories for me, both happy and sad, little one.”
“Can I go fishing, Momma?” Meera asked, claiming Nixie’s hand as if to urge her away from the memories. “I’m hungry again.”
Nixie smiled and brushed a few strands of Meera’s iridescent hair away from her lips. “You’re always hungry, little one. I think there must be a hole in the bottom of your stomach.”
Giggling, Meera tugged again. “Please?”
“Remember not to go near the beach.” Nixie slipped into the water and sped after Meera.
They dove and frolicked through the sea grass, gobbled the fish Meera caught with her lightning-quick speed and raced to the drop-off and back, though Nixie couldn’t keep up. Laughing, Nixie surfaced. She choked on her first gulp of air when the beach stared back at her from closer than she liked. Upon the sand stood Wyatt, his shoulder slumped forward, his pale hair cropped short.
Unable to remove her eyes from the sight of him, and unwilling to let go of the flutters alive in her belly, she watched as he pulled something from his finger and threw it into the waves with an angry toss.
Meera popped her head above the surface near the spot where the item landed, holding the object between her fingers. It glinted in the orange glow of the sunset.
Broken from her trance, Nixie dove and swam for her daughter. “Meera, return home!” she shouted mind-to-mind, too late to avoid disaster. When Nixie surfaced again, she found Meera standing in the shallows, holding the trinket out to Wyatt.
Uttering an audible cry, Nixie closed the distance and stood in front of her daughter, facing a wide-eyed Wyatt. “You will not harm her,” Nixie said, returning Meera into the water.
“I told you, he won’t hurt me, Momma.” Meera edged around Nixie, but a shove put her squarely behind again. “I can hear him, too. He misses you.”
“Nixie,” Wyatt said in a soft voice, reaching out as if to touch her. “I can’t believe … please don’t leave. I would never hurt you … I mean … I never meant to hurt you before.” His face appeared older with deep crevices along his forehead and eyes as if he’d lived many, many moons longer than the time that had passed. Sighing, Wyatt’s gaze fell to the sand. “I guess you’ve found someone else like you.” He tilted up again with a half-smile, staring right at Meera who peered around Nixie’s arm. “She’s got her mother’s beauty.”
Nixie sensed an emotion in Wyatt she’d never seen before. It bothered him to think of her as another’s mate. Her anger evaporated under his crushing sadness. “I am the only one, or at least I was until Meera joined me.”
Wyatt shook his head. “But …” He stepped closer, his eyes narrowing. His thoughts dwelled on their night together, calculating the time that had passed with the age of the girl before him. “It can’t be.” His body swayed but remained upright.
Nixie searched his mind for the horror she’d always expected but found only a glimmer of joy, of possibility, growing like a flame in his soul and chasing back whatever darkness he’d been existing in.
“How? How can this be? Is this possible?” He’d always wanted a child, but for whatever reason, was unable to create one. A smile grew on his lips, transforming him into the young man she remembered and still loved despite her efforts not to.
Before Nixie realized her daughter had moved, Meera closed the distance to Wyatt on strong legs—like his—and offered him the golden circlet he’d thrown into the waves. Ignoring her offering, Wyatt reached up and touched her cheek with tenderness. His eyes leaked in a steady stream. “She has your eyes and curiosity,” Nixie said, one hand taking Meera’s, and the other, Wyatt’s. “She can run on the sand like you and can stay out of the water for far longer than I can, but other than that she is mostly like me.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I kept her away because I thought you would think of her as a monster, like me.”
“I never thought that!” He squeezed Nixie’s fingers.
She turned to her daughter. “Why don’t you play in the shallows, little one? Just not too far.”
Smiling, as if she understood more than she should, Meera nodded and disappeared beneath the rolling waves.
“I was confused that day.” Wyatt’s gaze stayed fixed on Meera. “My doctor told me … I saw my life slipping away, and I didn’t know what to do. I should have enjoyed our time and held you like I wanted to. You’re all I’ve ever wanted, the only happiness I’ve ever known. I searched for you for so long so I could tell you what a jerk I was and explain myself. Please forgive me.” He wrapped his arms around Nixie, his body heaving. She held him, the tightness of her chest easing while in his arms again.
Confused, Nixie searched Wyatt’s thoughts for clues to what he’d meant, but found only relief and memories of her within. “What is doctor, Wyatt? What do you mean your life was slipping away?”
He chuckled and released her, though he kept hold of her hand as if she’d disappear again if he didn’t. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve missed you so much. Do you think … maybe the three of us could go swimming? You know, like we used to?”
Nixie turned toward the water before returning to Wyatt. “I need to know something first.”
“Anything.”
Her stomach clenched from fear of his answer. “Did you find the house and wife you were looking for?”
Silence preceded Wyatt’s answer. “I found an empty building and a woman who figured out soon enough I could never love her the way she deserved.”
Nixie nodded, not really understanding. “Why couldn’t you?”
“Because I’ve always been in love with someone else. And always will be.”
“But you said we could only exist on this beach together, and that wasn’t enough for you. If that’s all we can have—”
Wyatt covered her lips with his, stealing the rest of her words. What she found in both his kiss and his thoughts told her everything she needed to know. The love he’d once confessed remained true and had grown. It overpowered her regret for ever having doubted him.
“I promise we’ll be together forever. Race you to the drop-off, seaweed head,” he whispered against her lips before diving into the water.
The three of them played in the water under twinkling stars. Meera took Wyatt by the hand to help him swim faster, accepting him into her heart as if he’d never been apart from her.
Nixie hung back while the two splashed and laughed, basking in the happiness rolling from the pair like rays from the sun. Meera dove and returned with some of her favorite creatures. “Look at this spiky thing,” she said out loud.
Both Nixie and Wyatt’s attention snapped to the young sprite. They smiled at one another. Nixie had never before heard Meera speak, nor knew she had the ability.
“That’s a purple sea urchin.” Wyatt held it in his hands just under the surface. “They can grow new teeth if one breaks. Where did you find it?”
“They’re all over the coral just over there.” Meera’s smile lit up the night. “If you think that’s neat, just wait until you see the giant snail!”
• • •
Although Wyatt left each night, he returned the following evening as promised. They shared only laughter and stories with happy endings. Nixie had never been so content, nor seen her daughter so happy.
As the seasons changed from spring to summer and summer to autumn, Wyatt grew paler. He winced once in a while, but when Nixie searched his thoughts, she didn’t understand what she found—a darkness his face didn’t show.
Worry and dread settled around Nixie’s heart. She sensed something terribly wrong, just had no idea what. That afternoon, before he arrived, Nixie asked Meera to wait in the cavern so she could speak to Wyatt alone. Although Meera had begged to come, she seemed to understand Nixie’s worry despite her efforts to keep it hidden.
Nixie and Wyatt swam out far, but he tired sooner than normal. After tugging his frail body back to shore, she laid on the sand next to him. Another search of his thoughts only added more questions to her already large pile. She caught an errant word that caused him pain to think of.
“What is cancer, Wyatt?”
He smiled, but it didn’t light up his tired eyes like normal. “You’ve been searching around in my head again, I see.” His voice had taken on a rasp as if it took effort for him to speak. After exhaling through a deep sigh, he sat up and turned to face her. “It’s a disease some humans get. I have it in my blood.”
“It hurts you.” She caressed his forehead and found it warmer than normal. “I can see it when you move. How do I fix it?”
He kissed her temple. “We can’t fix it.” His laughter seemed out of place though genuine. “Fate is a funny thing. I think everything worked out just like it was supposed to despite my bumbling. If I hadn’t been stupid and made you run away, I never would have held on long enough to know Meera, and that gives me peace.” His smile faded again, and a new seriousness tightened his features. “I couldn’t go until I knew you were okay.”
“Go? What does that mean?” Her thoughts choked under sudden grief. “Why does it sound like you’re going away again? You promised we’d be together!”
“And we will … eventually.” His rough hand reached out for her, and she grasped it, her chest imploding at the unwavering resolve in his stare. “My doctors gave me only a short time to live, and that was years ago.”
“What are you saying?”
His gaze swept away before returning to her. “I’ll soon be going to the Undergarden.”
Pain welled in her soul, and her eyes stung. “No, you can’t! I won’t let you go.”
He pulled her into his arms and held her for a while, his warm hand radiating heat through her cool skin. “Don’t be sad, Nixie. You brought meaning into every corner of my life from the moment you scared the wits out of me that first day on the beach.” A bittersweet smile curved his lips. “This is the only way we can be together. It always has been.” He swallowed and sat back, giving her a hard look as if trying to convey something he wouldn’t say. “Will you help me?” Wyatt stood and offered her his hand. “I don’t want to die in a hospital, away from you. I want to be in your arms until my last breath.”
His calm, peaceful state filled Nixie with a sort of serenity. If he wasn’t afraid, she would try to be brave, too. A shred of hope, for a future she’d almost given up on, eased the pain in her heart, even if she had to reach the end of her life to find it. “It might be many moons before I see you again.”
“I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait for an eternity if I have to.”
“But it’ll hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you ever again.”
Wyatt shook his head, his hair shifting back and forth across his brow. “Not more than I’m hurting now. I want to play again, the way we used to when we were young. I want to be in a place where you and I never have to part.” She hesitated for only a moment before taking his hand, desperate to take the shadow of agony from his eyes. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and their mouths met in a kiss that bonded them even deeper than before. “I’ll do anything for you.”
“Say goodbye to her for me. Tell her that I love her as much as I do her mother.”
“She knows.” Nixie offered him a sad smile and followed him to the water’s edge. “She not only got her father’s eyes but also his mind.”
He smiled toward the horizon, appearing lighter, like the young boy who stole Nixie heart so many years before.
“I love you, Nixie.”
As the sun disappeared behind the trees in the vast blue sky, they walked hand in hand into the gentle, lapping water.




Epilogue
Meera clung to the sunning rock, only her eyes peeking over the top. Beyond, digging something flat and yellow into the sand, played a young pink one. A mop of brown curls hung over his eyes.
“Can I, Momma? Please?” Her fingers curled around the golden circlet that dangled from braided sea grass around her neck. “He looks sad.”
Fear stirred in Nixie’s core. The happiest times of her life were spent with Wyatt. Could she really deny Meera the same joy because of potential heartache? What was the alternative? A solitary life with no one to care for her when Nixie’s time came to join Wyatt in the Undergarden? Wyatt had said most of his kind lived long, healthy lives. Maybe Meera could find someone to love if Nixie could look beyond her own protectiveness. A glance at her daughter’s pleading gaze, thoughts of her loneliness since Wyatt’s passing months before, and Nixie knew she had to let the young sprite choose her own path.
Nixie placed a kiss on Meera’s temple and smiled. “You have your dad’s tender heart. Remember, the boy might be frightened of you at first, and it will be best if you speak out loud, I think.”
Meera slid to the side of the rock, wiggling with enthusiasm.
Nixie took her hand, stopping Meera’s escape to satisfy the lingering fear weighing on her chest. A deep breath steadied her. “Just remember—”
With eyes sparkling, Meera said, “It’s okay, Momma. If he yells ‘monster’, I’ll swim away.”
“You’re not a monster, little one. Never think so.”
“I don’t think so, and he won’t either. You’ll see.”
A nod and Nixie released her daughter, watching as Meera popped out of the water in the shallows. The boy squeaked and fell on his backside almost like Wyatt had.
The little male’s emerging smile and barrage of questions to Meera brought laughter from Nixie, and she whispered to the salted wind, “I love you, too, Wyatt.”
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