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Dedication
For my mother, whose love transcends death.










  
 

Chapter 1
“You’re a cheat and a liar, David,” I yelled, pointing my finger in his face. I turned back to the dresser and looked at his reflection in the mirror. His disheveled and unshaven appearance betrayed the days of partying. Once clear blue eyes were bloodshot and his breath stank of whiskey. The ancient Hawaiian shirt he wore was unbuttoned and wrinkled. Somehow, he managed to pull his boxers back on. I guess I should be grateful for that.

I unhooked the locket from around my neck and gently placed it on top of the dresser. Pulling my favorite white nightgown from its drawer, I slipped it over my head and dropped the towel, which had been wrapped around me, to the floor.

He shrugged his shoulders as if nothing was amiss. “I’m playing and relaxing. I deserve it. If you took care of my needs, then I wouldn’t have to turn to other women. This is your fault.”

“Wait—what? I work eighty hours a week to take care of your ‘needs.’ Don’t twist this back around on me.” I pounded my finger into his chest. My retort not nearly as icy as I wished it to be. I was more tired than angry.

“You’re lucky I’ve allowed you to be here with me,” he scoffed as he grabbed my finger mid-air and enclosed his fist around mine.

“Oh, I’m the lucky one? You talked me into maxing out my credit cards for this… this… luxury stateroom so you could mingle with your hospital buddies. I’m stupid for letting you do it. You just started there—we can’t keep up with their lifestyle.” I jerked my hand out of his grasp, walked over to the bed, and turned down the covers.

“I told you, as soon as I get a promotion, we’ll pay it off—I need more time. Mingling with these guys will ensure my future,” David blasted as he stalked after me, across the cruise ship stateroom.

“Oh, your future? It’s always been our future.” No longer tolerant of his games, I pushed him aside on my way to the bathroom.

He grabbed me by my arm, and twirled me roughly around to face him. “Do not turn your back on me.”

Livid, I spat in his face and tried to struggle out of his grasp.

He threw me on the bed and pinned me down, with his knees on my biceps. Hands clamped around my throat as he slowly squeezed.

I kicked, but quickly grew weak and dark spots formed across my vision. He finally lessened his grip around my throat, but kept his hand in place. Subdued in the face of his rage, I coughed and gasped for air, but was still unable to move.

“Get off me,” I whispered with a now hoarse voice, trying to break through his temper.

“You will listen to me and respect me.” He lowered his face to barely an inch from mine. The veins in his forehead bulged and his face turned an ugly shade of red.

I squirmed as my fear grew.

“You will obey me,” the last, whispered in my ear.

It was all I could do not to gag; his body reeked of day-old sweat.

“You will obey me, Anna,” he threatened, as he started to tighten his hand around my throat again.

“Baby,” I choked out.

“What?” his fingers went loose as he tried to assimilate my word through the fog of anger, and booze. “What are you talking about?” He let go, removing his knees from my arms. “Tell me.”

I rubbed my neck where his hands had been, then rolled over on the bed, and pushed myself up. “I’m pregnant.” A wave of nausea swept over me. I have to get out of here, now.

David got up and paced along the length of our cabin, cursing under his breath.

I ran out of the room, onto our private deck, and threw up into the ocean below. The meager contents of my stomach expended, I dry heaved until the cramps brought me to my knees. Rubbing my belly as more cramping started further down in my pelvis, I crawled over, leaned against the rail, and looked up into the black, starry sky.

His footsteps echoed on the metal floor of the balcony. I shivered under his intense stare. Fear crept over me—a black cloud of suffocating hatred.

“The baby,” I whispered, to the emptiness of the night. “How could you do this to us, David? Tonight you’ve ruined any chance of us ever having a happy family. It’s over.”

He ran his hand anxiously through his thick black hair, a trademark move indicating his anger still fumed and the information about my pregnancy hadn’t quelled it. “You pick a fine time to tell me you’re pregnant. I’m not ready to be a father.” Looming over me, he ranted on, but his words quickly faded to random noise.

Resolute, I wrapped my fists around the metal railing of the balcony and pulled myself into a standing position. Leaning on it for support, I summoned my inner strength. “I was planning on telling you tonight, over a romantic dinner. You stood me up for two bimbos in a hot tub.”

“Stop trying to make this my fault! You made this decision on your own. I don’t remember being a part of a discussion about a baby. I make the decisions, not you.” He stopped and jammed his finger into my chest, accusingly, “You betrayed me.”

“I betrayed you?” I closed my eyes and rubbed my belly. “It wasn’t a premeditated decision.” Tears broke through and ran down my cheeks. “This could’ve been the start of the family you promised,” I sobbed. “After all I’ve sacrificed for you, how can you say that?” Calm down. Take deep breaths. Don’t let him upset you anymore. It’s not worth it.

The fight had drained every ounce of strength I possessed. I wiped my tears away and wanted to retreat to the bedroom, but he blocked my path. Bowing my head, I tried to push by him.

“We’re not done,” he growled, pulling me back painfully by my long brown hair.

“We are done and I give up. You win—let me get my stuff and leave. For the remainder of the trip, I’ll stay in another room and you can have your fun. I’ll raise this baby on my own. I don’t need you.”

He grabbed both of my forearms, dug his fingers into my skin, and shook me.

“Let me go! I’m calling security and I’ll have you arrested!” I screamed at him, trying to wrestle out of his grip, but his hands had clamped brutally around my arms.

“Go ahead—I’ll tell them everything you’ve done. I’m a respected surgeon and you’re nothing. They won’t believe you.”

When I looked up into his blue eyes, it was as if something had snapped in him, and the David I knew was gone. In his place was an evil so dark, it sent chills down my spine.

Panicked, I changed tactics and begged for mercy. “David, no, no. Please, let me go. Please stop. Please stop. We’ll work it out, I promise. I won’t call the police. I promise, I won’t. You can do whatever you want and I’ll be good, I swear.” My thoughts now focused on the baby—I only wanted to end the fight and retreat to safety. I’d say whatever it took to get him to stop.

The intensity of his grip on my arms grew with each shake.

My pleas only infuriated him more—because I’d ruined his fun. The real me didn’t fit into the picture of what he envisioned his life to be.

With one final and violent burst, he shoved me. I stumbled back and lost my footing.

The momentum of the push sent me flailing over the railing. I did a somersault, which wouldn’t seem possible until you’re completely not in control of your body, at the mercy of force and gravity.

I didn’t scream. You would think after all that happened, I would have screamed my head off, but I couldn’t catch my breath.

As I tumbled over the balcony, my hands reached out to grab hold of anything, and after what felt like an eternity, but in reality wasn’t even two heartbeats, they eventually gripped one of the rungs. It was slippery, covered in a slime of salt water, and rusted decay.

“David, help me, help us,” I cried, as I dangled out over the ocean.

He stood there staring at me, no expression on his face at all. Then he turned and walked back inside, sliding the door shut behind him.

My hands, having reached the end of their strength, let go.

I fell.

The impact of my body hitting the surface of the ocean knocked the air from my lungs and stunned me.

I sank like an anchor into the black abyss.

It didn’t happen in slow motion, the way they portray it in movies. And they say when you meet your end, your life flashes before your eyes. None of that happened for me. Only an intense sense of sadness weighed down my heart as I drifted deeper.

I wouldn’t have the “happily ever after” of my dreams. For me, nothing ever came easy. I aimed too high, wanting to have a slice of happiness. Now, my punishment would be our death—my baby’s and mine—as I sank to the bottom of the ocean.

This is it.

My life is over.

During my descent into inky oblivion, an inexplicable calm came over me, filling me with a numbness that ordered my thoughts. I wouldn’t have another chance at my life, to go back, or make better choices. My mind and soul resigned to their fates, ready to transition to the next chapter, but the involuntary forces of my body screamed to survive as they struggled for air.

Death wasn’t long and drawn out. It wasn’t even especially painful.

The unforgiving sea swallowed me whole.

A sudden surge of adrenaline ran through my body, and I had a vision of someone with white hair swimming toward me, surrounded in a bright, glowing light. An angel has come to take me to heaven, I hoped. A shot of joy burst through my veins. All trace of fear now wiped clean at the realization this was not the end.

It was only the end of this life. Mom will be waiting for me. For us.

Her arms reached out, and a sense of elation lifted me. As I placed my hand in hers, the tickle of numerous hands brushed my skin. In the space of my last heartbeat, darkness took over, and I fell into nothingness.

Once you give into the darkness, death becomes easy.










  
 

Chapter 2
Cocooned in blissful warmth, I tried to open my eyes, but my body resisted the movement. My whole body ached as I tried to move; toes and joints popped nosily when I stretched out my legs as far as they would go, my head pounding. I did manage to open my eyes a sliver before the blackness took over again.

Voices roused me from a deep pit of unconsciousness. As I tried to pry my eyes open again, the lights above my head blinded me, forcing me to close them. An adjustment from total darkness, to glaring light, required time. The emptiness offered peace, whereas this was painful.

Where am I?

The memories came back to me in pieces. My baby. The cruise ship. The balcony. The fight. Drowning. My lungs burning for air as I sank into the depths of the cruel sea. Losing consciousness as death’s tentacles pulled me down into a seemingly endless black pit. I held my breath, waiting for it to happen all over again. My hand went to my abdomen, brushing over a thick satiny blanket covering me.

My baby?

Am I dead?

Am I in heaven? Hell?

My eyes fluttered open and closed and I raised my hands, shading them. The pounding in my head was relentless. Fingers laced over my eyes, I massaged my temples with the heels of my hands, but it brought no relief from the deep ache.

Finally adjusted to the light, I brought my hands to my mouth, running my fingertips over the obviously dry skin, crusted to resemble badly-chapped winter lips. Using care, I manually pried my lips apart—they felt stuck together with glue. My tongue had the texture of sandpaper. When I swallowed, it was audible and the action hurt. I need water.

Exhausted from the simple movement, I briefly closed my eyes to allow them a bit of rest. I didn’t have any sense of where I was. Maybe I’m in a hospital or… heaven.

The whisper of voices and movement startled me, yet comforted me I wasn’t alone. At first, unintelligible noises, similar to someone trying to speak through a pillow was all I heard. As I focused, I made out the distinct voices of a man and a woman. It’s no one I recognize.

“Hello? Hello? She’s coming around,” said a soft and non-threatening female.

I jerked my head in the direction the voice came from and squinted. Everything was blurry, a blanket of fog had settled in my visual field.

“Her heartbeat has sped up, indicating a regaining of consciousness,” said a man’s voice.

Who’s there? Daddy? No, no way, not possible. My heart sank at the disappointment. I turned my head to the other side but my neck cramped, forcing me to return to a neutral position.

Groaning, I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. I stretched out my legs again, joints and tendons loudly adjusting, as the blood rushed throughout my body, bringing a surge of life into it.

“Where am I?” I managed to croak out, finding but not recognizing my voice. Coughing, more of a weak rasp due to the lack of moisture in my mouth, I again pried open my eyes. Everything was fuzzy shadows, so I blinked and rolled my eyes around in their sockets, adjusting to the strange soft, bluish lighting without pain, but still not in focus.

“Well, hello there. We have been waiting for you to wake up. What is your name?” the man asked.

Straining, I could only see the blurry silhouette of two figures standing at the foot of my bed. “My name is Anna. Anna Ryan. Who are you? Where am I?” I repeated the last, louder. Maybe they hadn’t understood my first request. Though, I wasn’t sure I had verbalized anything.

“Anna, you are in our Healing Center. My name is Lucas, and I am a healer here. We have been taking care of you these past few weeks. You are safe. Have patience, and don’t push yourself. It is going to take some time for you to have a total recovery after what you have been through,” he explained.

My mind swirled with lots of new sensations and confusion littered my brain. I pulled several layers of blankets tightly to my chest as if it would protect me from the unknown.

Weeks?

Healing Center?

Is that a hospital?

Maybe they called it that on the ship. “How long have I been here, and what happened? Where are we? What healing center? Is my baby okay?”

More memories surfaced. Oh, crap. David, you bastard, how could you? I tried to sit up, but a surge of vertigo followed by a wave of nausea, forced me back down. To stop the spinning, I stilled.

Again, I opened my eyes, and the outline of the man who spoke to me finally came into focus. When the world became clear, I stared at the two figures in bewilderment and shock, white knuckling the blankets to my chest.

“You are where we say. A Healing Center, here in our city. You have been here for several weeks. We were unsure if you would live, but are glad you did. This is Lily and I’ll let her explain the situation in more detail to you in a moment, as I’m sure you will have many questions. But now, I need to scan you, to evaluate your progress. Is this acceptable to you?”

Staring at him, I absorbed what he said and lay still, my heart racing in my chest. I must have permanent brain damage. These people aren’t normal.

“Am I dead? Is this heaven? Some kind of dream?” I whispered, my belly flipping wildly.

“No, you are alive and this is not a dream. We are quite real,” he assured, glancing at the woman, Lily, as if for some kind of guidance.

This had to be a hallucination so I shook my head and refocused, my mind trying to talk me down. My eyes are playing tricks on me.

The woman and man both had iridescent skin in this lighting, and lines of strange looking bumps going down their arms.

Aliens?

I kept blinking, thinking my eyes weren’t working. Perhaps the lack of oxygen had damaged them. They must have me on some weird drug. Taking a deep breath, I tried to gain control of my senses. My head cleared.

More than luminous, their skin had a pinkish hue, but when either one moved, it turned to pearl white, and then to a light blue, depending on the angle. What in the world?

The man, whom I assumed was a medical doctor, wasn’t wearing normal hospital attire. Instead of scrubs or a white coat, he wore a long almond-colored robe-type garment. He had long white hair, and a white beard, which wouldn’t look out of place on Santa Claus.

Maybe my mind has placed me into some kind of childhood fantasy for protection.

In his hands, he held a small device. It reminded me of one of those hand-held video games the kids play with these days. He lifted it up to me and asked again, “May I? It is perfectly safe, and will not cause discomfort, I assure you.”

Reluctantly, I nodded, now having pulled the blankets up to my eyeballs.

He ran it down the length of my body, not touching, but hovering a scant couple of inches above the blanket.

What is that? 

After he typed something into the device, Lucas spoke to the woman—Lily?—in a strange language. Then he stopped talking altogether. It almost seemed they conversed inaudibly, because she responded to him in her movements—her arms waving, and at times, indicating me.

That’s not possible.

Maybe aliens have abducted me. That made more sense and explained the strange skin color, the bumps, and the weird clothing.

The woman also had long hair, hers was more of a shimmering silver-white, and every time she turned her head, it twinkled in the lights. I stared—her beauty was hypnotic. She wore a long, flowing satin pearl-white dress. I wanted to run my fingers over it and soak in the texture. It moved with her—different from any clothing I’d ever seen. She is definitely an angel.

Lines of jewels adorned her face, swirling in patterns across her temples, the sides of her neck, and then down her arms. If not an angel, then what?

My eyes focusing clearly now, darted from her to around the room, trying to make sense of my surroundings. I had the eerie sense of being in a tomb. Except for the bed, and a small bedside table, the room was bare. There were no windows to indicate where I might be, and no IV’s or beeping machines hooked up to me.

Similar to their skin, the walls shimmered, resembling the inside of a seashell. One closed door stood catty-corner to an open one and my eyes found their way to the open doorway. It led out into a hallway and a few of the same strange iridescent people walked by.

Where am I?

The man and woman finished their silent conversation apparently, as the man turned to me and said, “I’m done here. I need to go and analyze this data. It’s nice to see you with your eyes open. I know you will smile soon. In the meantime, I am leaving you in Lily’s care.” He patted my leg on the bed reassuringly, then turned, and walked out of the room.

I stared at his back as he left, bewildered.

The woman approached my bed. She smelled of wildflowers basking in the sun, with a faint whiff of salty ocean breeze. How is her scent so strong? Weird.

I stared up into her large lavender eyes, curiosity warring with fear.

“Hello Anna, I am Lily, and I’ll be your guide throughout your healing, and transition process. You’ve been unconscious in one of our healing tanks. It’ll take some time for you to recover and adapt. I’ll explain everything, as I’m sure you’ll have many questions.”

I lowered the blanket, but only enough so I could speak. “What? What do you mean? What’s a healing tank and… and… what transition? What about my baby?” I grabbed again at my pelvic region, but it felt flat and empty. A stabbing pain pierced my heart, quickening my breath.

“A healing tank is a place for restoration of the body. You’ve been healing here. You… drowned. We came upon you while we were out on patrol. To save your life, we had to make some changes to you,” she explained.

Stunned and speechless, I could do nothing more than stare at her. Comprehension of what she’d said escaped me. I must be dreaming. My eyes drifted to her hair, and explored her skin as a distraction for the preservation of my sanity.

“Hello, do you hear me?”

“Yes, I hear you,” I affirmed, trying to concentrate on what she said. “I… I… drowned? You made changes to me? What kind of changes? What are you talking about? I don’t remember much… of anything.”

“Well, it’s a long story and a lot to process right now. To begin with, our lead scientists saved your life by infusing you with our DNA.”

“Say what? I don’t understand,” I paused, trying to comprehend what she said. “You infused what?” I stared straight into her eyes, and burst out in nervous giggles. The story she was trying to feed to me reeked of lies. “Okay, good joke. Bring out the hidden cameras, the gig is up.”

“It’s no joke, I assure you.” Her face was void of any hint of amusement, which made it even funnier.

“Let’s pretend what you’re saying is true, then what am I now?” I managed to choke out before a new round of chortles over took me. A rush of endorphins made me feel giddy.

“Well, if you stop laughing for a few moments, maybe I’ll explain it to you,” she reprimanded.

I abhorred even the hint of being scolded. My amusement quickly turned to irritation. I’m not stupid. Naïve, maybe, but not stupid. “This is absurd. Please tell me the truth,” I demanded, patience exhausted.

“What I’ve told you is the truth.” Her voice softened as if she wanted to control my frustration level.

It worked because my anger subsided, logic taking over. I knew from my psychology classes, I wouldn’t get answers if I became hostile. “Okay, you saved me when David pushed me off the balcony. I remember… drowning. What I don’t get is where we are, and why your skin is so odd. Are we in a strange country? Are you part of some aboriginal tribe? Is it the lighting making you look iridescent?”

“No, our skin is iridescent because of our DNA, because of what we are.”

“That’s what I’m trying to understand. What are you?” I almost cried with frustration.

“You are similar now,” she said, as she grabbed hold of my arm from its hiding place under the blanket, and lifted it into my view.

With a loud gasp, I seized control of my arm, rotating it. My skin had the same multi-color shimmer as theirs, and the same strange looking bumps went up my arms. “What the hell did you do to me? What right did you have to do this?” Furious and unable to stifle it to maintain a cooperative impression, my pulse climbed as my hands shook.

“I sensed you wanted to survive, and not perish at the bottom of the ocean for crabs to feed on,” she reasoned.

“How? I don’t understand. What am I?” My throat tightened.

“In time, you’ll learn,” she whispered, again lowering her voice, and slowing her words.

Resistant to the manipulation, I yelled, “What have I turned into? Please undo it.” Nearly hyperventilating, my anxiety level skyrocketed—a full-blown panic attack taking over. I needed to calm myself. Breathe. Do your yoga breathing. Count to ten, it’s okay. It’ll be all right. You can handle anything.

“We cannot undo it. The only options were to do this, or let you die. Given the choices, we didn’t foresee an objection,” she justified, trying to pet my arm.

“You should have let me die,” I snapped, knocking her hand away from me.

“You don’t mean that.” Hurt evident on her face, as if I’d burned her.

Taking a few deep breaths, I closed my eyes and counted to ten. No, I don’t mean it. “I’m just confused.” Let the emotion pass, then you can think more clearly. My throat constricted again, causing me to cough, and my voice grew hoarse. “I’m thirsty—may I have something to drink? You do have water, right?” My overwhelmed mind needed a minute to think.

“Of course, I’ll get you some water. Are you hungry at all? It has been some time since you’ve eaten, although we did feed you during your time in the healing tank. You must be starving.”

“I don’t think I can eat anything right now.” Another coughing spell shook me.

“I’ll be right back, then.” She stepped out of the open doorway.

After examining my arms again, I threw back the blankets, and lifted the white gown I wore—the same strange bumps decorated me from hip to toe. Sitting up, I slipped my legs over the side of the bed. The moment I moved, dizziness overcame me and vertigo forced me back down.

The color of my skin and lines of bumps were the only noticeable differences; although monumental, still something of a relief. A mirror would give me a better overall picture of the physical changes.

She returned with a glass of water and I drank, gulping it all down. It tasted pure and clean, but heavy with minerals—definitely different. But it did its job and refreshed my mouth, the coughing spells cooperatively subsided for the moment.

As my throat cleared, I glanced up at her, her eyes entrancing me. I admit—she had the kindest eyes I’d ever seen. Larger-than-normal irises transmitted the intelligence of an old soul. A tickle at the back of my mind said I knew her, a strange yet fleeting sense of déjà vu.

I shook my head to clear it and pelted her with the same questions repeatedly, grilling her to the point of irritation. My mind simply did not comprehend the entirety of what happened. She gave me the same tight-lipped answers with no indication she was lying. Each time I asked about my baby, she changed the subject. Frustrating, but to her credit my pregnancy was the only question she directly avoided. Does she think I won’t notice?

 Thanks to Lily’s answers, I had two clear bits of information: I was somewhere in the sea and I wasn’t human anymore.










  
 

Chapter 3
 “When can I go home?” I repeated for the third time, staring up at the lustrous seashell-covered ceiling, now anticipating the same reply. I guess I thought if I asked it enough, she would change her answer.

“Your home is with us now,” she replied for the third time, patiently.

Soft blue lighting shown through the walls, creating an eerie, yet peaceful, glow. I begrudgingly resisted this reality. “No, you don’t mean that. I have to go home. I have a job—two, in fact. I don’t want to lose them. I need them now more than ever. And I need to report what David did to the police. He won’t get away with this and… I want to go home.”

I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

In my dream world, I was still pregnant and trying to justify David’s actions. But deep down, I knew I wasn’t completely whole anymore.

“I’m sorry, it’s forbidden for you to return. It’s too dangerous, for you, and for us. Your presence here must remain a secret from the outside world. No human knows of our existence, and we intend to keep it that way. We took a monumental risk when we saved you.”

She’s serious, isn’t she?

“You’re kidding right?” I took a deep breath. The idea of staying here hit me like a punch in the gut, as if someone reached out of the pit of hell, gripped my heart, and squeezed.

“We’ve given you a new life,” she pleaded, as if she’d expected instant acceptance and couldn’t understand my resistance.

My brain refused to comprehend the depth of the situation. I told myself it must be a dream, I would wake up, and everything would be back to normal. Yes… denial. Close your eyes and count to ten.

One, two, three…

Don’t open your eyes and it will go away.

Four, five, six. Keep breathing. I am home. Seven, eight, nine. I am calm and serene. I am not crazy. I am not dead. At least, I don’t think I’m dead.

The last thought brought me out of my countdown, and I yelped, “Ten.” No, I didn’t want to be dead. That I knew for sure. Remember, you’re alive—this is your second chance.

“Ten what?” she asked.

“I’m trying to convince myself I’m not crazy,” I qualified, smoothing the blankets down over me.

“By saying ten?”

“By counting to ten in my head. It helps me relax and regain control of anxiety,” I revealed.

“I assure you, you’re not crazy. Nothing showed up in your scans, however perhaps we missed it. I can call Lucas and get him back in here and have him check your brain again,” she considered.

I’m crazy. I have to be. There is no other logical explanation.

“Maybe I’m having some kind of schizophrenic break. These kinds of mental breakdowns happen. I took a class about it three years ago, my first semester in college,” I deduced, feeling more calm in having arrived at a viable explanation.

“We know it will be hard for you, but in time you will adjust and grow to love it here.”

“I don’t think so!” I laughed. Love it here?

“You’ll learn our way of life. It’ll take time for you to become acquainted with our world, of course. That’s my job as your guide. I’ll do my best to help you transition.”

I laughed louder, my nervous tic taking over.

Lily tilted her head, obviously confused by my outburst.

My laughter turned to tears, back to laughs, and then hiccups. My stomach grumbled loudly—I guess I was hungry. And I needed to use the bathroom. I glanced around the room and decided the closed door off to the left had to be one. Whoever these people were, they had to have the basics, right? Go along with the hallucination and it will wear off.

“Bathroom? Can I have some privacy?” I pointed to the closed door.

“Of course, I’ll be back soon,” she said. Lily walked toward the open door, but stopped in front of the bathroom. She waved her hand over a small area and the pocket door silently slid into the wall. Then she walked through the main doorway, repeated the motion, and another door slid out of the wall, closing the open doorway.

Throwing back the covers, I sat up, and once again slid my legs over the side of the bed. The floors were reddish in color, and seemed to be made of a clay material. I slowly stood, thankful I didn’t have the same vertigo as before. When my feet touched the floor, it felt cool and had a bumpy texture, resembling sand mixed into paint—yet soft, cushioned so my feet slightly sunk in.

I tiptoed across the floor—I don’t know why—it was pure instinct being in a strange place. As I walked toward the bathroom, I looked down, and saw I left slight footprints behind me, which quickly vanished. Strange.

When I looked through the open door, I let out a sigh of relief. It was a bathroom, but different than any I’d ever seen. A huge bathtub, filled with steaming jetted water lined the far wall, built into the floor. Ten people could have fit in it—tub being entirely the wrong word for something so enormous and deep.

Jewels, similar to the ones worn by the woman, only bigger, bordered the jacuzzi, covering the entirety of the far wall. I wanted to feel them but I would have to walk, or swim for all I knew, through the steaming water to reach the ornate trim.

I stepped into the room and as I did the door slid shut behind me. It startled me and I jumped, propelling me toward the tub, the only thing visible in the room. But when I moved, the wall to the right opened up, and a sink spanning the length of the wall slid out. Water streamed from of the sides of the sink, as a fountain would.

Greedily, I dashed to it, cupped the water, and drank, gulping until I coughed and gagged. What she’d given me before wasn’t enough.

Leaning my head down into the sink, I splashed water on my face. The bite of the icy water felt incredibly real as it touched my skin. No mirrors hung on the walls, but the same shimmering seashell material covered them. As I looked up over the sink, I saw my reflection in the shiny surface of the wall and let out a yelp. I closed my eyes and slapped my face a few times.

It seemed real, but I pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Ouch. I took a few deep breaths, steadying myself. No, I want to live in denial.

Slowly, opening my eyes again, I reached my hand out to touch the wall. As I did, it changed and became a more effective mirror. My reflection became clear and I staggered into the wall behind me. Shocked, I tiptoed back, and leaned in close.

It was, in fact, me.

It feels real.

I stared at my eyes for an eternity. The same sea-green orbs I’d seen in the mirror for the past two and a half decades looked back at me—but my irises were larger in diameter, similar to Lily’s. I leaned in so close to the mirror my breath fogged it up. Taking my hand, I wiped it clear, and examined the rest of my face.

Would a hallucination be so vivid?

My skin was shocking and I couldn’t grasp how they did this. It was now a rainbow of colors, iridescent as it changed with my movement.

How is this possible? A DNA infusion?

My long, wavy light-brown hair had grown at least six inches in length while I was unconscious. It now reached my waist, and natural highlights danced even in the low light.

I’m… beautiful, now.

I dropped the gown I wore to the floor and observed my body in the mirror. My mouth hung open in shock and the blood drained from my head. To keep from falling, I grabbed onto the edge of the sink. Weakness drained me as my muscles quivered and twitched, protesting this much movement.

Regaining a bit of strength, I brought my arm out in front of me. The bumps on my skin were about the diameter of a pea and rose slightly above the surface. Each bump was less than a millimeter apart and formed lines. They ran up and down my arms in three lines, branching out when they met my shoulders, and continuing down my back and the outside of my legs, all the way to the end of my pinky toe and two neighbors.

I braced myself on the edge of the sink and turned my body from side to side looking at the bumps.

Wait—what is… that?

I twisted my torso and lifted my arms. Slits appeared below my armpits. When I lowered my arms they were almost invisible, and I would have missed them had I not been scrutinizing every inch of my body.

I hyperventilated. What have they done to me? None of this makes any sense. 

Alien. Aliens have kidnapped me and they are going to experiment and—no, it makes more sense this is a hallucination. Mushrooms do this sort of reality distortion, right?

I stepped back to get a fuller view, and noticed I was much slimmer than I’d ever been, almost gaunt. My hands searched for my pooch belly where my baby had lived and found only a sunken-in abdomen. The baby? My baby? A void, where the baby had lived, now a gaping hole in my soul. I knew by instinct, my unborn child was gone. If I had died, I’m sure he or she had too.

A new level of grief pierced my heart, knocked the breath out of me, and I dropped to the floor. I knelt and rocked back and forth. My body convulsed, trying to stifle the trauma.

My throat raw, I eventually stilled from exhaustion and closed my eyes, counting, very slowly, to ten. I got up from the floor and leaned against the sink. My eyes reluctantly wandered back to my reflection and I stared at myself, taking in all the changes.

I am still me, no matter how many drugs David has pumped into me. No matter where I am, and who I am with, I am me. I’ll deal with this. I’ll get a hold of reality, and come back to the real world. I will wake up from this dream.

Get a grip, Anna, stay in control. Think logically. Think of the basics. If they won’t let me go home, then I’ll have to escape. What’s the best way to do that?

Aside from heartbreak, weakness, and exhaustion, at the back of my senses, I felt strangely healthy. The pounding of my heart, a galloping horse in my chest, faster than I remembered, reminded me I was still alive. Be grateful. My mind cleared more each minute I was awake. Only physically weak muscles and stiffness lingered.

My mind is clear. Wouldn’t all my thoughts be jumbled if I were medicated?

Feelings of joy penetrated every cell of my body, in conflict with the depression tearing at my heart and empty womb. This new body would not allow me to be sad, but the loss of my baby tore my heart into shreds.

If this is real, I have to grieve.

The depth of my loss pulled at me. Feeling happy would be a betrayal. Having a baby and a family with David was my dream. I’ve lost that. I want to be sad. Be sad, darn it.

What if I had kept the baby a secret from him longer? Would I still be here? Somewhere deep inside of me I knew it wouldn’t have changed anything. Convulsions racked my body again.

“Everything happens for a reason,” was the positive dribble I used to believe in. Before I died. Before my boyfriend killed me. David, how could you do this? You killed our baby.

You will pay for this, if it’s the last thing I do—you will pay.

To stay in my denial, and believe this was a hallucination, was self-preservation 101. I had to believe it, because believing anything else—believing what they said—was pure insanity.

My mind formulated many questions to ask, and my usual impatience grew the more I thought. I need the basics until I can think of a plan.

Fool them, my brain urged. If I was in a psyche ward, fool them. Let them believe, and get comfortable with, my compliance.

But how?

I drank again from the fountain of water. I need time to think.

Clothing? Where are my clothes? My hand went to my neck. My locket, where is it? Think. Remember.

Turning my attention to my surroundings, I explored the rest of the huge room. I ran my hand over the walls to see if anything else would change or pop out. It did. A small door slid open and a tiny room the size of a closet appeared. Inside was a small circular bowl, with a soft seat, sitting only a few inches off the ground. Is that their toilet? Ugh, that does not look comfortable. As I stepped back from it, the door slid closed and blended into the wall. My bladder pointedly reminded me I needed to use it, comfortable or not, so I did.

I searched the rest of the room for hidden doors. Another one slid open, and inside I found some toiletries, towels, and more gowns similar to the one I wore.

Back at the sink, I used one of the sponges I found to scrub my face, desperate to see if the color would come off. My mouth tasted stale, so I rinsed it out and brushed my teeth with something resembling a toothbrush.

I rummaged through the closet for different clothing, but found no alternates. Abhorring what they’d dressed me in, but with few options, I grabbed a clean one from the closet, and put it on. I waved my hand over the wall by the door and it slid open.

Back in the bedroom, I checked out every inch. As I approached the main door, it opened, revealing an empty hallway.

Go, Anna, get the heck out of here. The doctors back home will fix you. Go, now, before she comes back.










  
 

Chapter 4
The hallway ended in a huge circular room, housing several large tanks of neon green water in the center and a half-dozen hallways branching off it. The echo of dripping water reverberated around the empty room. An aroma of seawater, and fleeting scents of fish and seaweed, filled my nose. But the place was empty.

This is too easy.

Keeping my back to the outside wall, I snaked my way around to the far side. The first hallway was vacant also. Doesn’t anyone work around here? It dead-ended in a room filled with body-sized capsules, stacked on top of each other, lining the walls.

There were at least fifty of the capsules made of some sort of thick plastic. I tiptoed over to one of them. The plastic was smoky and blocked my view of the inside, but as I ran my hand over it, the material became clear, and a body appeared through the window. I jumped, shocked.

Sleeping body or dead body? Is it a casket?

Terrified, a new surge of fear coursed through my body and I stumbled backward. My breathing increased to match the frantic staccato of my heart. This room was a dead end, a tomb, with no doors, windows, or anything connected other than the hallway I’d come down. I sprinted back to try another hallway, but voices stopped me in my tracks.

After they passed, at the end of hallway number two was another large room, filled with an in-ground pool system. Three of the pools, the size of hot tubs, were filled with steaming mud in different colors—red, black, and brown. An equal number of pools, with steaming water, not mud, sat on the far side of the room. It resembled some kind of ancient bathhouse.

My breathing slowed and I held my breath, thinking it would help me remain unseen. I watched in horrific fascination as these strange people mingled, naked and covered in mud. Weird rich people.

No other hallways connected to this room, so I slinked back the way I had come. My luck would run out eventually, it always did, and someone would find me. Panic clouded my mind.

Passing the room I’d woken up in, I ran down the hallway in the other direction. An open area appeared in the distance, so I dug deep and increased my speed.

Go. Get out now. Forget what you’ve seen.

My heart hammered loudly in my chest. Light from windows illuminated my path and gave me hope of freedom. Yes! Please, please be a way out.

The open area was a large circular, domed room with five different hallways branching off it. I hesitated for a moment, unsure of which way to go.

Taking a gamble, I sprinted to the hallway on the far left. As I ran, I craned my head back and forth, transparent walls allowing me a partial view of the outside. It was heartening to see gardens abundant with green foliage and countless varieties of flowers I’d never seen. Maybe it’s an island of some kind. I paused for a second to catch my breath and unconsciously touched the wall. It was soft and had a gelatinous texture. Weirder. Just get out, now.

About midway down the hallway was a door. Growing comfortable with the hand-wave function, I opened it without hesitation, rushed down a spiral staircase, in my haste, slipping down the last few steps. It led out into the lush garden.

The fragrance from the flowers was heavy and as I opened my mouth, panting, I could taste them. The aroma became intoxicating and I grew dizzy so I stopped and looked around.

White domed buildings trimmed in gold and made of a stucco-type material surrounded the garden. Maybe I’m in the Mediterranean. A strong sense of familiarity as I looked around brought on the strange déjà vu feeling again. Maybe I’ve seen this place in a travel magazine or something. Yes, I’m sure that’s it.

Equilibrium restored, I didn’t linger to observe the beauty of the place. I wanted out.

My heart thundered in my chest, my ears pounded, and my breath came in short pants. Run, run, I told myself. Which way now?

There has to be a road somewhere, right? I can flag down a car and have them take me to the nearest police station.

I sprinted away from the building, and across a small meadow. It ended against a transparent wall of some sort. My heart fell into my stomach when my eyes focused on what was beyond the wall.

Crap. Where am I?

Hundreds of fish swam behind the wall as if it was a giant aquarium.

With my arms outstretched to touch the barrier, I craned my neck straight up for the first time, and then back. More ocean. Sea creatures swam overhead outside a dome structure, which blanketed the city.

I’m not on an island after all. I’m under the sea.

Trapped.

No! This is impossible. There has to be a way out.

My hands had frozen midair inches from touching the wall. Now, as they closed the distance, the wall reached out to me, a living glob, trying to absorb my hands.

Instantly I snapped them back, stumbled backward, and fell to the ground. I’d officially reached meltdown level. I’m going insane.

Correction, I’m not going insane. I am insane.

David was right.

When I hit the ground, a laugh resonated from the foliage. On my back, I craned my head and searched the flowers for the source. A man with long dark brown hair and human skin sat off to the side, hidden in the foliage, whittling a long stick.

He’s human. Maybe he’ll help me get out of here.

“Oh thank God, please help me,” I cried. Tears of joy, relief, and terror trickled from the corners of my eyes.

His intense espresso-brown eyes locked with mine. Scars crisscrossed his torso, visible because he wore only a short, faded maroon wrap tied around his waist.

What kind of costume is that? Is he a caveman?

He tilted his head a fraction to the right, closed his eyes, and inhaled deeply.

“Will you help me?” I pleaded, rolling over onto my hands and knees.

“No,” he barked, breaking his silence and returning to his chore.

“I’ve been kidnapped and my body mutilated, don’t you care? Will you call the police for me?”

He froze, squinted, and pursed his full lips. “No,” he answered again as he turned his attention back to his project. His forearm-long knife gleamed as he turned it.

The spit dried in my mouth as fear ran up my spine and settled in my throat. Maybe I should try a gentler approach. “What… are you doing?” I asked, while eyeing the knife.

“Can you not see?” he huffed, his voice mangled with a heavy accent I didn’t recognize.

Forget it—I don’t have time to waste on this rude man. “Will you at least tell me which way to get out of here?”

He laughed, and then pointed up. My eyes followed the direction he indicated, to the top of the dome.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, exasperated.

“If you want to leave, you’ll have to swim out of here.”

“Swim, okay I can swim. I’m a pretty good swimmer.” A tiny flicker of hope built within my heart.

He laughed again, louder this time.

“Fine, don’t help me,” I snapped. I stood, dusted myself off, picked a random direction, and ran. I don’t have time to waste. Get out of here.

I stopped several times to catch my breath. Staying close to the dome, I moved until I was exhausted, my muscles twitching. I needed a place to hide, to rest, and to think.

The closest building had a sign next to the front entrance written in a foreign language. Unable to read it, I stared, as a tickle at the back of my mind told me I should know the language. I traced the strange letters with my fingers, the cold black metal smooth under my touch. Almost as if I could hear whispers coming out of a fog, the feeling I knew what it meant intensified. Strangely, I was sure I’d been here before. Shaking my head to clear the feelings, I scolded myself for becoming distracted.

What is wrong with me?

As I entered the building and my feet touched the floor, a pulse of electricity shocked me, causing me to stumble and fall. At least no one was in here to witness my clumsiness.

The floor was made of a thick, cloudy-looking material, and a light pulsed beneath it. A tingle went up my arms and feet where they touched, and permeated my entire body. I tried to crawl out of the room, but my arms became heavy. Feeling as if every cell in my body vibrated at a high frequency, I closed my eyes and swallowed a wave of nausea.

As I opened my eyes, peace and calm replaced my anxiety and fear. The vibrations gave me a buzz, and I felt drunk.

I regained control of my hands and feet and crawled out of the building. After a minute to gather my senses, I got up and looked around. What is this place? Oz? Wonderland? Peaceful feelings from the strange place lingered.

Towering above everything else stood a reddish metallic pyramid, up on its own little hill. Mesmerized, I walked in the direction of it, surprised no one chased me.

Oblivious to me, people walked in the gardens, but I didn’t ask them for help, they were all similar to Lily—I didn’t think they would help me. As I walked, slowing my pace, I noticed no one said a word. The more intently I listened for any kind of sound, the eerie silence intensified. Could ears burst from straining? I heard nothing but the echo of light footsteps when someone passed me. No birds, no breeze, simply a vacant stillness.

Strangely, a weird kind of outside arena with people tending to fruit trees, green mossy pools, and gardens, was on my trek to the pyramid.

Still searching for a place to hide and rest, I tried another building, but it was locked. I moved on until I found myself at the base of the giant pyramid, seemingly in the center of the city.

From the base on the hill, I looked around, appreciating the vantage point. The city surrounded the pyramid in a circular pattern. Domed buildings connected to each other by a web of transparent tunnels. Lush gardens filled with exotic flowers surrounded every structure. Glimmers of light bounced around the city from an unseen source.

This… is heaven.

Hypnotized by the city’s beauty, I didn’t notice anyone approach me from behind. As I turned back to face the pyramid, I came face to face with Lily, as well as the giant human man in the maroon wrap.

Crap. Run, Anna.

I took off at full speed, running in the opposite direction. As I turned my head to see if they followed me, I ran smack into a tree, and fell to the ground. Looking up, I saw it wasn’t a tree I’d run into. The giant human-looking man towered over me. What is he, some pro wrestler or something?

“You should watch where you’re going,” he scolded. He reached down, plucked me up from the ground as though I was nothing more than a rag doll, and threw me over his shoulder.

“Hey, let me go!” I kicked and screamed as he carried me back to the woman, pounding my fists into his rock-hard flesh. Since when do guys have six packs on their lower backs?

“Where do you want her, Lily?” he asked, completely ignoring my protests.

“In the Healing Center,” she sighed.

“Put me down, you overgrown ogre,” I roared, as I continued my pummeling of his back.

He chuckled as he ambled back to the Healing Center. Efficiently, he returned me to the same room I’d come from, plopped me down onto the bed from which I had awakened, and then left without another word.

I crawled into the bed, and pulled the covers up to my chin, trying to contain my fury but failing. “How could you do this to me?” I screamed at Lily, as tears streamed down my face. “You can’t keep me a prisoner.”

She approached the bed, sat down next to me, and attempted to hold my hand. I jerked it away from her, not wanting to touch. Touching her would make it real.

“Your feelings will change. Give it time. You need to heal and learn about us.”

I shook with rage. “I don’t want to learn about you. I want to go home. David has to pay for what he did.”

“I don’t know what happened that brought you to us, but we gave you a new life. Without us, you would be dead. Is that what you wanted?”

“No… of course not. I don’t believe anything you say. Look at me—I’m a mutant. And… what… what about my baby? You didn’t answer me.”

“Ah, yes.” She paused and hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

Confirmation of what I feared and knew. I couldn’t wrap my tiny brain around it. I buried my head in the pillow and cried until my throat was raw and my stomach ached. My heart heavy with the weight of the loss.

The door clicked open and Lucas whispered, “Lily, do you think she needs something to help her sleep?”

“Yes,” Lily answered.

“No,” I barked, thumping my fists into the mattress as I sat up.

“It will be here if you want it.” He placed a cup of liquid on the bedside table. “Drink, it’s only something to help you relax,” he grinned, exiting the room.

I didn’t want to consume anything that would make my brain fuzzy. My mind had to be clear to process and remember exactly what had happened, what she’d said, and what I’d seen.

“You said we were in the sea, not under the sea,” I challenged, turning to face Lily.

“We’ll talk about it, in detail, after you’ve had time to calm down. I’m sorry you misunderstood. You’ll learn about our home soon enough,” she explained. She stood and walked toward the door. “You haven’t had anything to eat. Do you have an appetite yet?”

“You expect me to eat? Are you kidding? I want to go home,” I begged. My eyes nearly swollen shut—my emotions raw.

“We’ve been over this. My answers will not change. I’ll get you something to eat and have it brought here. You can choose to consume it or not. I’ll be back.” She left and the door closed.

I ran to the door and waved my hand all over the wall. Nothing. Locked. Dammit. Knowing the only way out was this door; I went back to bed and crawled in. I need to think. I need a plan. Maybe I can gain their trust and they will let down their guard. Then I’ll escape. Feign compliance.

Lily returned within a few minutes with a tray. “Here, I have some spirulina algae mixed with purple dulse seaweed. It’s not what they have in the human world, but is what we eat here. You’ll enjoy it.” She handed me the tray. It had two bowls on it, with a tall glass of water. The bowls had the most awful-looking mush in them I’d ever seen.

“No offense, but this looks vile,” I complained. I won’t eat that crap.

“I’ve spent a bit of time in the human world. I understand this is different for you. But I promise, it’s not as bad as it looks.” She took the biggest bowl, spooned out a bit, and offered it to me.

“You can’t be serious.”

“It’s the purest form of nutrition we have. We eat for fuel, to feed our bodies. This is good and it’ll taste good to you. It wouldn’t to a human, but our taste buds are different, more sensitive. We appreciate flavors a mere human wouldn’t detect.”

I rolled my eyes at her, hoping she would offer another option. I pushed her hand aside and pulled the covers over my head as I turned my back to her, taking a fetal position with my arms wrapped around a pillow. Yes, I was being a brat, but at the moment, I didn’t care.

“I can see you need your rest after exploring. I’ll leave the tray here for you and check in on you later.”

I didn’t respond despite being able to feel her staring at my back, uncertainty permeating the air. Clearly, she didn’t anticipate my escape attempt today.

Is she afraid to leave me alone?

The door clicked shut as she left the room.










  
 

Chapter 5
I jumped up and ran to the door to check it. Locked. Damn. Returning to bed, I hung my head in defeat. Rest for now. Gain your strength.

The aroma coming from the food she left made my stomach growl. To go without eating would make me weaker. I had no choice.

Relenting, I brought the tray to sit on my lap. Picking up the first bowl, I inhaled. It didn’t smell as vile as it looked. My stomach growled again in encouragement, but I ground my teeth in resistance. I don’t want to eat it.

Cautiously, I lifted up a spoonful and opened my mouth. After rolling it around on my tongue, examining the texture and taste, I admitted to myself she was right—it wasn’t horrible after all. Hungrily, I shoveled the rest in, taking bite after bite. Anything would have been good at this point.

A cautious blooming of trust swelled within my heart. Maybe they meant me no harm. They did save my life, after all.

Stop being naïve; trusting too easily got you into this mess to begin with. Don’t trust them.

A surge of energy rushed to my head as the nutrition fed my now too-thin body. I felt better and my anxiety lessened.

When finished, I set the tray back on the table, and pulled the covers up tight around me, curling back into a ball.

My vacation with David had started out a fairy tale, and ended with me banished to the depths of hell.

Haunting images of the last moments of my life filled my head. My mind wanted to trick me, but I knew in my heart this wasn’t a hallucination. Denial tried to take over again. David’s cold, expressionless face as I fell to my death flashed before my eyes.

What had he felt?

Does he feel any remorse at all now? Where is he? What is he doing? Does he have any idea I’m still alive? Would he even want to know?

I tossed and turned for hours. Spent and exhausted, I remembered the cup Lucas left. It was still on the bedside table. I picked it up and sniffed cautiously. The aromatic vapors had an immediate calming effect and I ventured a sip.

After finishing its contents, I put the cup back down and stared up at the ceiling. The medicine kicked in and I drifted off, floating in a sea of roses, tears still damp on my face. Memories flowed through my subconscious mind unrestrained, and permeated my nightmares.

Soft blue lights woke me up slowly the next morning. Disoriented and groggy, I had no sense of time, or what day it was. I’m still here. Drugs would have worn off by now.

And I feel strangely happy—relieved I’m here and not back in David’s clutches.

The door opened and Lily chimed, “Good morning, Anna.”

My alien arms hovered in front of my face as I rubbed sleepy eyes. What changed during the night?

“Good… good morning,” I whispered as I sat up, stretching my arms.

She closed the door behind her and walked to my bed. “How do you feel today?”

“Surprisingly good, for a dead person. Still in shock. But… confused,” I admitted.

She looked over the empty food tray, sitting on the side table. “I see it wasn’t as bad as you thought it might be?” She beamed. “I told you, your taste buds are different now.”

I grumbled in response, my inner grouch not wanting to admit she was right.

“We have more varieties of food in the common eating area. All kinds of seaweed and algae, plankton, fruit, and vegetables.” Lily chatted as if I would stay forever, her professional demeanor somewhat softening. More alarming, she spoke as if I hadn’t left a life behind.

But who was I kidding, I only left a murdering David behind. I had nothing left to go back to except for two jobs and an endless stream of bills. My hand went to my bare neck. My locket—that’s all I really left behind.

“I’m not particularly fond of sea… weed.” With the new day, my disdain was quickly fading. Feelings of bliss begrudgingly pressed their way into my heart. But I didn’t want Lily to know that. Stubbornly, I couldn’t admit I might like this fresh start.

“You will be now.” She sat on the edge of the bed. Her smile was contagious and I grinned back at her for the first time.

What is wrong with me? Why do I feel so happy?

I don’t want to feel happy.

I quickly recovered and replaced the smile with a scowl. But if I play nice, I can learn their weaknesses and find a way to escape. Carefully, I pasted an approximation of a smile back on my face. But I didn’t know who I was trying to fool—her or myself?

The door opened and Lucas walked in, carrying the same device as before. “Good morning. Is it okay if I do a quick scan on you?” His cheeriness got on my nerves. I wanted him to be mean and ominous.

I didn’t want to like these people.

Clearing my throat, I said, “Sure, I guess so. What is that device?”

Lily quietly got up and left us alone. I wouldn’t have noticed if the aroma of the room hadn’t suddenly changed from light and fantastically fragrant, to musky and masculine.

“This is one of our medical scanners. It scans the systems of your body, and tells me what works and what does not, giving me detailed information about your physiology. I want to make sure you are healed, and in good enough condition to leave the Healing Center.”

Leave? Yes. I should want to leave, right? Be good. “Can you show me how it works?”

“I’ll show it to you, but to explain it would take some time. How about we save that for another day?”

Be patient, Anna.

“All right then, go ahead.”

He activated the device and scanned my body, starting at my head and ending at my feet. After considering whatever it reported, he said, “It all looks good. You are okay to leave with Lily, but I must see you again tomorrow. I want to make sure if anything comes up, I fix it right away. Has Lily explained to you what we did?”

“Some. Although, I don’t really understand it.”

He examined my skin, picking up my arms and turning them back and forth. He lifted the blanket and looked at my legs. “I want to make sure your body is not rejecting the new DNA. Later we should talk about the changes, once you have time to become more aware of them. There are several.”

“More changes than what I see?” I indicated the bumps on my arms.

“What you see does not describe what they do,” he clarified. It was hard not to be fond of him—I could tell he was genuine and caring.

“And what do they do? Other than resemble some kind of measles,” I kidded.

“These,” he marveled as he touched the bumps on my arms, “are electroreceptors.”

“Uh, and what are electro… receptors?” I inquired, confused and intrigued at the same time.

“Every creature has sensory receptors: eyes, noses, ears, skin. They all detect different sensations and transmit them to your brain. We, as many creatures in the sea, have an extra sensory organ—the electroreceptors. Ours are different from other ocean life, as they evolved with us over thousands of years to enhance our specific environment and the way we live,” he disclosed, lightly brushing his fingers down the length of my arm. “When they are touched, even lightly, a rush of endorphins is released in your brain.”

The hairs on my arm stood on end, and a sensation of pleasure sizzled through my body. “So, it’s…,” I pondered, trying to understand.

“Think of it this way—in the human world I think they call it ESP. Extra sensory perception,” he compared, his smile lighting up his eyes.

“ESP? You mean… psychic?”

“That would be one way to describe it. But in the human world, it remains an unproven theory. In our world, we actually have a biological organ for it,” he alleged, replacing my arm at my side.

“I’m confused… does that mean I have ESP now?” I narrowed my eyes as I reexamined the bumps with a new understanding.

“This is why I need to monitor you and document the changes you experience. The procedure we performed on you has only been successful one time before, many years ago. If we can learn why it worked on you after so many failures, it may give us the answers to solve an even greater problem we face.”

“You’ve done this to other humans?”

“Thousands of failures, but only one other has ever woken up,” he divulged. “Your successful infusion has given us hope for our species.”

“How?”

“That, my dear, is why I have a lot of work to do. The sooner we figure out how, the better. I will share with you what I know when the puzzle is solved. Get some rest and goodbye for now.” He turned to leave the room as Lily reentered, carrying a tray of fruit, bread, vegetables, a bowl of algae, and a bag slung over her shoulder. He touched Lily’s arm, looked at her silently for a few minutes, and then left.

Again, the room filled with the scent of flowers and a faint whiff of ocean breeze. I rubbed my temples and inhaled deeply, relaxing. A million questions went through my mind, but all that came out was, “Where are my clothes?”

She smiled. “I brought some new clothing for you in this bag. Your old clothes were in bad shape.” Lily placed the tray on the table and the bag on my bed. I recalled having fallen overboard in my favorite, but well-worn, nightie and mourned the loss of its familiar comfort. “You can eat and then pick out something to wear. I brought several dresses for you to choose from. You will have more in your quarters.”

“Did you say my quarters?”

“You can’t stay here in the Healing Center. Your quarters are similar to an apartment, and where you’ll live,” she announced.

I opened my mouth to say something then stopped myself. As Lily predicted, my tastes had changed, and I devoured the fruit and fish on the tray she’d put in front of me. While I ate, she took what appeared to be several dresses, similar to hers, out of the bag to show me one by one.

“This is what we wear. They are very practical in nature,” she encouraged.

I raised an eyebrow as I looked over to see her face. How does she define practical? Jewels were sewn into the collars of the dresses, with gold threading braided around them. Be nice. The fabric was a unique silk, but the weight of a more durable satin. Whatever. I have to wear something.

“I’m more of a jeans and t-shirts kind of person,” I muttered.

She cocked her head as if what I said didn’t make sense.

Considering the circumstances, I was willing to wear whatever they said. I had no other choice, and this wasn’t a battle that mattered. “Okay, fine. It’ll do. What about other items I might need? The necessities? If I have to stay here, I’ll need some essentials,” I conceded, feeling as though I was betraying myself, but I was cornered.

“You’ll find your quarters stocked full of everything you need. It’s the barest of necessities, as we are simple, and practical in these sorts of matters.”

Again, she said practical, and I chuckled to myself. Practical didn’t describe the bathroom. These people are crazy.

“I’ll show you how life works here. We have a clothing building and I’ll take you there after you’re settled in. You can pick out whatever you want.”

“Will I have to pay for all of this?” I asked. “I don’t have my purse with me or any credit cards.” I feared her answer. My identity, along with all my other personal stuff, was left behind on the ship, with David.

“No, not at all. We don’t have a monetary system as humans do.”

My eyebrows raised and I grew even more suspicious. What do they do then? “If you don’t have a monetary system, then… what do you work for?”

“We’ll find work, as you call it, for you; something you’re good at. Everyone does his or her part to contribute to the betterment of our community, but not for money,” she said, as she folded each dress neatly and replaced them in the bag.

“You need to teach humans how to do that.”

“No, it’s forbidden to interfere with their world in that way anymore.”

Anymore? What’s that supposed to mean?

“Do you want to wash before you dress?” she asked.

“Yes.” Finished with the food for now, I grabbed the bag, and walked to the bathroom. I do want to clean up and see if anything else has changed, but if I start growing a tail, that’s it. I’ll die. Clearing my throat I asked, “The bathtub in the… uh… bathroom here. Is there a shower? Or do I use the… tub?”

“I’ll show you how everything works,” Lily said. She walked into the bathroom and showed me how to pull up a computer panel hidden in the wall, which turned on a shower. 

Actually, shower doesn’t begin to explain it. The whole ceiling over the bathtub area changed and it… rained. I stepped in and a glass door slid out of the wall enclosing the tub area. Too fancy for my blood. But still—wow!

The hot water heated my skin, bringing a rush of blood to the surface, and my muscles relaxed. Every time the water hit my electroreceptors, a shiver ran throughout my body.

Electroreceptors? A psychic organ? What have I gotten myself into? I ran my hand over the circular bumps. The texture was weird and every time anything touched them, a surge of electricity coursed along their lines.

After the shower, I brushed my hair, and got a dress out of the bag. Out of the three she’d brought, I picked the pale pink one, and slipped it over my head. The deep V-neckline revealed my sternum and the hems hung below my knees. The collar was trimmed in opals and the standard braided gold thread.

This is out of my league. They have to be fake opals—otherwise, this would’ve cost a fortune.

Two pairs of shoes were in the bottom of the bag. Both were simple sandals made of leather, but I chose the white ones and slipped my feet into them. Optimistic, I opened the bathroom door and stepped out a new person.

“Yes,” Lily beamed. “Everything seems to fit you well.” Her cheerful demeanor eased my angst and I smiled back.

Well, I still need underwear and a bra.

Curiosity mixed with excitement bubbled in my belly. Angry at my own happiness, I pushed the feelings back down.

What is wrong with me?

Remember, I’m alive and not rotting at the bottom of the ocean.

But my baby is dead.

Remembering brought the grief to the surface. This new physiology was playing games with my feelings.

“Okay, what now?” I asked.

“Follow me and I’ll show you to your quarters, where you’ll live.” She’d said it again.

Where I’ll live? Terror gripped me. The thought made it seem more permanent. The comforts of my own home called to me. Even though it was a rundown dump, it was my home.

Calm down. You can do this.

“We may have time for you to see a part of the city today, but tomorrow I’ll take you on a more extensive tour. You’ll get to meet a few of our people here and learn your way around.”

“Learn my way around the city? Then will I be free to wander around when I want to?” I asked, scared at the thought of starting a new life.

“You’ll be given that freedom eventually, but for now someone must be with you at all times. It’s for your own safety.”

“Well then, I’m ready.” I cleared my throat, swallowing my disappointment.










  
 

Chapter 6
She led the way out of my room, and I followed, carrying my bag. The hallway arched above us—it wasn’t square, as I expected. I hadn’t noticed in my escape attempt yesterday. The same strange iridescent seashell material coated the walls. The texture seemed to beg me to touch it as we walked.

What is wrong with me? Why do I want to touch everything?

As if a magnet pulled my hand, I trailed my fingers along its surface, soaking up the cool feel of the mysterious shimmering material, and I smiled. Until I caught myself being happy and scolded my foolish inclinations. I shook my head to get my thoughts right.

We came to the end of the hallway where it opened up into the same circular room I saw yesterday. She led me to the first hallway on the right this time.

As we moved along, bits of the city appeared, and against my will, I became entranced by its beauty.

I’m still here. It’s not a dream.

“What is this place called?” I asked.

“This city is Poseidia.”

“Hmm… I’ve never heard of it,” I responded, racking my brain for any recollection of the name.

She led me down many hallways, leading off to the right, then left, and right again. A maze of identical patterns, décor, and material were in each one. Finally, we rounded a corner and she announced, “Here it is.”

“My… quarters?” The mere presence of the word on my tongue a betrayal to my humanity, if I had any left at all.

“Yes.” She placed her hand on the wall and a pocket door slid open.

I followed as she led me in, hiding behind her, afraid to look at it, afraid of the commitment, and of it closing in on me. You can do this.

“Welcome to your new home,” she said, a huge smile spreading across her face.

As I walked into the first room, my heart-rate increased, and a pang stabbed deep in my heart, remembering my old home, my human life. In all its failures, it had still been mine. I silently yearned to be home, in my own clothes.

But this place was beautiful—it wouldn’t be so bad. I shook my head.

There it goes again, trying to talk me into being happy.

My quarters were similar to the room in the Healing Center, only much bigger. The floors the same reddish clay color with soft bumpy texture. The iridescent shell walls shimmered.

We entered a living room, which had two white couches sitting along the walls. The material resembled a typical suede, but it felt cozy, baby-down soft.

In the middle of the room resided a coffee table made of a white, cloudy hard material. Some kind of quartz? I’ve seen it done for countertops in fancy houses. Must cost a small fortune.

The biggest wall was made of glass and the whole city was visible. Wow.

I shook my head again, and forced myself to hate it. Sheesh, I couldn’t afford this kind of luxury back home. “Is this all for me? My home? My quarters or whatever? All to myself? Do I have to pay rent? Because I know I can’t afford it.”

My skin itched and crawled with discomfort, a familiar feeling, reminding me I was out of my element, in a place out of my socio-economic class.

“No rent. As I’ve explained, we do not have a monetary system. We expect you to take care of the place, and contribute to our community. We’ll discover your role and your talents in time.”

The living room was immaculate and the walls were bare. Along the wall, parallel to the hallway, sat a small table with two chairs. A kitchen was the only room missing.

I took a deep breath, let it out, and stared out the glass wall for a few minutes.

“If you want to dim the glass for privacy, the panel controls a gas that fills it. If you press here a menu comes up.” Lily showed me a small computer screen, appearing when she waved her hand over it. Lily must have noticed my eyes glaze from information overload, so she changed subjects, and led me down a short hallway to the bedroom.

Another glass wall ran parallel to the bed and looked out into the ocean, my view a giant aquarium. Hundreds, if not thousands, of fish of all sizes and colors, swam outside.

I wanted to touch it, but I was afraid of what it would do. I didn’t know if it would react the same as the structure had the day before, in the garden. But this wall seemed to be more substantial, made of glass, the same as in the first room.

“Is this… glass?” I asked with my hand poised to explore it.

“It provides a barrier to the dome.”

The bottom of the ocean was visible several stories down. A pod of dolphins swam in the distance and a small squid inched his way across the surface of the dome. “Where are we, really?”

“Far underneath the sea.”

“How is that possible? Wouldn’t we die from the pressure?”

“Our physiology is made for this. Also, the dome we live under adjusts the atmosphere and pressure.”

I nodded, but was unable to comprehend. The bedroom had the biggest bed I’d ever seen. The bedclothes were white with gold trim, and similar to the couch in texture.

A closet lining the opposite wall was filled with clothing, their style. The high quality of the garments made me cringe. Clothing made for a queen, not me. I wasn’t a fancy person.

I guess it could be worse—I could be dead or still brainwashed and living with David.

The bathroom was a duplicate of the one in the Healing Center. The amount of jewels they used as decoration was insane. She would say this is practical too, I bet.

“What’s with all the fake jewels? I noticed them in the bathroom at the Healing Center.”

“They’re not fake. They’re all real, I assure you. Even the ones on me.” She pointed to the swirling patterns around her face and shoulders.

“If those are all real, they would cost a fortune. Without a monetary system, how could you afford them?”

“We don’t buy them. We find them in the sea on sunken ships and bring them here. We have a whole building full of lost treasures.”

“Are you kidding me?” This is too much. I laughed.

“We have no use for them, other than to admire their beauty.”

All the personal items I would need were stored in the bathroom in a small closet by the door.

Lily then showed me how to work the lighting in the whole place via another computer, sitting inside the wall by the front door. The walls were translucent and luminescent when the lights were on. When they were off, the walls resembled solid iridescent seashells.

A communication panel, and a menu for ordering essentials, was also on the computer menu. Not being very computer literate to begin with, I wouldn’t remember most of what she showed me.

“I’m not sure I’m ready to see the city yet. I saw a lot yesterday. I kind of want to get settled in, rest, and have some privacy.”

“I understand. How much time do you think you’ll need?”

“How about an hour or so? My body feels good, but my mind is exhausted. I have a lot to process and come to terms with and could use some time to decompress.”

“I’ll be back in an hour. In the meantime, I’ll have some food and water sent up for you.” She left and I was alone in this giant room.

My beautiful prison.

The silence got to me quickly, so I went into the bedroom, and looked out the glass wall there. I imaged an escape from this place.

A knock brought me back to reality and I went to the door. As I approached, it opened, and a petite woman came in. She carried a tray filled with an assortment of fruit, bread, and other foods I couldn’t identify.

After she placed it on the table in the living area, I thanked her, but she didn’t say a word. Only smiled, and nodded her head, before leaving.

She must speak a different language or something.

After she left, I tried the door again, but it wouldn’t open for me.

The front door appeared to be the only exit so I went back to the bedroom and lay down, wanting to sort out my confusing feelings of happiness conflicting with defeat.

The sea creatures swimming outside the glass wall in my bedroom distracted and hypnotized me, making my struggle to find ease even more difficult.

Didn’t Lily say something about how I can adjust the glass wall for privacy? Because I need to block out these fish looking in at me—they’re giving me a complex.

I left the warmth of my bed and searched every inch of the wall, looking for the computer panel. Finally, a small computer menu appeared, but it was in some strange language. I pressed a few random buttons and the glass wall slid open, disappearing into the other wall. Crap, I didn’t mean to do that.

But still, how did it go around corners? Anyway, I don’t care. The dome is open. I slowly reached out to touch it, curiosity taking over my better judgment.

It must have sensed me, because as soon as my fingers got within an inch of it, the gelatinous structure reached out for my hand. This time, it didn’t only engulf my limb—it pulled me through, and spat me out into the ocean.

Before I had time to blink, I fell through salty ocean water. The shock startled me and I gasped in a breath of seawater. Realizing my error, I then held what was left of my breath and tried to swim. My legs went numb and tingly, and when I tried to kick, they seemed fused and constricted. My arms flailed, trying to gain balance.

I know I can swim.

What the heck is wrong with me?

Drowning all over again, I relived every detail of sinking to my death. I went into a complete panic attack. Still holding my breath, I turned and twisted my body to see why my legs felt so weird. The answer was startling. My legs had transformed into a long fish tail.

A mermaid’s tail?

I’m hallucinating. If I was unsure before, I knew now.

No—it feels real. The ocean water, which should have been cold, felt warm and welcoming. Creatures swam everywhere.

Still holding my breath, I realized too late, I’d blown my chance to start a new life. Now I’m going to die at the bottom of the sea, again.

David will have won.

The darkness crept in as I struggled to move my unfamiliar body. But the more I moved, the quicker the black spots filled my vision.

I sank.

The sea floor welcomed me with a great puffy cloud of sand as my body hit the bottom.

The same unrelenting darkness claimed me.

With no sense of how much time had passed, I opened my eyes. Disoriented, I lay on the bottom of the sea, regaining my senses.

Didn’t I just drown?

Yet, here I was, awake again, looking up into the ocean. And feeling better with every breath I took.

Wait—breath? 

How am I still alive?

No, it can’t be—I’m breathing in the ocean.

I sat up, a surge of panic threatened.

I can breathe.

Okay. I’m alive—I think.

My mouth was open—the water came in, and went through the slits under my arms, tickling my sides with a light current.

I closed my eyes and took a few deep-sea breaths, trusting in the process. When I reopened them, I was calmer, shaky, but calm.

Breathing under water. Am I a mutant of some sort? A mermaid? Is this why they are so weird? Are they all mermaids? Or mutant fish people?

This is no dream. I’m awake.

What else could I be? This tail—it’s beautiful.

Holy crap.

I moved and found it easy to orient myself once the shock wore off.

I won’t ever drown again.

Guess this isn’t so bad if I think about it that way. I twisted again to have a better view of my tail. I had to stare at it, because I simply didn’t believe it. My tail was orange, but when I moved, at different angles it changed to gold.

Stay calm. Breathe. Relax.

With some experimentation, I found that even with the slightest movements I maintained my equilibrium in the water. In fact, it became easy. I rolled over repeatedly, learning to control this new body. If I figure this out, then I can get out of here and go home. Wait—if I’m a mermaid, can I still go home? No, I have no home, not back there. What do I do now? Where do I go?

To the surface? Yes—I have to at least try.

I twisted and turned over in the water. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a dark figure move toward me in the distance.

What is that?

The shadow came closer. A lone dolphin emerged out of the darkness. It was magnificent and a strong urge to touch it overcame me. As I reached out, it came forward, and put her head into my outstretched hand.

Her. I knew it was a female. How do I know?

When I touched her, fear, worry, and confusion clouded my own jumbled emotions. The swirling feelings stopped when I removed my hand from her. When I made contact again, the same chaotic emotions permeated through my being.

Are these feelings coming from her?

She moved her head to the left and looked around me. Then she nudged me with her head. The sudden urge to flee settled over me and I turned to see what scared her so badly.

A large and deadly-looking shark swam out of cloudy waters, coming our way rapidly. As the dolphin went to take off, instinctively I grabbed onto her dorsal fin. I was slow and still weak—outrunning a shark by myself would be impossible.

I want to live.

Lily swam toward me out of the haze, directly behind the shark. Better still, she wasn’t alone. The big guy swam right beside her. Lily—now I knew for certain she was the one I’d seen in the sea the night I died. She was the angel—or so I’d thought. In fact, a mermaid, and the big guy was too. Except for the maid part.

What would they call him, a merman?

Lily was stunning. Her long tail shimmered, pink and iridescent, matching her skin. She was naked from the waist up and I was glad I still had a gown on. The big guy’s tail glittered gold.

Lily and the big guy covered the distance to the shark faster than I thought possible. He had a spear in his hands and two long black swords strapped to his back.

The shark circled around and came toward them, but the big guy pushed Lily aside and hit the predator full force with his body, knocking him off course. It took off, presumably looking for an easier meal.

Still holding onto the dolphin’s fin, we swam out of sight, and towards the surface. I think she knows what I want. We broke the surface of the water and a breath of fresh air filled my lungs. I felt a tingle as my tail changed back into two legs. Appreciative, I let go of the dolphin and she disappeared into the night, leaving me to tread water.

What do I do now?

In the distance, moonlight reflected off a wall of rocks. Sea gulls squawked nearby. A shoreline?

My heart surged with hope. Get to land and figure it out.

I submerged my head and experienced the transformation back into a mermaid. The darkness of the ocean made it near impossible for me to see.

Swimming awkwardly with a tail and two arms, I headed to the shore I hoped was out there, when something bumped against me.

What is that?

I twirled around and around, trying to figure out what had hit me in the water.

It bumped me again.

Is it another shark?

Something latched onto me around my torso, the sharp sting of razor teeth penetrated my skin, and the resulting pain became unbearable.

Then, inexplicably, it let go.

Movement in the water propelled me to swim away. Something brushed my leg again, but didn’t bite. Get out of here, Anna.

Spots danced before my eyes, threatening I might pass out, but I wouldn’t give up now. Not after all I had been through. Damn it. I turned and swam as fast as I could, despite being injured and bleeding. Blood will draw more sharks—get out of here now.

The direction I chose was the right one, because I came upon shallow water within a minute. I’d been closer than I thought. Lifting my face out of the water, I scanned the area. A deserted beach littered with rocks, and bordered by a tall cliff, glimmered in the moonlight. My legs transformed the moment I breathed air and my knees found a grip in the sand. I crawled out of the waves, intent on finding help.

Glancing down, my dress was torn and soaked in blood. Pain radiated from my abdomen and I placed my hands over it. The warm slide of blood trickled over my fingers.

Get out of the water.

I collapsed before I could make it all the way out of the surf. A short distance away, a small cave was tucked inside an overhanging cliff.

The sound of cars nearby filled me with hope. If I can get to the road, someone can help me. But I would have a lot to explain.

What other choice do I have?

I’ll take my chances—I don’t want to die out here, alone on the beach.

Weakness crippled me and I collapsed face first into the sand. Someone grabbed me, picked me up, and carried me into the darkness of the cave.

Alarmed by the rough treatment, I yelped in protest only to have my mouth covered with their hand, be pushed to the ground, and finally covered with their body.

“Shh, someone’s coming,” a male voice whispered. The voice… I recognized it as the big guy who had been with Lily.

Did he follow me?

Of course he did.

“Mmm…” I struggled to free my mouth. “Get off me,” I screamed, finally able to form a word, or three. Spent from my swim, and blood loss, my struggles were completely ineffective against the strength of his grasp.

He whispered in my ear, “Shhhhh—stop fighting me. You’re bleeding, I need to heal you.” The closeness of his breath sent shivers up and down my spine.

“What?” I whimpered. “Heal me how?”

“I can’t explain it now. Be quiet and listen. A car door slammed.”

“I don’t hear anything.” My protest was not entirely true. Once quiet, my ears also detected the sound of people talking, laughing, and car doors slamming.

“It’s dangerous,” he warned.

“Why is it dangerous? They can call an ambulance. I’m going to die if they don’t.” Fear underscored my plea.

He picked me up again, moved me further into the back of the cave, and placed me down, softly this time.

His fingers explored my abdomen where I’d been bitten. Despite the surprising gentleness of his touch, I whimpered in pain. “You’ll have to be quiet, or we’ll be discovered,” he ordered. “I can only partially heal you in this form. Remain silent, no matter how much it hurts. No one can see you as you are. It’s dangerous.”

“But…” I mumbled.

“Shhh… I have to concentrate.”

“Where’s Lily? I thought she was with you.”

“Shhh,” he reprimanded.

“You’re such an ass,” I spat. Blood oozed down my abdomen and onto the sand. The discomfort of lying still as sharp pebbles bit into my back was nothing compared to the intense pain throbbing on the right side of my body.

“It’s not a good idea for you to call me names right now, considering I have your life in my hands,” he retorted. The outline of his head became clearer as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. His eyes sparkled with fury in the moonlight.

“I’m not sorry,” I whined, jutting my chin out stubbornly. “I was simply asking a question.”

“I don’t need you to be sorry. I need you to be quiet,” he scolded.

“Just leave, then. I don’t want your help,” I weakly protested. I don’t mean it. Don’t leave me here alone to die.

“Lily would kill me if I let you die. Would you please allow me to help you?”

Silent tears streamed down my face. I relented, and bowed my head in agreement and understanding. Stop the pain, please.

“Look at me,” he whispered, cradling my head, and brushing back my hair. “You’ll be fine.”

Exhausted, I wanted to give in to the void, the darkness.

He gently placed his hands over the wound. I winced, but did as he instructed, and held back my screams. Only the occasional whimper escaped, less a matter of compliance, and more because I had nothing left to fight with.

As he reached inside of me and pulled out something, the pain became agonizing.

In the dimness of the cave, an image of my mom appeared. She cradled me in her arms, and embraced me to keep the pain at bay.

“It’s a tooth,” he muttered, as he squeezed something into my hand. “You have to understand, as a Mer, we’re a predators’ favorite treat. It was a tiger shark and they’re always hungry. You’re lucky—you probably still taste too human for him to have liked what he sampled.” He placed his hands back on my wound and pressed down. “I have to stop the bleeding now.”

A Mer?

Heat emanated and pulsed from his hands and the pain in my abdomen intensified for only a moment. While he worked, a dim blue light came through the top of his head, trailed down his arms, and then into my side. It enveloped us, growing in intensity.

I laid my head back as the pain eased. The image of my mother receded, but I didn’t want her to leave.

Finally, the intense throbbing sensation where he touched me faded and he let go. Retreating to the back of the cave, he sat down with his back firmly pressed up against the cave wall. He sat with his legs crossed and closed his eyes with his hands resting on his knees, palms up, a meditative posture.

I started shivering, my teeth chattering as a deep chill settled over me. Unsure if it was shock, blood loss, or both, I couldn’t seem to control my quivering. I’m so cold.

The smell of smoke drifted to me. I heard the crackle and pop of a fire as a woman’s laugh reverberated on the cave walls. Then I heard kissing and moaning.

Shivering, I envisioned myself crawling to the fire, bathing in its radiant warmth, but I didn’t have the strength. I considered the possibility of calling out to the couple, of screaming for help, but an inexplicable force whispered to my heart, it would be the wrong move. Trust the man who had placed his hands on me. Remain silent, it said.

The heat of the big guy’s hand as he touched my leg startled me.

“You’re freezing,” he said, more as an observation.

“Fire,” I croaked out through chattering teeth, my muscles sore and growing rigid from the cold.

“I can’t let you go out there,” he mumbled almost considering doing exactly that. He glanced to the mouth of the cave and came forward on his knees, perhaps preparing to pounce on our unwelcome visitors. His eyes slid back to me and he touched my wet and torn dress. “This isn’t helping.”

“I’mmmm nnot taking ittt off,” I chattered, pulling my wet dress in closer to me, hoping to maintain some level of modesty. My hair hung in a no-doubt perfect impression of a wet mop, plastered to my back and shoulders in a tangled mess. I hugged my arms around myself tightly, trying my best to keep what warmth I had.

“Then… I can keep you warm,” he offered, indicating the space behind me. “It’ll help—may I?”

I looked to the opening of the cave, wishing the warmth of the fire would spread to us. No man had touched me since David laid his hands around my throat—since his arms had shoved me to my death. Carefully I weighed the options, and differences. Sure, the big guy had touched my abdomen to heal me, but it wasn’t the same as having him embrace me. I trembled more now, which I wouldn’t have thought possible.

It came back to my not wanting to die. If I didn’t allow him to warm me, I could go into hypothermia. Trust him, the voice whispered again.

I nodded—a slow and resistant permission.

He crawled in behind me, and slowly positioned himself, spooning me. Scorching heat radiated from his body.

The embrace was intimate, intended or not. I held my breath cause, ‘ya know, he was naked except for his sword harness. Never had I been so grateful for a torn dress. At least I had a layer of something in between us.

“I’ve stopped the bleeding, but you lost a lot of blood—you’re going into shock from it. I’ve done as much as I can right now, but if we get you into the water, and you transform, I can complete the healing. It works better in Mer form,” he whispered, into my ear, sending shivers down my spine. The edges of his sword harness pressed against my back. My posture likely signaling the discomfort, the big guy adjusted the way the swords laid. “We’ll stay here until the beach lovers have gone.” One arm protectively draped over my waist, he tentatively nudged a leg between mine, settling in as if this was an everyday occurrence.

Despite my reservations, his intense heat melted my frozen body and my trembling slowly subsided. It felt good… almost too good, and I tensed.

Memories of David forced themselves to the front of my mind. Pushing back the unwelcome comparison, I decided David no longer controlled my life.

Voices carried on the wind, snapping me out of my dark thoughts. The memories of David receded as my body thawed, shock fading.

The big guy left me for a moment, crawled to the front of the cave, and stealthily watched them. His absence allowed the chill back and I started shivering again. Whether the heat or companionship, I didn’t know, but I wanted him back, his arms around me.

As if he heard my thoughts, he crawled to me, and reclaimed his position. With his body again pressed up against mine, the heat radiated from him, filling me with a cozy warmth. “They have sleeping bags and are starting to make love now. I think we’re in for a long night. We’ll have to wait until they’re asleep, and then try to sneak around them.”

The tension I experienced before was now gone and a comfortable, safe feeling cocooned me. I found my non-shaky voice, and spoke softly. “Thank you for your help. I didn’t mean to be a bitch before, I was in a lot of pain,” I justified, ashamed of my lack of gratitude.

He grunted in response.

“What’s your name?” I cautiously rolled onto my back to see his face better and he shifted his position to accommodate me. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the cave, but it was still hard to see.

He was lying on his side, propped up on one arm, legs crossed, with his left lying on top of my right. His long hair tickled my neck and shoulders when he moved. “They call me Roman,” he yawned.

“My name’s Anna, Anna Ryan.” I stuck out my hand to shake his falling back on old formalities.

He glanced down at my hand and then back to the cave entrance, as if he wasn’t familiar with the gesture. Before I dropped my hand in rejection, he reached down, and brought it to his lips. He gently kissed the back of my hand, but didn’t drop it immediately. Instead, he continued to gently hold it and rub his thumb over the back of my knuckles. “I’m just Roman.”

The sounds of the couple’s lovemaking were loud and it was hard to ignore. I blushed, grateful for the darkness to hide my reddening face. “That’s your only name? Roman?” Talk about anything other than the obvious very loud noises. I looked down at our hands, unsure if I should take mine back or let him hold it.

“It’s not my name.” His eyes locked with mine and then darted back to the cave entrance when the woman cried out. “It’s where I’m from.”

“You’re from Rome?”

He didn’t answer, his eyes fixated on the cave entrance.

“What’s your real name?”

“I’ve never told anyone,” he snapped. “I’m from a place that existed a long time ago. It’s not a time I prefer to remember.” He recovered a softer tone, acting as though he’d become more aware of his manner. Then closed his eyes, lost in a memory. His thumb stopped moving and I noticed he held his breath.

The sound of the couple’s lovemaking grew in volume. It was the loudest and most vocal I had ever heard. Not that I’d heard many people making love before—but geesh—they obviously were not trying to be quiet.

“That’s fine, I can respect that.” I took my hand back and adjusted my position. The small stones underneath me bit into my skin, but otherwise the soft sand offered an inviting bed. Lacking any ideas on how to drown out the couple, I decided to be quiet for the moment until they finished.

Roman draped his arm around me again, tentatively, and I placed my hand over his on my abdomen as his arms tightened. This time I became more aware of his body pressed up against mine, he remained quiet and still as a mountain—but underneath I sensed his restraint.

While we lay there in the darkness, hiding, he moved his hand from my abdomen to my shoulder, where my back met my upper arm. He touched my skin with his fingertip and then hesitated. “May I?” he whispered, his hot breath fanning my ear, causing hairs all over my body to stand on end.

Unsure of what he intended, I slowly nodded. His warm hand traced the lines of receptors from my shoulder down to my hand.

I shivered, but not from the cold this time. A rush of endorphins released and I experienced a euphoric buzz all the way to my core.

He placed his hand over mine and drew me in closer to him, burying his face in the nape of my neck while the couple finished with a few loud and melodramatic screams.

At his tender touch, I started to fantasize about Roman making love to me, but then I convinced myself what I was feeling wasn’t real—it was only a byproduct of being a covert eavesdropper.

But I couldn’t help feeling something… I simply didn’t know what the something was.

You’re confusing me.










  
 

Chapter 7
Remaining a complete gentleman, Roman continued to hold me, as I dozed off, exhausted from the pain. I had no idea how much time had passed when he nudged me.

“I think they’re asleep. Do you want to make a run for it?” he whispered, getting onto his knees and glancing at the cave entrance.

“I’m not sure I can make it—I’m weak and slow. Can we wait?” It was dark outside and their fire still roared, the golden flames reflecting on the rocks near the entrance. Thankfully, their lovemaking had long since quieted and my fantasies had faded.

“You’re not completely healed. We need to get you into the seawater soon.” To illustrate, he brushed his hand across my wound and I winced.

“Where did Lily go? Was she hurt by the shark?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Of course not. She had to return and inform the High Council what happened.”

“What’s the High Council?”

“It’s a governing body. We should leave,” he insisted, pulling on my arm gently.

“I’m not even sure I want to go back,” I pondered aloud. Will he throw me over his shoulder and take me back?

I’m a new person now. I’m a… Mer.

This is something millions of people would love to know about. Change your perception. Stop fighting it. Embrace it.

“You have to go back. Poseidia is your home now. You’re now a part of the sea. Without it you’ll die.” He settled his weight back onto his feet, his toes disappearing into the sand.

“What do you mean?” I paled at the understanding. I’ll die? I wanted to argue, but my heart knew he spoke the truth. “You mentioned before about Mer. I guess that confirms I’m some sort of… mermaid, right?”

“Was it not clear?” He chuckled, “Do you doubt what you see?”

“I’ve doubted everything since I woke up in a new body, in a strange city beneath the ocean. Wouldn’t you?”

He resumed his place behind me, but he didn’t have to—I was warm now, all the way through. Still, I didn’t object as he buried his face in my hair.

“I was human once, too,” he confessed, as if he’d never uttered the words to another living soul.

“So, you’re the other one Lucas told me about?” I guessed. “You were… a human? I can tell you’re different, but I didn’t know to what extent.”

“All I wanted for years was to go back to my human life.” He rolled onto his back, away from me, placing his hands under his head.

“You understand… I need to return to my old life.” I tried to sit up, but the pain forced me back down.

“I did return, but after two days, I started to die all over again. If we’re out of the ocean for any extended length of time, we dehydrate… and then…” He moved back onto his side.

“No, maybe it’s different for me,” I reasoned, almost pleading for it to be true, for me to be the exception.

“It won’t be different—it’ll be agony. What do you have on land that is worth your life? A husband? Children?”

“I don’t have a husband or… children.” Not anymore. “I had my life. A job. I had a boyfriend.”

“That’s what you want to go back to? A… boyfriend?” he scoffed.

 “You don’t understand,” I accused.

“I understand more than you think,” he whispered, lowering his voice. “You want revenge.”

A long pause echoed in my brain as I absorbed the truth. “It’s not for… revenge. I have this locket… my mother gave it to me on my sixteenth birthday and I’ve never been without it since… until now.”

“You would risk your life for a piece of jewelry?”

“You don’t understand… my mother died a year and a half ago. Within days of her passing, my father discarded everything she owned… including every photo of her and me when I was a child. Until you’ve been through something like that, you’ll never understand the sentimental value of a single object can be worth more than all the money in the world. It’s literally the only photo I own of her and me, because as soon as I was old enough I moved out to get away from my father and didn’t have as much contact as I should have. Then she got sick… and was gone before I knew what I was losing. The vacuum… I filled it with the locket. I know you probably think it’s silly…”

“No, I understand more than you know. I would give anything for a photo of… I understand, but is it worth your life?”

“Why do I have to choose between life and my locket? Why can’t I have both? If I have to start a new life here, I need it. There’s a chance it’s still with my things, unless David was like my father. But I have to know. If it’s gone then I’ll have to accept it, but if there is even the slightest chance I can find it, I have to try. Let me leave now, tonight… I can find my way, somehow. I’ll come back, I promise.” My eyes wandered to the mouth of the cave—the fire was dying.

“I’ll help you retrieve your locket,” he assured. “But now is not the time. You’re wounded and they expect us back.”

“When? The longer I’m dead to the world, the more chances of it being lost forever.”

“I’ll let you know. Now, rest. We’ll wait until the beach lovers leave to make our escape.”

I turned my head back to stare at the ceiling, unable to relax. Roman shifted his position, and then fell asleep within minutes. He snored lightly as his breath moved locks of his hair. 

Will he really help me? Can I trust him? Do I want him to help me? Do I have a choice? Is there any other way?

No, I need his help.

I drifted off sometime before dawn, but only entered a deep sleep for a few minutes before Roman moved and said, “It’s dawning. I sense them waking. Be ready. We want to be gone before the beach fills up.”

“I don’t think I can move.” I sat up, and then laid back down, feeling dizzy and faint.

“We have to get you back in the water to heal. I’ll carry you,” he offered.

“No, I’ll do it, give me a minute.” I do not want him to throw me across his shoulder again. No way.

“Then lean on me.”

“No. Just go and I’ll meet you in the water.” I needed a minute alone to pee. “Please, and don’t ask why.”

“You’re stubborn.”

“So?”

He crawled back to the front of the cave. “They’re packing up and will be gone in a minute. Be ready.” He came back to me. “It’s a shame they did not make morning love.”

“You’re such a voyeur,” I teased.

“I will meet you under the swell of the sea. You have two minutes, be quick about it.”

“Give me three.”

“Fine. I will be watching the mouth of the cave and if I see you try to run for it, I will throw you over my shoulder.”

“I’ll be there, just go.”

“And I promise, I’ll help you,” he reassured as he lifted me to my feet. “You’re Poseidian now. You’ll never be the same.” He took me by the hand, and led me to the cave’s entrance. “I hear their car door, I’m going. I’ll see you in two.”

“No, three.”

“Right.” He released my arm, and ran out of the cave toward the water. He ran so fast he became a blur as he dove under the waves.

Standing now, I felt better—the dizziness had passed. Quickly, I did my business, and then walked to the front of the cave, staring out over the ocean.

I hesitated. Do I trust him, or do I cut and run now? So many thoughts skipped through my head, I needed time to sort them out. Time was a commodity I didn’t have.

No, I can’t move nearly as fast as he can. Would he really come after me if I decided to run? Yeah, of course he would. With no other viable choice, I decided to go back, to trust him.

In the moment of decision, I emerged from the shadows of the cave with my souvenir tooth, frantic to follow Roman. I hobbled after him, and then gained speed. With every stride, I became more committed to my decision. I can do this.

Before I dove into the waiting sea, a sound caused my head to turn. Against the rising sun, a shadow of the car remained. I’d heard the car doors slam shut, but the engine hadn’t started.

I moved too slowly.

My eyes met those of the human man, as he closed the trunk of his car, and walked around to the driver’s side. He’d stopped with his phone aimed toward me.

He saw me. Oh no.

I paused too long before diving after Roman. Hopefully he would dismiss a vision of an iridescent woman, wearing a tattered and torn dress, to be an illusion.

As I broke the surface of the water, it embraced me, welcoming me back. I transformed and moved faster than I could walk.

Roman waited for me, as promised, under the swell of the waves. In the fading darkness, he glowed a light blue color, the same as when he’d healed me.

He smiled, looking relieved and happy. It was the first time I’d ever seen him genuinely happy. Maybe he’s not so bad.

Claiming my hand, he kissed the back of it, before placing his hands over my wound to complete the healing he’d started in the cave.

With me in tow, Roman swam back toward Poseidia, to home.

Home.

It sounded good.










  
 

Chapter 8
By the next morning, I’d convinced myself I imagined the whole thing. When I opened my eyes, Lily stood at the foot of my bed, her arms crossed sternly over her chest.

“The glass wall opened on its own and I fell through the dome,” I explained in my defense, before she even said a word.

“I know.”

“How do you know?” I asked, surprised.

“I sensed your departure when it happened. We all did.” She pulled up the computer menu to the glass wall in my bedroom and typed something.

“You sensed it?” I slid my feet over the side of the bed and wiggled my toes, expecting them to change any minute.

“There are things you haven’t yet learned about us. It will take time to clarify.”

“That’s what I want to understand. I want the explanations, today.” Reality sank in now that the danger had passed. Lily had a lot of explaining to do.

She stared out the glass for a long time, seeming preoccupied. “I disabled your wall for now.”

Figured that much. “What’s wrong?”

“Everyone knows. The High Council wants to see you. I’m afraid of what they’ll determine.”

“What do you mean ‘everyone knows?’ Yes, I made a mistake by running away with the dolphin. I’m sorry for it. It was a stupid, emotional, impulsive decision.” I grasped the tooth I’d kept as a souvenir, from under my pillow, and handed it to her. “A tiger shark attacked me. I couldn’t see well—it was so dark.”

She frowned, only briefly glancing at the tooth. “You couldn’t see? You should have been able to as if it was daytime. I’ll talk to Lucas about that.”

“You missed the part where I was attacked.”

“What you did put our whole community in grave danger. You’re too inexperienced. If you had been seen by anyone, we would all be at risk. Not to mention the harm you brought to one of our creatures.”

“I came back,” I defended as a surge of adrenaline shot through my veins. I was seen. Maybe even photographed. Had I ruined my chances here? “Roman said you had to meet with a High Council.”

“I don’t know what they’ll do,” Lily worried, turning back to stare out the wall. “You’ll have to stay here for now. I’ll come and get you once the High Council has decided what to do.”

“What? It’s that serious?”

“Yes, it is.” She left my quarters then.

Falling back into the sheets, I dove under the comforting weight of blankets. I wished I could undo what I’d done, but I couldn’t. The tooth Roman had given me was still in my hand, and I enclosed my fist around it tightly. Will they put me in some kind of prison? Or kill me?

Exhaustion won out and I slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep. When I woke up, Lily was sitting on the edge of the bed.

“They want to meet with you in a few days. They’re meeting in private first, and will see you soon after to hear your side of the story. This hasn’t happened before, so they want to confer amongst themselves. In the meantime, you’re not to leave the dome. I’ll have to keep a closer eye on you.”

“Am I a prisoner?”

“This is for your safety and ours. You came back. That’s good.”

“Do you think they are going to throw me out?”

“I don’t know, but I doubt it. We’ll see. Now, let’s go eat, you must be hungry. They have some fresh fruit down in the common area, and I thought we could have some tea. It’s dusk already.” She held out her hand for me.

“I slept longer than I thought. Let me clean up first. I need a hot shower.” As I placed my hand in hers to stand, I remembered the brutality of the attack. My hand went to my abdomen, searching for evidence of the bite.

There was none. Not a mark of any kind. “I don’t understand. I was bitten right here. Shouldn’t there be a scar or something?” The torn dress was piled in the corner, right where I’d left it. I shivered at the memory.

“Roman healed you—it leaves no scars,” she affirmed. She walked to the closet and took out a new dress for me to wear.

“Can everyone here do that?” I asked, walking to the bathroom.

“Only Roman.”

I didn’t linger in the shower. My anxiety level was high, and my blood sugar low. No wonder, doing the math I realized I hadn’t eaten in over twenty-four hours.

After I dressed, I walked with Lily to the common eating area. All heads turned towards me as we walked in. They smiled at me in unison, and raised their hands in greeting. There was a flurry of movement as people shifted from table to table, but quiet—void of their voices.

Lily led me to a table by a glass wall with a high vantage point and much of the city was visible. While I waited at the table, she brought us a plate of fruit and two cups of steaming hot tea.

Hunger forgotten, I couldn’t focus on eating. Instead, I gazed out over the city lost in my thoughts, formulating questions.

“How do they grow grass at the bottom of the sea?” An easy topic, to start.

“With seeds,” she said, not elaborating.

I guess she thought that was a suitable answer. “Why are they all so quiet? They’re silent similar to the woman who brought me food last night. She didn’t say a word. Does she speak a different language?” I ventured, biting into a huge apple she’d brought to the table.

Lily raised her eyebrow, glancing briefly at all the other people going mutely about their business. “The woman who came to leave you food doesn’t know how to speak yet, not in the way you do. That’s not part of her job.”

“What do you mean she doesn’t know how to speak?”

“You have to understand, talking is an ancient form of communication for us. We have a connective consciousness—we feel and think as one. If we wish to communicate something specific to someone, we project our thoughts to the person. If you want to share in memories then you have to be touching.”

“Is it… telepathy?” I quizzed. That would explain why all the people walking around the room never said a word to each other. They glanced at us and nodded their heads when they passed our table, but said nothing. In shock, I looked around at all the people with a new understanding of their silence. Wait—Roman. Does that mean he could hear all my thoughts in the cave? Oh my god, I’m mortified. I fantasied about him making love to me. I hope he is an exception, or I’ll never be able to face him again.

“If that’s what you want to call it.”

“Do you not have private thoughts?” I asked, getting more and more confused. Please let my thoughts remain secret.

“We have private thoughts. Not everyone is privy to your thoughts, not exactly. You project into the Connective your energy, the whole of your thoughts, whether they are positive or negative. However, you can project a specific thought to someone else if you wish to. You’ll have to be trained on how this works and how to protect yourself. However, even your internal dialogue carries energy. If it were negative, it would affect the wholeness and harmony of our community.” She paused and took a drink of her tea.

Whew. I think. “But… I haven’t noticed any telepathy or connective-y thoughts. I don’t feel that,” I considered. “Does that mean the DNA infusion didn’t work?”

“You don’t feel it because of this.” Lily stopped eating and took my hand, lifting up a long and transparent covering from the back. “This is a sensory dampener. It protects you from our over-stimulating world, and protects us from your inexperience. This is why you do not feel the Connective.”

I ran my fingers over where she pulled it up. “Has that been there the whole time?” I marveled. “I never even noticed.” It was thin and transparent—it blended with my skin perfectly. Ok, good. I think that means Roman didn’t hear my fantasies. Double whew.

“It covers your electroreceptors and tones down the sensory input from our world. Without it, your brain and nervous system would short-circuit and burn up,” she explained.

“Is that why I’ve felt so… so… odd?” And freakishly horny?

“Please explain how you have been feeling,” she requested, resuming her meal.

“I’ve experienced really conflicting emotions and mood swings. A part of me is happy to be here, almost to the point of euphoria. Then my brain and logic kick in and I argue with what I feel,” I confessed. “If that makes any sense.” Yeah, omit the horny part. TMI.

“The euphoria you feel is the Connective. The sadness is your human thinking, holding on to your past, and resisting becoming a part of our world here.”

“Well, I woke up not even two days ago, and I am still in shock and overwhelmed from all of this. Can’t the Connective give me room to adapt?”

“This is what the dampener is for.” She grinned. “If you’re finished eating, I should take you to see Lucas, to check things out. I’m concerned about your vision. Our eyes are far more sensitive than humans’. Come, we can talk while we walk.”

Lily led me out and we walked towards the Healing Center. As we walked outside in the gardens, we passed many other people in eerie silence. It gave me chills.

We approached the pyramid on our way and I stopped in my tracks—I craned my head up, and looked at the enormous structure, towering above us. An overwhelming desire to go in clawed at my skin. A tickle of recognition and déjà vu made me shake my head. What is wrong with me?

“Can we go in?” I asked, on impulse.

“No, not yet. Only when the king and high council are ready to meet with you.”

“You have a king?”

“Yes, King Mestor,” she shared. “The King of Poseidia, King Mestor, lives in this pyramid. But we’ll save the story for another day. Come, we need to find Lucas.”

She took a few steps, but I remained cemented to the ground in front of the pyramid. Lost in what seemed a memory, but it wasn’t from my life. My imagination must have been running wild.

I slapped my face a few times. The sting brought me back to reality, and I caught up with her. “If someone had evil thoughts, you would know it?” I asked.

“One must be pure to be part of our Connective. The Connective should purge the beginning of anything dark before it has time to take root.”

“What if they aren’t pure? What if they are evil? What would happen then?” I questioned. A slight breeze gave me the chills and I wrapped my arms around myself. A sense of dread crept up and my skin broke out in goose bumps. The self-hug not enough, I warmed my arms by brushing them with my hands.

“They would have to be removed from the Connective, or they will harm all of us,” she warned.

My mouth hung open in shock. The urge to run away from these crazy people clamped itself around my throat.

As we entered the Healing Center, she gave me a short tour before we found Lucas. Near the entrance was a wing of patient rooms, and then down a long hallway was the large room I’d seen yesterday. Being here again made me anxious.

“These are the healing tanks. This is where you were for weeks. I stayed with you every day, right here.” She indicated the large tanks filled with neon-green water.

“You stayed with me?” I laid in them for weeks? 

“The tanks hold a sacred formula used to regenerate our bodies. Anyone can use them if they are feeling weak, tired, or ill. If someone is injured in an attack they can stay in them until their wounds heal, if their wounds were not fatal, of course.”

We walked by the healing tanks and she pointed to the left. “Down that hallway are two rooms,” she said. “One is for bathing and healing mud pools. It’s a community room.”

“And the other?” I asked, remembering the rows of capsules containing bodies.

“You mustn’t go in yet,” she warned.

My mouth opened to admit I already had a sneak peek, but then I shut it. I didn’t want to know. Not yet, anyway.

She looked over at me and tilted her head again, pointing to the right side of the room. “Over here is a hallway leading to a locked room. I’ll show you what is inside one day, but not today. We need to find Lucas.” She took me to the same room I’d been in when I woke up. It was a distinctly uncomfortable walk back in time to when I first opened my eyes.

Lucas entered the room soon after we did. “Hello Anna, how do you feel? I heard you had an eventful day. I need to scan you to confirm you are okay after your encounter. Is that all right?” Concern for me was evident in his face and tone of voice. It warmed my heart—it had been a long time since someone genuinely cared.

“Sure.”

“Have you noticed anything unusual?” With the gadget he had earlier, he scanned me head to toes, as before.

Unusual, ha, nothing unusual at all.

“Everything looks to be okay; I’ll check your eyes next. Roman did a good job, it is fortunate he found you,” he said, typing into the device.

“Yeah, I would have died. I didn’t realize sharks are so hungry for… Mer,” I laughed. I guess I was so caught up in the Connective explanation, I forgot to ask Lily about the Mer part. Just go with it.

“It is dangerous out there for a lone Mer. You should always swim with someone,” he lectured. “Your new physiology will help you to recover faster from wounds, but they can still be fatal. Sharks are not to be feared—only respected. Humans are far more dangerous. You should also note our biochemistry is different from humans. Perhaps you are feeling the mood spikes already. Your emotions will level once you fully acclimate into our world. It should only take a few days, weeks at the most.”

“Definitely feeling it already. One minute I think I’m crazy, then I’m happy,” I admitted. Remembering the attack, a new appreciation for being safe washed over me.

“The swings are because we have more serotonin and neurotransmitters in our bodies. Your brain is not accustomed to the stimulation, and needs to work with your body to find a balance.”

“Whatever it is, I can’t say I don’t love it.” I laughed. “The euphoria—it could be addictive.” I could do without the constantly horny part, though.

“Oh, yes, it is quite different than being human.” He traded equipment and examined my eyes with a light pen. “I can fix this with a laser—I’ll be right back.”

He returned and placed large black goggles over my eyes. Lights started flashing, and after only a minute, it beeped, whatever the procedure was, now complete. It was painless, and we left soon afterward.

Lily led me back to my quarters, explaining she had to meet with the High Council. Restless, I checked the door and both glass walls to see if they were locked. They were.

My mind free to wander, I considered what I might tell the police if I were to attempt living on land again. Mermaid with psychic bumps. Great way to land in a mental hospital. Only briefly did I wonder what David was doing. My time with him was beginning to feel as though it happened a million years ago. Another lifetime. Ultimately, I fell asleep remembering Roman’s arms.








  
 





 

Chapter 9

 

The next morning, I took a long hot shower to wake up. While the water ran over me, I explored my new body. Heightened sensations were awakened with the flow of water. 

Refreshed and excited for company, I paced the room while I waited for Lily. My heart leapt when the door buzzed and she walked in. The need for skin contact was so acute, I was barely able to wait for her to set down the tray of food before hugging her.

What is coming over me?

Lily didn’t seem surprised, and held me for a few moments. “Good morning,” she beamed with her arms wrapped around me. Her hand went to the back of my head and cradled it, in a motherly way.

The embrace felt as if I’d come home, a breath of fresh air in a previously dreary existence. She then touched our cheeks together, one side, and then the other, rubbing them together briefly in a circular motion.

It was almost as if I could feel her essence. A comfort, that I’d known her forever and we were reunited. Euphoria seeped through her to me.

Strangest feeling ever. It has to be the neurochemicals or neurotransmitters, whatever they call them. Or the Connective. Or both.

“We have a lot to do today. Did you sleep well?” She held out a bag to me.

“I guess so.” Not at all. “What is that for?” I looked in the bag and saw a tight suit of some kind, and some running shoes.

“To train in. The more you increase your strength and endurance, the safer for you out of the dome. Weeks of being unconscious have resulted in your body being weak and more vulnerable to predators.”

“Right, predators. I remember,” I muttered, retreating to the couch. As I sat down, I unpacked the bag and shook out the suit to get a good look at it, running my hand over the thin silky material.

“You’ll find many of the changes to your body will be in physical strength and agility. We’ll see how strong you are and work on your weaknesses.”

“I have a lot of those.” After we ate a quick breakfast of seaweed, and hot herbal tea, I changed into the new clothes, grumbling the whole time. Lily patiently ignored me.

“Follow me, and I’ll show you to the Training Center.”

Sleeping or exploring all day was more tempting. I’d not been a fan of exercise on land, and couldn’t imagine a change of scenery would improve the prospect.

She led me outside and across a curved sidewalk, taking me by a large building and onto the field behind it. A running track surrounded the field. In the center and on the far side, several people trained with swords and knives.

“Warm up first, stretch, and then see how far you can run,” she instructed, pointing to the track.

“This won’t last long at all,” I mumbled, laughing at myself.

Feeling out of shape, I started with a slow jog, but gained speed faster than I expected. My body was able to do more than when I was human, but I tired after several laps. Stronger, but still weak and slow compared to the other Mers, who ran laps around me at high speed.

Next, we went inside the building, walking by open doorways revealing classes being held.

“We train and learn to continually adapt to the changing world,” she whispered.

“What is going on in this room?” I asked, mirroring her tone, while I pointed to the people sitting on the floor with their eyes closed.

“This is one of our meditation rooms. Everyone utilizes this space to clear their minds and stay centered. You have to learn to be free of all negative thinking and old issues before you’ll fully adapt,” she explained.

“And what are they doing over there?” I pointed to the adjacent room. A large group of people moved beautifully in unison. The form flowed flawlessly and they seemed very calm and relaxed.

“This is another form of exercise. It’s good for our bodies to keep fit and healthy. This practice is gentle—it tones and stretches. You’ll encounter many predators in the sea… and on land, you’ll need to outsmart, as you have learned.” She continued down the hallway.

“Isn’t there a way to avoid them?”

“Hunters are plentiful—the most dangerous of all being humans as they are prone to killing indiscriminately rather than due to hunger. But, yes, we do have ways of avoiding them, though nothing is full-proof. We have a smaller, secure netted-dome to keep the larger predators out—it’s safe for us to swim there. For our health, we need to swim frequently. Every day is best, but you could possibly go several days will no ill effects.”

“Also, if we have to go out of either dome, we have a tool we take with us that emits a disturbing frequency, encouraging certain predators to choose another meal. Do not fear sea creatures, you’re one of them now. There’s a natural and delicate balance to respecting life, one you will more fully grasp over time. But… again, there is no guarantee of safety. Learning to outwit your enemies is your first defense. Strength and agility, second.”

“Roman said we would die if we were out of the sea for an extended period of time.”

She nodded, a barely perceptible movement, but didn’t elaborate.

Her lack of concern bothered me, and my shoulders tensed accordingly. I cleared my throat in an attempt to give myself a moment of composure. “Roman and Lucas both mentioned this Mer thing.” Saying it made me giggle and I nervously tugged on a lock of my hair. I was still in disbelief.

Again, answered with only the barest of nods.

Determined to get her to elaborate, I pressed, “But you guys all have legs. And when I breathed air, I regained my legs.”

“We have legs when we are out of seawater, breathing air and not water. The seawater has special minerals and elements, which trigger the transformation. It has to pass through your gills in order for your body to change. Some among us, the more powerful ones, have evolved with the ability to change at will,” she said.

“You mean some kind of shape-shifter? And that’s why I can shower and not transform into a… Mer—it has to be seawater.”

Back to the nod. Does she think I already know this stuff? Or that it’s not important for me to understand?

Ok, try another subject. “A netted dome, what’s that?”

“You’ll see later.”

“Will I be given one of those tools to keep sharks away when swimming out in the ocean?”

“Predators,” she corrected, “and when we feel you’re ready.” Walking to a new set of rooms, she still maintained her cool aloofness about the daunting threats they lived with.

I followed her with my jaw set square, wearing no expression to give away my impatience. Just go with it.

“This area is for weaponry training,” she waved her hand out.

Surprise brought me out of my pout. My brain had formed the impression these were a passive and peaceful people.

Lily must have noted my surprise. “This is a newer practice for us, but we have found it necessary to train ourselves in various forms of combat. With the increase in human population, the world has grown more brutal. It’s an unfortunate reality.”

“You use it enough to need this kind of intense training?”

“We need to be prepared for anything. As I’ve said, you have much to learn.”

I turned my attention back to the activity in the rooms in front of me. Inside the first room was Roman. My heart traitorously skipped a beat at the sight of him.

He wielded a sword effortlessly, instructing five people. As we drew closer, my mouth fell open in shock, and then I snapped it shut, remembering some tact.

Roman was mouthwateringly beautiful as he moved, so much more than handsome. Why hadn’t I noticed before? Now in a different setting and light, details about him, which had escaped me before, made themselves known. Is it because my sight works better now? My eyes traveled over his bronzed body, taking in every visible detail.

Muscles rippled underneath a short, black, and well-worn wrap, showing off a generous amount of his toned thighs. Knee-high leather boots scuffed against the soft flooring. Where did he learn to dress? The Middle Ages?

Scars crisscrossed his bare chest. When he moved closer to us, he flipped his long, dark brown hair from his face. A scar crossed his face on the left side, from his temple to the bottom of his cheek, standing out from his bearded stubble. His hair had hidden the scar in our previous encounters. The darkness of the cave, and my poor eyesight, hadn’t helped.

What happened to him? How come he didn’t heal himself the way he did me?

He spun around and around, nearly dancing with his sword, as if it was an extension of him, his muscles bunching and elongating as he turned. The brutal look on his face was enough to scare anyone into submission.

Roman must have sensed me staring, as he stopped mid-turn, holding his sword above his head.

I held my breath as our eyes met.

He didn’t move a muscle or utter a word, confidence brimming from every pore of his body. Finally, he turned, fully facing the doorway we were standing in. The movement sent a jolt of desire straight to my loins.

What is wrong with me?

A slow and mischievous smile crept across his face. I broke the tension, bowed my eyes, and blushed.

“Roman instructs all weaponry training. This class is called Sword Form,” Lily said. “He is gifted.”

“I can see that,” I muttered.

He sank his sword into the rubbery clay floor between his legs, embedding the tip. His eyes licked me up and down, lingering on my body for an eternity.

My heart hammered fiercely inside my chest, understanding he was a predator and I was prey.

“She didn’t run away today?” He turned his attention to Lily, not speaking to me.

I hated to be spoken about in the third person, treating me as though I was invisible. It was a huge pet peeve of mine.

“Because I’m tired of playing fetch with this one,” he continued.

“She’ll be joining your training today. Take it easy on her,” Lily admonished.

Today? My eyes widened in fear. I had no grace or strength to do this. No way. He will rip me apart.

His eyes locked with mine. “She will, will she? She’s puny. She won’t last a week.”

Good job. Intimidated to infuriated in two heartbeats.

Anger crept up my neck, and I blurted, “Don’t speak about me as if I’m not standing right here. If an ogre in a skirt can do it, I’m sure I can. And why are you wearing a skirt anyway?” I bit my tongue, stopping myself from saying more. Defiantly meeting his eyes, not showing weakness, even though I’d made a fool of myself. Don’t let him know you think that.

He stared at me and then laughed a deep hearty belly laugh. “It’s for easy access, my dear.”

Heat coursed through me as I stood there, at a loss for words, distracted by my body’s raging desire.

He then turned back to his class and resumed his instruction, ignoring us.

Lily nudged my hand to lead me out, but before we were out of eyeshot, I glanced back at Roman. Probably sensing my gaze, he peeked back at me out of the corner of his eye and winked.

Great. Now I looked stupid and trivial. I usually filtered those sorts of ramblings before I said them.

Lily led me back to the first room and we sat in on a meditation class. After, we did yoga and stretched before lunch. My muscles ached and I ambled after her. It was busy, but a good day, until she dropped me off in Roman’s class and left.

Roman stalked around the sword training room, barking orders at people. My mind devilishly wandered back to our encounter in the cave, remembering my fantasies. His head whipped around and caught me staring at him, causing my breath to hitch in my throat. I don’t want to be here. He makes me feel… angry with myself for being attracted to him.

I hadn’t thought I missed him, but my body told me otherwise. A new surge of heat crept up into my belly, and I turned my head to focus on something else. What is wrong with me?

“Don’t stand there. Get to work,” he commanded, the sweat glistening off his broad shoulders.

Embarrassed, I walked across the room, and examined the swords leaning up against the wall. Unable to maintain a clear thought with him so near, I pretended to know what he wanted me to do.

While I stood there dumbfounded, he stalked over and placed a sword into my hand. It was so heavy I couldn’t lift it off the floor, yet he spouted orders at me, instructing me to assume a form I was unfamiliar with.

Lost and overwhelmed, I tried my best to follow along. Roman didn’t say a word about our encounter in the cave, ignoring me except to bark in my direction. My anger and frustration grew until I was ready to explode. He then put me in a corner, cut off from the rest of the students.

“You’re disrupting my class,” he scolded, in a hushed voice.

“Excuse me, Lily put me in here, I didn’t ask to attend,” I retorted, feeling mortified and angry.

“I think you need a toy sword to play with. The real thing is too much for you.” He replaced my sword with a small plastic one. “This is what my weak students use. Now, do the move I showed you.”

Resisting the urge to smack the crap out of him, I grew angrier, but determined not to give him anything to make this experience worse. Reluctantly, I took the toy sword and did as he demonstrated, perfectly.

“Again,” he bellowed as he paced back and forth, while the whole class stopped and gawked.

Grinding my teeth, I repeated the move. I don’t deserve this treatment.

“Again,” he repeated.

You have to be kidding me.

“Again. Again, again, again, again.”

Even though I did it perfect every time, he refused to acknowledge my success, nor show me anything new. I’m on the verge of losing it—I’m going to explode if I don’t get out of here.

“Again, I said,” he ordered.

“No. I don’t see the point of this move other than to embarrass me. I’ve had it,” I fumed, threw the toy down, storming out the door and through the common area.








  
 





 

Chapter 10

 

I wandered aimlessly in the gardens, stopping at a semi-circle, littered with stone benches, near the edge of the dome.

Desperate to evaporate my anger and frustration by soaking in the lush beauty, I did a few deep breathing techniques. The aroma of the flowers had an intoxicating effect and my irritation melted away.

Lily approached from across the yard. “I thought I might find you here. Don’t be so hard on yourself—it’s your first day training. All will come in time,” she consoled as she drew near.

So you keep saying. Resembling a caged animal, I marched back and forth in front of the dome. “Roman is the one being hard on me, not me.”

“Roman is simply challenging you, pushing you to test your boundaries. He rather enjoys it, I think,” she responded, smiling. “You two have something in common, so you should get along well.”

Lily observed my pacing, remaining calm and happy. Her joyful mood had an effect on me and more of my irritation vanished.

“What could we possibly have in common?” I quipped, stopping in front of her, genuinely perplexed at the comment.

“Your anger—it’ll poison you. You must learn to let go and forgive, or rage becomes a disease that will consume your body and mind.”

Anger? Forgive? “I cherish my anger. It keeps me warm at night.”

“Roman’s anger has kept him from fully integrating into our Connective. He’s stuck in between. It’s not a good way to live down here.”

Whatever. Turning to face the dome, I became spellbound by the magnificence of hundreds of fish happily swimming along, oblivious to me. In fascination, I stared out into the ocean. Gently, I traced my fingers along its surface, feeling the texture. How does it stay in form? How come it doesn’t jump out at me now, suck me through, and spit me out like it did before?

Lily walked over to where I stood, took my hand, and pressed it firmly against the dome. The substance pulsed under my fingertips. After how it pulled me through the other day, I had the urge to take my hand away, but Lily held it there. Despite the contact, it didn’t reach out for us and throw us through to the other side. Why? What is it made of and how does it keep all the water out?

“The dome handles the pressure of the ocean on top of us. It’s porous—oxygen diffuses across the membrane, so we can breathe. The netted, or swimming, dome is in the same material, but the design is different,” she informed, flattening my palm into the gel of the dome no more than a quarter of an inch. It gave way, and absorbed my hand.

“Does the netted dome keep out the sharks?”

“There are openings so only smaller species can enter. It keeps out larger predators, giving us a safe place to swim. An effective and non-violent way we’ve learned to live in harmony.”

Relaxing my hand, I observed, “It feels alive. Why do I think that?” I wiggled my fingers around. The material moved slowly, but didn’t pull at me.

“It’s organic in nature. No substance could handle the pressure of the ocean at these depths, other than something which lives in it, and grows.” She let go of my hand and removed hers.

Resistant to removing my hand from the dome, I inspected the texture a while longer. The dome hummed the way a cat would purr—apparently loving my touch.

Satisfied with my exploration, I pulled my hand out. “There’s no residue.” I examined the front and back of my palm.

“The dome absorbs all excess moisture,” she explained.

“Yeah, I noticed that when Roman brought me back through the dome, after the attack.” In the distance, I saw my dolphin friend approaching and smiled. She swam back and forth in front of the dome as if she wanted me to join her.

Lily watched her antics. “The feeling of the Connective is much stronger in the water. You’ll feel the innocence of every creature—when you’re integrated, of course.”

“Do you speak with fish?”

“We converse, but they don’t think exactly as we do. Their thought processes are more images and emotions. When you learn to interpret it, you will know how to communicate with them.”

“I think I got a taste of that.”

“You did? Please describe,” she said, tilting her head toward me in a curious way.

“Well, when I fell through the dome and transformed, that same dolphin swam up to me. When I touched her, I sensed some odd emotions, but when I removed my hand, the sensation went away.”

“She connected with you. That’s interesting you were able to communicate already. It’s unexpected, but I guess it’s why she helped you. She sensed your desire to leave.”

“Why is it unexpected?”

“You’re not integrated into our Connective. I’m surprised you’ve experienced this ability so soon.” She brought her brows together.

“Why doesn’t the dome spit me through? Like it did before?”

“It senses what your true intentions are—that you truly do not wish to leave us.”

Stunned, I stared at Lily. When exactly did I change my mind?

“I don’t know exactly when, but sometime after you learned you were a Mer. Perhaps Roman said something to change your mind,” she speculated, glancing back at the dolphin as it swam away.

“What did you say?” I tested, turning to face her.

“I said, perhaps Roman had an influence on your change of heart.”

“No—you said, ‘I don’t know exactly when, but sometime after you learned you were a Mer.’”

“I did say that. In response to your question of ‘When exactly did I change my mind?’” she acknowledged, as her eyes darted back and forth.

“I… didn’t say it… out loud.” My throat tightened. How? Wait—no. The Connective?

“Of course you did,” she said, her voice revealing her uncertainty. Lily walked over and sat down on one of the stone benches. Leaning forward, she put her elbows on her knees, staring at the ground.

“No, I’m sure I didn’t say it aloud. How did you know?” The irritation from my session with Roman resurfaced and I rubbed the back of my neck.

“You… project your thoughts,” she revealed, carefully looking back up at me.

“I do what?” I shouted, squaring my hands on my hips.

“You project… your thoughts,” she repeated, concern and then confusion, evident on her face.

“You can hear my thoughts?” I crossed my arms over my chest while tightly bunching my fists.

“I can—I’m sorry. It never occurred to me you didn’t know. I thought you understood from our conversation about our Connective.”

I closed the distance between us while indicating the bumps on my arms and the covering over my hand. “I thought this… sensory dampener protected me from that. Can you hear… everything?” I whispered, closing my eyes and counting to ten in my head.

Returning to pacing, I tried to recall everything I had thought over the last few days.

“Only what you project.” Lily patted the space on the bench beside her. She lowered her voice, “When you think in the form of speech.”

“How long?” I asked, feeling mortified while stepping toward where she sat on the bench.

“Since… you woke up.”

“Today?” I sat down next to her, calming myself.

“Since you woke up in the Healing Center from your coma.” Reassuringly, she placed her hand on my shoulder.

“Can everyone hear my thoughts?” Humiliated, I covered my face with my hands.

“Only if they are close enough physically to you.”

Oh, shit—Roman. How will I ever face him again?

“Is that how it works? This Connective? What, can no one do anything without everyone knowing? Not even have sex, or… or… or a bad day? Will all my mistakes, experiences, and internal dialogue be broadcast around the city for everyone to know?” I asked, waving my hands around. Shakily, I rubbed my temples and forehead with my palm. Breathe.

“It’s not broadcast in the way you mean.” She patted my back.

“I’m mortified you can hear my projected thoughts. How do I not do that?” I asked, on the verge of tears.

“I’ll teach you. You won’t understand until you’re in the Connective and can experience it for yourself. It’s difficult to explain in human language. I think it’s time to introduce you to our Social Center. I think you could use some down time, to have fun. It’s not that different from human social activities. We’ve learned a lot from interacting in the human world and have adopted some of their customs.”

“I didn’t realize you had any contact with the human world. I do need a drink. It would be nice if you all had whiskey or something.”

“Come—you’ll be surprised at the options.” She held out her hand for me.

Reluctantly, I placed my hand in hers. First, she took me back to my quarters where I showered and changed clothes. I picked out a long white dress with rubies in the collar and at the end of the sleeves. It hung past my knees and so I pulled it tight with a matching belt. Finishing off the look, I slipped on red ballet-type slippers and pulled my hair back into a low ponytail, tying it with a narrow piece of red silk.

We headed toward yet another building—one I hadn’t been to before. As we approached, I heard the beat of music through the air. Music? The atmosphere changed the closer we came. The silent and ominous vacuum of the garden vanished and was replaced with a much lighter mood. I smiled as I recognized the music. Reggae. It was upbeat, and I found the closer we got, my feet bounced.

“It’s human music,” I rejoiced, excited to hear a bit of home.

“Yes, this is our Social Center,” Lily said, leading me inside.

The layout resembled a spider web, larger than any other building I had seen. Smaller rooms, connecting to a large open dance floor one, held bars, tables, lounge chairs, couches, and many round tables.

We settled in an alcove that had a nice view of the sea.

“You have access to human music? I had no idea,” I marveled. Excited, it was hard not to smile and I forgot about the things stressing me, even though the music made me feel homesick. The euphoria was stronger in here and I grinned ear to ear.

“Humans are talented and gifted in their creative arts. We adore their music. As I said before, talking is ancient. We don’t sing as humans do. I’ll be right back.” Lily left the table and walked over to a bar.

I turned to face the glass wall, trying to be on guard against thought projection. It seemed the more I tried to control it, the more my thoughts amplified.

She came back to the table with a tray full of a variety of food, and two glasses. “I thought you could use some wine.”

They have wine? Why am I only finding out now? This perked me up right away.

“Wine? Um, yes please, I love wine. I had no idea you guys had such indulgences down here.”

“It’s not the kind of wine you’re used to. We make it with the nectar from some of our flowers. It has a much sweeter and lighter flavor.” She placed a glass in front of me.

Intending to toast the fish beyond, when I held the flute of wine up to the glass wall, I saw the liquid was pinkish-orange in color. The aromas of the flowers in the gardens wafted to my nose. Taking a tentative sip, I was pleased to find it softly sweet, a cotton candy without the heavy taste of alcohol.

Laughing and feeling more at ease after a few drinks and some food, I watched as a few people got up to dance. Closing my eyes, I soaked in the happy feelings.

Lily went up for another tray of wine, and I drank one glass after another. Thankfully, my consumption didn’t seem to be having any effect on me, yet.

“How do you make it day and night this far under the sea?” I asked, giggling.

“We have cycles generated by our Energy Center, which uses the earth’s energy, so we stay in a circadian rhythm.” She sipped her wine.

Lily got up several more times for wine and food, while I relaxed and enjoyed myself, feasting on delectable bites of pineapple, pears, strawberries, and fish.

“You know, I don’t know anything about you,” I said, finishing off another glass of wine.

Lily looked up and over my shoulder. I sensed someone approaching from behind me and turned my head to look.

Roman. Oh, crap. Don’t think about him, or the other night, or my fantasies. Ohh, massive fail. Think about hot dogs. That’s it—hot dogs, hot dogs. He was shirtless, which at this point was obviously his thing, and clad in black well-worn trousers, but not from any decade I’d ever seen. I wondered where in the world this man had come from. Or maybe when.

Lily was getting up from the table. “I have to attend a meeting with the High Council.”

“What is he doing here?” I asked in a hushed voice.

“You summoned me,” Roman directed at Lily, coming to stand next to the table before her.

“I did,” Lily affirmed. “I need you to watch Anna while I attend a meeting.”

“Whoa—I don’t need anyone to watch me. I’m a big girl; I can take care of myself.” No way. Not after today. I wasn’t going to sit here with him. “What, are you afraid I’m going to take off again? I’m not. Can’t I be given any freedom at all?” In a heady rush, I was beginning to feel the wine. My senses dulled, allowing my tongue to run unfiltered.

“Under order of the High Council, I can’t leave you alone except in your quarters until they meet with you,” she revealed. “I’m sorry, I’ll return shortly.”

Roman sat down in the chair Lily had occupied. Stubbornly, I turned my head and looked out the window at the fish. I refused to be the one to say the first word. Hot dog. Hot fog. Hot bog.








  
 





 

Chapter 11

 

“I heard you’ve been a bad girl,” Roman smirked, a huge dark grin spreading across his face. A waiter appeared and placed a tall opalescent mug in front of him.

Wait—they have waiters? Why did Lily keep getting up to get our drinks when they have waiters?

I observed my new babysitter out of the corner of my eye, but I refused to face him.

“I’m far more tenacious than you are. I’ll win that war,” he challenged, sniffing at his drink as if it was a fine wine. Then he took a long swig.

“What war?” I snapped.

He came up for a breath and placed his mug gently on the table, curiously fingering the condensation forming on the outside. “You mean to punish me for the way I treated you today.”

“Is it working?” I grabbed my glass of wine, but realized it was empty. When did that happen?

“No.” He drank long and hard from his mug and then slammed it down on the table.

The noise startled me and I jumped. His eyes took on a glazed-over look, as he vacantly stared out at the fish.

The same waiter appeared and replaced his empty mug with a full one.

Why don’t they replace my empty glass?

“Then you admit you were an ass.” I ran my fingers over the rim of my glass, hoping a waiter would notice. I guess I could get up and get my own, but if he didn’t have to, why should I? Is he special or something?

“I admit no such thing,” he said, refusing to look at me while draining his new mug in one swig. Again, he slammed it down on the table. The same waiter appeared with a new one, but before I could ask for another glass of wine, he was gone.

I guess I will have to get my own. “What are you drinking?” I asked, trying to peek over into his mug.

“Wine,” he confirmed.

I wrung my hands in front of me on the table. “I’m surprised they have wine. It seems too human for them.”

“I taught them how to make it. But I altered the recipe to suit their tastes.”

“Where did you learn?” I glanced up at him, tearing my gaze away from the tabletop.

He slid his eyes to consider me as if mulling over whether he should answer or not. The silence dragged on for an uncomfortable amount of time before he finally said, “From my father.” It was as if he barely breathed the words out, his lips tight, then he returned to his vacant stare out the window.

Obviously, he didn’t want to speak about his past, so I cleared my throat and politely changed the subject. “It seems I’m in a lot of trouble for leaving.” I sighed, wondering about Lily’s meeting with the High Council. Are they meeting about me? Regarding my fate here?

As he leaned in toward me slightly, a huge grin spread across his face. Meeting his eyes was too intense for me to handle at this moment, so I looked at anything but him. He reached across the table, gently grabbed my hand, and with his fingertip drew circles on the back of it. The sensations of pleasure made my blood boil. Hot dogs, hot dogs.

Again, I tried to change the subject, because now I was the one uncomfortable. “Lily said you were the only one who could heal, the way you did on the beach. How do you do it?”

“It’s one of my many talents.” He released my wrist and leaned back in his seat. “It’s a simple matter of manipulating molecules. When they changed me, I had mutations. Healing is one of them.” Roman peeled back a sensory dampener from his own hand.

“Didn’t they integrate you? Wait—she said you….” I realized I was going to tell him what Lily had said about his anger keeping him from the Connective. I didn’t know if I should bring it up. “She said I would be integrated after I adjust.”

“I’m halfway connected, and that’s fine with me—I value my privacy. I can receive, but transmitting is at will.”

I need to find out how to do that so I can stop projecting my thoughts.

It was hard for me to understand. “You make it sound similar to a radio transmitter.”

“Something like that,” he vaguely affirmed, returning to his blank stare out the glass wall.

I tried to follow his gaze, but saw nothing of particular interest. “Can you tell me how to not project my thoughts? I would appreciate my privacy, too.”

Curiously, I glanced around the room at all the other people. The music still played, but it had changed to a classical venue.

Can they hear my thoughts too?

Can Roman?

“Why should I tell you?” he barked. The depths of his brown eyes betrayed a deep sadness, hinting he didn’t mean what he said, the way he’d said it. It was as if he was so used to being abrasive, he didn’t know another way to communicate.

“There you go being an ass again.”

He visibly winced.

“Haven’t you learned to be a nice guy down here, or did they not train you to do that? Helping me learn to maintain some dignity would be the nice thing to do—that’s why.”

“Who said I was nice?” he grumbled and looked away from me back to the window.

“I know men like you. You act all tough on the outside, but on the inside you’re a big teddy bear,” I accused, pointing my finger at him.

“I am no stuffed toy.” He took another long drink from his mug. After another uncomfortable pause, he added, “Put up a wall.”

“A wall?” I considered how to do that, but came up with nothing. “How would I… erect a wall for thought protection?”

“See it in your mind—imagine it. Quite simple, really,” he answered, sounding annoyed with me.

Frustrated, I drummed my fingers on the table. Relenting, I finally got up and went to the bar to get another glass of wine. I lingered there, watching all the people dancing. No longer upset with Roman, I strode back to the table—the happy energy of the room had melted my bad feelings. Now, I almost felt sorry for Roman. Reclaiming my seat across from him, I asked, “You’re one of them, so can you hear my projected thoughts? Lily apparently can.”

“I’m not one of them.” He banged his mug down on the table, again.

“Will you stop slamming the table? It’s rude!” I thumped my own hands on the surface in illustration.

Roman rolled his eyes and shrugged one of his shoulders.

Reigning in my annoyance, I tried again, “You are one of them—you live down here with them. I’ve seen you change into a Mer. How can you say you’re not?” The same waiter unobtrusively replaced his mug.

 “I get sick—they don’t.” A new waiter appeared and placed a bowl of algae in front of Roman. He distractedly ate a bit then pushed the bowl to the side.

In shock, I glanced over at the people dancing, imagining what he said was true—that they were immune to sickness and disease. “They never get sick?” I marveled, somewhat rhetorically.

“Injured, but not sick with disease.” He downed another mug.

Man, how much can he drink? And he shows no signs of being drunk. Not yet.

Oh, who am I to talk, I’ve had plenty. Not enough, in my opinion.

At least he is being more talkative. For now.

“Is that the only way you are different, other than the obvious?” My eyes drifted across his bare chest and down his abdomen. I had to stop my mind from wandering into forbidden areas. He would know if I thought naughty thoughts. Hot dog, indeed. Maybe that’s not the best word to focus on.

“I have to hibernate more than they do,” he admitted. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back as if he was bored with our conversation.

“Hibernate?” I remembered the containers in the Healing Center and shivered. “Does that have anything to do with the caskets I saw? I thought it was the morgue.”

“It’s much more high-tech. What you saw are hibernation chambers.”

Hibernation? I chewed on the word and concept. “I have no idea how that works.”

“You will.”

My heart sped up. The music changed again to a slower beat. I watched as people paired off and moved their bodies seductively, swaying to the music while several couples openly kissed. Uncomfortable with being a voyeur, I cleared my throat and glanced back at Roman, who paid no attention to the dancing. “If they don’t have diseases, why not share the anti-bodies with the whole world? Humans need that sort of information.”

“What makes you think they haven’t?” He glanced to the doorway, as if he was impatiently looking for someone.

“Of course they haven’t, otherwise there would be no cancer.” Drawn as if by some invisible force to the action on the dance floor, I grew heated and fanned my hands in front of my face. Stay focused, girl.

“How do you know they haven’t tried to share it with humans, but humans repressed the information?”

“Surely they wouldn’t do that. People need the cures.”

He chuckled, his eyes lighting up. “If you’re so sure then why are you asking me? You seem to have all the answers.”

“I’m sorry if I’m upsetting you. I haven’t heard of any kind of cures. Is that better?” Heat rose. I touched my fingers against my neck, where I swore I sensed the brush of someone’s lips against my skin. A ripple of goose bumps traveled down my arm and then through my body.

He chuckled again, but I wasn’t sure what he found so amusing. “How do you think humans have advanced in their technology? How do you think humans have come up with cures for certain diseases, but not others?” A sly smile spread across his face as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

“I don’t know.” My voice squeaked as I spoke.

“They have tried to feed humans information when it would benefit them. Humans repress knowledge when it interferes with their profit margins. If the insight suits them, and they can make money on it, then they utilize it. If not, they don’t. Simple.” He tenderly clasped my hand again, drawing circles over my electroreceptors. Then he peeled back the sensory dampener and trailed his finger over the exposed receptors, watching my face intently.

“I… don’t… understand.” Brain short-circuited, I’d completely lost focus on what we were talking about. The beat of the music seemed to take over and all I experienced was an intense throbbing sensation throughout my body.

“What’s not to understand?” He brought the back of my hand to his lips and gently brushed them over my receptors. The stubble of his beard tickled, making me gasp. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“So?” I whispered, breathless.

He dropped my hand and studied me for a long few moments. Then glanced over at the dance floor, seeming to notice the activity for the first time. Finally, he slid his eyes back to observe me while I openly gawked at the people dancing, their movements beautiful and graceful. An energy hypnotized me, and I completely forgot my intended interrogation of Roman.

He sauntered over to my side of the table, dropped to one knee, and reached for my hand. “Would you care to dance?”

“What?” I asked, completely caught off guard.

“Dance. You seem interested in their dancing,” he gestured his head in the direction of the dance floor. “I thought you might want to join them.”

“I… uh… I’m not a good dancer,” I protested, weakly.

“Not to worry—I am,” he assured. Roman pulled me by my hand and led me to the floor before I could utter another objection. Elegantly, he swung me around, pressing his hand into my lower back, bringing me close to his body. Hot…dog…

We blended into the crowd and claimed a position somewhere near the center. He drew me in tighter, despite my attempts to pull back, his strength holding me firmly in place. Confidently, he held my right arm out to the side while my left tucked up over his, and he began to sway his body to the music’s slow beat. His musky scent filled my nose, as sweat glistened across his chest. I turned my head to avoid looking at him.

Gathering my courage, I murmured, “I’m sorry for my outburst earlier, for calling you an ogre, and hitting you the other day when you were trying to help. I have no idea what came over me and I apologize. I’ve been out of sorts since waking up in this strange place.”

He grunted—a primal sound I could barely hear, but primarily felt in the subtle vibration of his chest.

Of their own volition, my eyes wandered down his pectorals, and further down his abdomen, to the place where his abdominal muscles disappeared into the top of his pants. Unabashedly curious, I stared at the scars covering his torso, brushing my fingertips where they intersected with his arm. Then I thought of my own abdomen, remembering the absence of scars from my attack.

“Can I ask you why there is no scar from my wound?” I inquired. “The healing you did, it didn’t leave a mark at all.”

“It doesn’t leave scars,” he uttered.

“Then why do you have so many?”

Roman pulled me in closer, my cheek less than an inch from his chest and I now heard the beating of his heart, thudding strength close to my ears. His breath fanned out over the top of my hair, heating my scalp. The stubble from his scruff scratched my head and then my temples as he moved.

The hairs on my arm stood on end as electrical pulses zinged up and down my limbs. Heat burned through my body, increasing the more I thought about how close he was. My hot dog mantra was pointless.

“What, you’re not fond of my scars?” He sounded more perplexed than mad.

My face flushed. “I didn’t say that. I’m simply curious.”

“The marks serve a purpose. It is possible to remove them, but they make me… remember.” He twirled me around, extended his arm out, and then brought me back close to him, pressing his hand confidently into my lower back.

“I’m sorry for asking, I didn’t mean to offend you.” I briefly rubbed the front of my throat, trying to distract myself from his closeness.

“You didn’t.”

“Can I ask, what happened to you?” Another slow song came on and we continued to dance.

“No,” he snapped, his mood abruptly changing. “Go ahead and make judgments about me. They all do. They use me to do their dirty work. The stuff they can’t live with, or have tarnishing their precious Connective.”

“I’m not judging you. I’m trying to get to know you. You could be more forthcoming. That’s how normal people behave.”

He shrugged his shoulders slightly, and unexpectedly twirled me around so fast it made me dizzy.

Regaining my equilibrium, I persisted, “Don’t they… like you?” I glanced around the room, pointedly.

“Don’t know. Don’t care.” The sudden onslaught of visible tension in his muscles belied him.

“Wouldn’t you know with the Connective?”

“If I wanted to. I don’t.” Gently he placed his hand on the top of my shoulder, studying it for a moment. With his fingertips barely touching my skin, he traced the receptors on my arm down to my elbow.

My heart raced in response, I shivered, and unconsciously forced my body tighter against his. I closed my eyes, lost in the sensations. Energy sizzled where his fingertips met my skin. Heat crept up my neck into my cheeks. It was almost as if the heat emanating from him scorched my skin. My mouth went dry and I lost the ability to speak lucidly. 

“What is that… feeling?” my voice rasped, barely getting the words out.

“It is… a gift,” he whispered.

Electricity fired throughout my body. I quivered all over, rolled my eyes back into my head, and gasped in response before I could stop myself.

What is he doing to me?

I laid my head on his chest and rubbed my thumb across his bicep as it bunched and moved.

He slowed until it was almost as if we simply stood, pressed together. Bending his head, he buried his face in my hair, near my ear, and whispered to me, “I know—what you truly desire.”

The music changed again and a faster beat came on.

Flushed and shivering, I pulled away. Slowly I backed up, hyper-aware everyone had stopped to stare at us. Roman wore a satisfied smirk on his face. I whirled in embarrassment, ran off the dance floor, and out of the Social Center.

He knows.










  
 

Chapter 12
I quickly strode through building after building, the problem being they all looked the same, and I couldn’t read the signs. The buildings housing private quarters weren’t marked with numbers, or any indicator of how to find my way back. Up until now, I had always simply followed Lily and though I’d tried to learn my way around, I still got lost.

With the wine still pumping through my system, I was intent on avoiding the gardens. I didn’t need the inebriating aroma to make my intoxication worse. But without knowing how to find my way back, I eventually wandered to the dome’s edge.

This garden was new to me. Statues littered it and two long stone benches sat in front of the dome. I sat down under one of the garden’s many fruit trees, facing the ocean, but hidden from view, wanting the effects of the wine to wear off, and time to think.

He knows. So can he hear my thoughts? Or am I just being paranoid? What exactly does he know? Does he know I fantasize about killing David, or does he know I’ve imagined being with him sexually?

More than ever, I needed to erect a brick wall around myself so no one could hear any of my confusing thoughts. Determined, I closed my eyes and did what Roman suggested. Imagine it. In my mind’s eye, I tried to see a thick wall made of brick going up in front of me and eventually surrounding my mind. But it faded when my thoughts fluttered to something else. Patiently, I imagined the construction process again.

This will take practice. Think about what you learned in meditation class about energy.

With my eyes closed, my hands on my knees, I practiced some meditation. Lily said I needed to learn to control my emotions.

As I reopened my eyes, my anxiety had lessened. Tired now, I gazed out into the ocean, drawing peaceful feelings from nature’s ebb and flow. A strong longing to be out there, swimming with all the fish, settled over me.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked a soft male voice from behind.

Roman. Crap.

Startled out of my meditation, and still tipsy, I quietly acknowledged, “It’s beautiful… and peaceful.” Self-conscious, I fidgeted. “How long have you been standing there?” Irritation was warring with desire.

“After all these centuries, I could stand here and stare forever. Beauty is like that—it entrances you,” he muttered, neatly avoiding my question.

Slowly, he tore his gaze from the ocean, his eyes meeting mine. His demeanor seemed so different from before; his presence now tender. It has to be the wine. I’m more drunk than I thought.

“Centuries?” I asked, focusing my attention back to the ocean, willing my body to calm.

“Yes, centuries.” Footsteps swished in the grass as he inched closer to me.

Centuries? He can’t mean real centuries.

 “I don’t need a babysitter so you can leave. I’m sure Lily will find me with her keen homing sense.”

“I’m sure she would. But then I would be negligent in my duties.”

“Well, I’m un… obligating you. Go away.”

He didn’t move.

Resigned, I huffed and got up from the ground, twirling around to face him. “You said you would help me find my locket. The longer we wait the greater chance it will be gone forever.”

“Indeed, I did.” Roman glanced to the right and I followed where his eyes wandered.

Lily was crossing the garden. Before he could leave, I grabbed his hand. “You promised,” I whispered.

“I have to go now. I’ll find you and we’ll talk,” he assured, pulling out of my grasp and walking away.

Wrapping my arms around myself, I turned my attention back to the dome. Lily stood beside me.

“Was Roman cordial?” she asked.

“I guess.” Feeling vulnerable, I wanted to hide my over-projected thoughts from her. Think of a wall going up. Wall made of brick, layer by layer with that white goopy stuff between.

“Do you care for Roman? Your energy suggests you have feelings for him.” Her head tilted as she looked at me as though she was trying to tune into something.

Is the wall working?

“What suggests what?” I asked, distracted with my mental masonry.

“Your energy suggests you care for him. It would be a… change for Roman.”

“Is he that abrasive?”

“Some of our people are… afraid of him. He’s not so bad, once you get to know him. The ones who make the effort, respect him.”

“I haven’t decided if I hate him or loathe him,” I lied.

“I disagree.”

“Roman… just infuriates me.” Tightening my arms around myself, I looked down, confused. He made me angry but I couldn’t help being drawn to him any more than I could set aside my curiosity regarding who he was really, under the rough shell. Something about him resonated within me. Something I understood about him, and his abrasive defensiveness. Roman pushed my buttons, but I couldn’t stay mad at him. Behind his eyes, he kept a tenderness hidden. Why?

“Did something happen?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

“Thought you could hear it all,” I accused.

“I can only hear the thoughts you project, and they are generally quite jumbled and confusing,” she admitted. “But now… you’re hiding.”

“Confusing, that’s me. I’m not comfortable with the idea of everyone hearing what I think and feel.” I paused. “I haven’t had many people I’m close to. The thought of near-strangers knowing my private thoughts freaks me out.”

“You haven’t spoken about what happened to you the night we found you. I’ve wondered, but I gave you space to do it in your own time.”

“You didn’t just pick it out of my brain?”

“That’s not the way of the Connective. As I told you before, you loudly projected your thoughts, and they’re very disorganized, so…”

 “Yeah, thought projector, that’s me. I wish I knew what everyone else was thinking. It’s not fair they can hear mine and not the other way around.” A lot like being the only naked person at a formal party.

“When you’re integrated—” Lily started.

“Yeah. How did the meeting go?”

“They’re ready to see you,” she informed. “Tomorrow morning.”

My stomach did a flip. So soon? Well, I guess it’s better to get it over with. Deep breaths.

“Oh boy. I… uh… I feel thirsty all of a sudden. Can I get some water from the common area?”

“I think what you’re feeling is the pull of the ocean. You haven’t been out swimming today. Maybe we should take a quick dip in the netted dome before I take you to your quarters.” She held out her hand for mine.

Placing my hand in hers, “Okay, how do we do that?”

“We can access the netted dome here,” she said, pointing at the wall.

“Will I have to remove my sensory dampener?”

“No, you can keep it on. It’s designed to change with you. When we remove it someday, you’ll have the full experience of knowing what it is to be a part of the ocean and all its creatures. You’ll belong, and the knowledge available to you is limitless.”

She spun, dropped her dress to the ground, and walked into the dome. Within a second, she moved through it, and emerged on the other side already transformed into her Mer.

Oh my god, it is real. I blinked my eyes, pinched my skin, and slapped my face. 

She twisted and waved, floating right outside of the dome, and gestured for me to join her.

I averted my eyes, irrationally embarrassed by her nudity.

Am I going to do this, again?

Yes—I can do this.

Taking a deep breath, I dropped my dress to the floor. Vulnerability washed over me. If she can do it, so can I. At least until the wine wears off.

Lily held out her hand to me, pushing it into the dome. I pushed my hand through to hers. Slowly, she dragged me through.

My legs became numb and tingled as I moved through the dome, and into the water. Scared, I held my breath at first, but I quickly let it go and breathed. Panic rose again as the same constriction took over my legs.

Lily beamed. I tried to stifle the instant joy I experienced, but I couldn’t, and I smiled back as I viewed my tail, mesmerized. Lily motioned for me to follow her, and I did, starting out slow. As I found my balance and motion, I caught up with her in no time.

We went for a short swim out of view of the comforting light of the interior dome. The netted outer barrier resembled monkey bars on playgrounds, and made of the transparent material. I reminded myself, regularly, that Mer-eating predators were absent inside the net.

Breathing underwater was the strangest sensation and involved a lot of trust. This is going to take some getting used to, but feels so freeing.

The further we went, the darker the ocean grew. But with my new eyes, seeing was no problem. It resembled twilight.

Self-consciously, I covered my breasts with my hands. Let go and enjoy it. For a brief moment, I relaxed. The current of the water over my body, as we swam, stimulated my electroreceptors in a gentle caress.

We stayed within sight and light of the dome. Hundreds of fish swam over us and around us. I lost count of the varieties. They dashed up to me and then darted away, as if they were playing a game.

Right outside the dome was a coral field, and she took me to a place where old ruins stood blanketed in ocean debris. She made motions with her arms, but I didn’t understand. Communication with her was difficult, and I had to rely on interpreting body language.

As we swam, exhaustion seeped into my body and my eyes grew heavy. I waved to her to go back to the dome. On the way back to Poseidia, a pod of dolphins approached. How did they get through?

Lily reached out with her hand and one of the dolphins came up to her. She put her hand on its head, touching their noses together. The dolphin looked over at me, met my eyes, and then swam to me.

Hesitant, I placed my hands on her head and touched my nose to hers as Lily had done. Her. This was the same dolphin I’d encountered my first time out. A connection to the gentle animal pulsed beneath my fingers, but it remained faint.

Shocked by what I experienced, I started to pull away, but she determinedly put her head back in my hands. This will take some getting used to. Will I be able to better communicate with her after they remove the dampener?

After the dolphins left, Lily took my hand and motioned for me to follow. We headed back to the city and reentered the dome. Our clothes were still on the ground, and the passing through the dome left me completely dry, so I quickly dressed. How do they ever get used to the nudity?

“That was the most unbelievable experience I’ve ever had,” I chimed, catching my breath and steadying myself. Sadly, I had sobered up.

“You’re pleased?”

“The euphoria is so much stronger out there. My brain doesn’t know what to make of it. For the first time in my life I feel like I am a part of something bigger.” My mind flashed back to how alone I’d always been with David. How alone I often felt even when in a crowded room.

My hand went to my throat where my mother’s locket had rested for years. I hope Roman will keep his promise.

“Are you okay?” Lily asked, bringing me out of my trance.

A sudden sadness punched me in the gut. “For some reason, I was thinking about my… baby and what it would be like to have had the opportunity to swim with her. Or him. But that will never be possible now. It’s not something I want to talk or think about, it hurts too much.” Perhaps she was right about me being angry. All the rage I carried around, hung heavy, and stifled my spirit. Rightfully, I blamed David for my baby’s death. The raw feelings were to tender to address, let alone release.

For a second, I caught Lily’s eye before she looked away, and frowned. She hesitated as if she wanted to say something to me. I tilted my head, curious at what went through her mind then, but she didn’t share—only eavesdropped.

It’s not fair she can hear my thoughts, but not the other way around.

Then she took my hands and embraced me. She pressed her cheek against mine, one side, then the other, as she had done before. Replaced with calm, all the painful memories faded. I closed my eyes and soaked up the warmth and affection emanating from her.

Lily pulled back and put her hands to each side of my face. When I opened my eyes, a glowing green hazy light surrounded us, wrapping us in a cocoon.

I pulled away and shook my head.

“It’s late and we have the High Council meeting tomorrow morning. I’ll walk you back to your quarters,” she said.

She took me back to my room and left me alone after bringing up a tray of fish and seaweed. Hunger gnawed at my stomach after all the activity.

I checked all the doors to see if she was still locking them. She was.








  
 





 

Chapter 13

 

The first floor of the pyramid held an enormous open foyer in the front. We walked through it to the very far right corner where we passed through a doorway into a long hall lined with closed doors. The passage was angular and covered in yellow gold, different from the iridescent arched hallways in the rest of the city. Jewels outlined the borders of the walls; the way humans used molding to outline their doors, flooring, and ceilings.

At the end of the hall, we passed through another door, which opened up to a small staircase, and climbed at least twenty floors.

As I followed Lily up the stairs, I ran my fingertips over the intricately carved gold rails, taking in the texture. Finally, she stopped on a landing and walked out a door, which led to a large open room.

Paintings hung on these walls, in contrast to the bare city walls I hadn’t realized I’d become accustomed to. Large tapered candles were the only source of light since thick maroon drapes covered all of the windows. The room smelled dusty and ancient, a tomb pried open after centuries of enclosure.

Against the far wall, a raised area sat about three feet off the floor, atop a set of steps. Ten thrones sat in a semicircle on the raised platform. Two smaller, less regal, chairs faced the dais, at the center-bottom of the steps. Ten men and women, all with long silver-white hair and iridescent skin, perched on the thrones. They all resembled Lily. No smiles graced their faces.

The angst hit me hard in the gut. I’d never been in trouble in my whole life with any kind of authority and now my heart raced with the uncertainty of what lay before me. My hands immediately started shaking and I grabbed them, interlacing my fingers together in a feeble attempt to stop the visible trembling.

As we entered, they all turned their heads in unison, from silently conferring amongst each other. Their hair, and the silver and white robes they wore, glinted in the candlelight.

“Welcome,” they called, in harmony.

“Follow my lead. Go forward and kneel,” Lily whispered.

I did as she directed and knelt before them. As she bowed her head, I bent mine too.

“You may rise and sit,” one of the females invited, indicating the two lesser chairs with a simple sweep of her hand.

We got up and took our seats. I kept my mouth shut, waiting for them, or Lily, to speak.

The woman who had spoken first went on to say, “We have gathered here this morning to talk to you, Anna. We have not yet met the newest addition to our community. Lilith and Lucas give us regular updates on your development, but we have failed to make time to meet with you. We apologize.”

“No apology necessary,” I stammered, unsure of what else to say.

“You are most gracious,” she replied. They all bowed their heads to me in agreement. “We have been informed of a certain mishap and have spoken in great length to Lilith as to how to proceed in the best interest of our city here, and of all the cities, in all the oceans, all over the world.”

All the cities? All over the world? What?

“We trust Lilith has explained to you how you came to be with us. And what great lengths, and risks to ourselves, we have undergone to save your life.”

“She has explained a lot.”

“Then why is it you wish to leave us?” She walked to the edge of the platform.

“I no longer wish that.” I lowered my head and closed my eyes, swallowing a surge of nausea.              

“I see.” They all turned and looked at each other, silent for a few minutes. They were communicating, likely through telepathy, amongst themselves. I recognized and understood the behavior now.

“Do you understand the risk you have put us all in? We have remained hidden, in the depths of the ocean, away from human brutality for thousands of years. We have helped humans when we can. But we know all too well, if we were ever to be discovered, they would destroy our city and claim we were the threat.”

“Yes, I see that now. It was hard to understand at first. I’m truly sorry for my immature behavior. It was an emotional and impulsive decision. I didn’t understand the gravity of it. I acted selfishly, I admit, and take full responsibility for my actions. I’ve made many mistakes and I am truly, truly sorry. I promise to not do it again, if you would consider giving me another chance,” I pleaded, nervously rambling toward the end.

They communicated amongst themselves again for a few moments. The dampness of a nervous sweat made me want to squirm, but I held perfectly still.

“We have decided. Since this is your first offense and you have only been here a short time—instead of punishing you, we shall order your sensory dampener turned up to level two. Has it been explained to you there are ten levels?”

“Uh…” What will that do?

“Lucas can perform the procedure in the Healing Center,” she continued.

 I nodded my head in mute agreement.

“This is so you may be more connected to us. We want you to view us as your family. It is also so we may sense the sincerity of your words and your heart. You will have one week to prepare. Lilith will help. Do you agree?”

I glanced over at Lily, and she gave me a slight nod. “Yes,” I conceded, “I agree.” I just wanted out of there.

“You may go. We will be in contact with Lilith, and she will help you through the preparation process.”

“Thank you.” I got up with Lily and walked out. As soon as we were out of the pyramid, I said, “I need to go back to my quarters. It will take some time to absorb all of this. Are you allowed to leave me alone yet, or do I still need a babysitter?”

“I’ll walk you back to your quarters, but not as your guardian, as your friend,” she asserted.

We walked back to my quarters in silence. I quietly analyzed everything they’d said and needed alone time to process the ramifications.

At the door Lily said, “I have to meet with the security team about an issue. Then I’ll return and we can train. You’re still physically weak and need to stay on schedule.”

I nodded as the door slid open and ambled inside. On the other side of the door, I leaned my head against it and closed my eyes. My whole body shook, fearing the unknown.

Integration, so soon? Am I strong enough yet?

As promised, Lily returned later and took me to train. I ran laps around the track, faster than before. It was good to run out all the stress I’d bottled up inside. My body was growing stronger, so different from when I had first woken up here. I’d changed so much it frightened me.

Was I ready to fully let go of my need for revenge? It’s David’s fault my baby is dead.

I wanted to. I did. But then… I didn’t.

Secretly, I fantasized about what the look on David’s face would be if he could see me now. Stop. It won’t bring back my baby. But I couldn’t help it or shake the feeling I needed to see him face-to-face—I wanted him to know the depth of what I’d experienced. Selfishly, I knew it was wrong and I should take the high road, but I simply couldn’t let it go. Was my wanting to return to retrieve my locket simply an excuse for a darker desire?

The next few days we trained intensely. I skipped sword training the first day, afraid to see Roman. Then, when I finally worked up the nerve to resume, he was gone.

A replacement weapons trainer took Roman’s job. A deliciously handsome Mer, named Eric, I learned he was Roman’s most trusted apprentice. He was tall—at least six foot five—and lean, yet muscularly cut with long, tousled white hair. I found myself flirting shamelessly while he taught me how to throw small daggers. The smaller knives were much easier to work with and I learned, to my surprise, I was good at it. Eric remained friendly but professionally aloof—something I sensed was out of respect, or fear, of Roman.

It was two days before my integration. Alone in my quarters, I soaked in a long hot bath, easing my tired muscles. After I emerged from the tub, I examined myself in the mirror, observing all the noticeable changes over the last few weeks. The shape of my body had changed. I flexed my bicep in the mirror and muscles rippled under my skin.

The door buzzed. I tucked the towel around me and went to open it. Lily trusted me enough now to leave the doors unlocked. I hope it’s the food I ordered—I’m starving. The door automatically slid open the moment I approached.

In stepped Roman.

I squealed and ran into the bedroom. “Don’t you even wait for someone to answer the door?” Tucking the towel tighter around me, I grabbed a robe out of the closet.

Shirtless and confident, he leaned against the doorway to my bedroom. “Why would I do that? I would miss the show.” The brown leather skintight pants he wore hugged his legs, displaying their massive strength. It was all I could do not to stare at the prominent bulge where his legs met.

Think of hot dogs. I threw a pillow at him. “Don’t follow me in here. Wait out there while I get dressed.”

“Why are you so shy? No one else here is. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I’m not ashamed. I’m just not comfortable with it. The lack of modesty around here takes some getting used to.” And I don’t want you seeing me naked.

“How’d it go?” he asked, his eyes never leaving my face.

“How did what go?” I snapped, pointing for him to return to the living area while clutching the robe to the towel in front of me.

“The High Council meeting.” He ignored my demand and stayed planted right where he leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed.

“That was days ago, where have you been?”

“In Atlia, my home base. King Atlas needed to see me.”

King Atlas? Shivers ran up my spine. The same strange tickle at the back of my mind and strong sense of déjà vu, hinted I knew something about what he said. Or the name sounded familiar. Confused, I lowered my hand, and the irritation at Roman’s intrusion eroded. “What is Atlia?” I rubbed my forehead, trying to sort out the discord of feelings. What is wrong with me now?

“Another community.”

“There are other cities similar to Poseidia? The High Council mentioned that, but I had forgotten—I’ve been so focused on getting ready for integration.”

“Yes, ten of them, each with their own king. For integration? So soon?”

“They want to integrate me to a level two. In a few days.”

His eyes, now leaving my face, wandered down my body, lingering there. “I don’t believe you’re ready.”

“Tell me about your experience. Does it hurt?” This would be Lily’s first time adjusting a sensory dampener and she remained unsure of what to expect.

“My integrations weren’t a pleasant experience… but pain… never lasts.” His eyes darted away, filled with a sudden dark sadness he quickly hid. Or so it seemed.

Pain? I didn’t think it would be painful, only different. “What about after?” I swallowed loudly.

“You’ll feel sick. Disoriented. It’s hard to explain. Try to imagine thousands of people in your head all at once and you can’t differentiate your thoughts and memories from theirs. It takes time to learn to live like that without going insane.” He took a few steps toward me.

“It doesn’t sound pleasant at all.” Slowly, I stepped backward as he predatorily advanced while I tried to clear my head. Hot dog…

“It’s only to a level two. It shouldn’t be so bad. The higher levels are a much more difficult adjustment.” He closed the space between us.

Clutching at my towel and robe, I tried to stay covered. My back hit the cold wall, shocking my bare skin and I jumped forward.

He placed both hands against the wall, trapping me between them.

I leaned back, pressing my body solidly against the cold barrier and fought the heat surging through my body. “Excuse me.”

Roman leaned in, placing his nose right below my ear. “What is it you want?”

“Nothing—nothing at all,” I trembled.

“I thought you wanted me to help you accomplish a certain mission?” Changing tone so quickly it left me speechless for a moment, he pulled away and released me from his entrapment.

Now, unsure if I was relieved, or disappointed, he let me go, I quaked, “Oh, I forgot,” feeling dizzy and lightheaded.

“You forgot. Sure,” he teased. Roman retreated to the doorway, grinning.

“I want to find my locket, if possible. You promised,” I mewed, regaining my composure. “But…”

“But what? I thought you would change your mind.”

“I didn’t. But the High Council and Lily. I shouldn’t go—I could be thrown out and I promised I wouldn’t try to escape again.”

“You’re not escaping. Let me deal with them.”

“O… kay. I also wanted to see someone. But… I know… with all the changes. I thought I could see him from afar. I don’t know, I wasn’t thinking it through.” Roman’s presence made me nervous. I tried to block the dark fantasies I’d had of running David through with a knife.

“You want to see the lousy lover? You can’t.”

“I know. And I didn’t say he was a lousy lover,” I flushed, my face heating to at least ten shades of red.

“Do you want to kill him?” he quipped, regaining his serious demeanor.

I shook my head. “I couldn’t kill anyone.” Could I?

“Then be clear on what you want. The universe has ways of giving you what you ask for… but it may not be what you truly want. Killing someone changes you forever. Now—you’re pure. If you kill him—you’ll be forever broken. Never give anyone that kind of power. Think and be clear on what you… truly desire.”

Revenge may sound sweet in your head. But actually going through with the act is a whole ‘nuther story. “I want to go and see if he’s home and then—I don’t know—go in and find my locket. Without being seen, of course.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” he affirmed.

“How will we get there? How do we get out? Do we swim?” I asked, afraid it was all too simple.

“We’ll use this.” He pointed to his ear. A small grey clip about the width of a wedding ring was cuffed to the upper part. “We have to be back before dawn.”

“What? We’ll use your ear? Is that some kind of magic hearing?” I gawked at the tiny clip, confused—I’d never noticed it before.

“You have much to learn. This,” he explained, pointing to the clip, “is a key to activate the portals. They connect the city to houses we have all over the world.”

Portal? Key? “What?” Houses all over the world? My heart raced in excitement. Did this mean I could leave and not have to swim? Why hasn’t Lily ever told me? I knew the answer before I finished asking myself. She knew I would have used it to leave. “Tell me more.” My mind raced with ideas. Freedom. If I could get my hands on my own key, the possibilities were endless.

“It’s easier to show you.”

“How often can I use it?” I implored, feeling an onslaught of hope.

“No one said you. But—I leave all the time. What part of the world do we need to go to?”

“Have you ever been to San Francisco?”

“I’ve heard of it. I haven’t been there, though. In order for the portal to work I’ll have to retrieve the location of the city out of your head.” Roman advanced on me, his eyes smoldering with a hint of mischief.

“What? What do you mean?”

“I haven’t been there, but you have. I can pick it out of your brain.” He walked over to me, and placed both of his hands on either side of my head. He gazed into my eyes while holding me steady. “May I?”

I nodded, still unsure of what exactly he intended.

He then leaned in, closed his eyes…

Oh no, is he going to…

And brushed his lips against mine. My heart slammed against my chest, the short stubble of his beard tickling my face, as I raised my hands to cover his, the robe only loosely hanging on my fingers. The towel around me came loose, and worked its way to the floor, piling around my feet in a crumpled heap while seconds ticked on.

Roman pulled back and gazed longingly into my eyes. “Got it, we can go now. You’ll need to put something on though. You can’t go naked,” he murmured, glancing, for the briefest second, down at my body. Releasing his hands, he took a step back.

“That’s… all it took?” I quickly picked the towel back up and covered myself. My hands shook and butterflies fluttered in my belly. Actually a bit lower than my belly.

“No. I’ve been there. I’ve been everywhere. I lied because I wanted to kiss you. Come on, get dressed.” He walked backward to the doorframe, crossing his arms over his chest, and leaned back against the wall.

My mouth hung open in shock. “Jerk.”

“Time is ticking. We have to be back before dawn,” he said, snapping his fingers.

“So you’ve said. Are you sure it’s okay to leave?” Turning to the closet, I opened the door, but stared at the dresses without seeing anything, as if I was in a daze. I shook my head to clear the emotions he’d stirred. Focus. “You can’t go around shirtless,” I retorted, looking at him.

Roman simply nodded in response to my question. “You don’t appreciate the way I dress?” He indicated his bare chest.

“That’s not what I meant.” I returned the robe to the closet and picked out a simple blue dress, wishing I had jeans or sweats to wear.

“We’ll stop in at the house and change clothes.” He gestured for me to hurry.

“You have a house in San Francisco?” I slipped the dress over my head. As it fell to my knees, I dropped the towel from underneath and kicked it to the side.

“Yes, a small house.”

“You’re kidding? Where in San Fran?” Hyperaware of him watching me intently, I squirmed under his stare. “I’m still mad at you.”

“It’s right on the coast, of course. Easy access.” He chuckled, the same sly smile blooming across his face. The one made my heart go wild. A smile that said he wanted to do things to me which may involve more than that tease of a kiss. “Let’s go, we’re wasting time.” Roman turned and walked into the front room.

Feeling an unfamiliar rush of feminine power, I fluffed my hair and then followed.

He grabbed my hand, walked over to a blank portion of the front wall, and touched the clip on his ear. A doorway appeared within the wall, filled with a swirling, black pool of velvet tar. Ripples ran through it.

“Has that been here the whole time?” My mouth hung open in surprise.

“Yes.”

“Would have been good to know,” I marveled.

“That’s why you didn’t know.” Roman tugged on my hand to lead me through, but I hesitated. “Come.”

“Am I going to get dirty walking through that stuff?”

“One can only hope.” He pulled me through before I could utter another protest.










  
 

Chapter 14
We walked out of a closet door in a long, darkened hallway. “That was so cool,” I exclaimed, looking at where we’d come through. It was a solid door now and my body didn’t have a speck of molten tar on it.

“Let’s change clothes. In the bedroom down the hall, you’ll find women’s clothes. And put makeup on your face or people will see your iridescent skin. Long pants, long-sleeved shirt, gloves… got it?”

“Yeah, yeah, okay, okay.” I hurried to the room and found jeans, a bra, and some underwear. They felt good as I slid into them. Yes. Real clothes.

I glanced around the room. This isn’t a small house—this bedroom is enormous. Why did he say it was a small house?

A mahogany dresser sat against the wall opposite the bed, matching the bed frame. In it, I found a large assortment of cosmetics, perfumes, and lotions. I applied a thick layer of foundation, some blush, and mascara.

My eyelashes were long and thick—at least I’d had one asset when I was human. Familiarity with my old way of life boosted my confidence. As I explored the bedroom, I found a scarf and gloves in the closet, and covered up any skin I hadn’t camouflaged with makeup.

The bathroom connected to this bedroom was different from the ones in Poseidia—lovely, and familiar. It had beige tile on the walls and in the shower, and a fancy, darker brown ceramic tile on the floor.

I twirled in front of the mirror, checking out my disguise. The jeans fit well, but were too short. Who cares, it’ll do. While dressing, in the back of my mind I was taking inventory. They had an enormous assortment of clothing and human supplies—things I wished I could take back to Poseidia with me. Why can’t I? A few items in the back of my closet—no one would know. It’s not like it’s forbidden. Besides Roman doesn’t exactly subscribe to a Poseidian wardrobe.

Hesitant, I went back to the closet and rummaged until I found several large oversized purses, ultimately picking a white one covered with large silver buckles. Digging through the drawers, I found a few bikinis, panties, and a bra close-enough to my size. Rolling my loot up tight, I stuffed it all in the bag. With the remaining square inches of space, I added some of the extra makeup: lipstick, lip-gloss, eyeliner, and mascara. There, that will be awesome to have back home. Jubilant, I zipped the purse shut and set it on the bed, ready to take home. It’s not like I’m stealing—Lily said I could have whatever I needed, right?

Emerging from the room, I found my way down the hallway and an enormous set of stairs. Roman was sprawled across the couch in the living area. He wore a black turtleneck shirt, which hugged his muscles tightly, and ripped jeans with cowboy boots.

Approvingly, I flushed. “So what, fancy weapons trainer now goes cowboy?” The first genuine smile I’d had in a long time escaped and spread across my face. It felt good to be back in human civilization and have some freedom. Of course, it didn’t hurt I had the company of a drop-dead gorgeous sword expert. I think he’s gorgeous? I do, don’t I.

Temptation clawed at me to forget why I came here—to simply have a romantic dinner for two, a walk along the beach, or even try out the bed upstairs. But I knew I would have no other chance to find my locket.

“Here, you will need these.” Roman stood and handed me a pair of sunglasses.

“I guess you don’t.” I slid them on.

“Nope.” He walked into the kitchen and I followed.

Roman searched the cabinets and slammed the doors when he didn’t find what he was looking for.

Temper, temper.

Finally, he pulled out a long, locked metal box from a bottom drawer and placed it on the countertop.

“What now?” I quizzed.

Searching yet another drawer, he retrieved a set of keys, and opened the box. “We’ll drive. You can tell me how to get there.” He hauled out a huge stash of cash and several car keys from the box. There must have been tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars.

“Where did all that come from? I didn’t think Poseidians used money?” They were crisp new hundred dollar bills.

“Not in Poseidia, but we do on land. Take whatever you think we’ll need.” He handed me a wad of currency.

I’d never held so much cash in my hands in my life. It felt uncomfortable, as if I’d robbed a bank. “Why would we need this much money?”

“You never know who we might need to bribe.”

“Bribe for what reason?” I handed him back the stack of hundreds.

Roman looked at me as if he was confused. “I head the security teams who go on missions.” He carefully laid everything back in the box.

“Missions? What missions?”

“You don’t listen very well. They do a lot to protect humans, but now there are more complications.” He held up a set of car keys, jingling them.

“What do they do to help humans? I’m confused.”

Roman ground his jaw together, indecision weighing on his face. Obviously editing what he wanted to tell me, he leaned against the counter. “We intervene, during major global crises—the ones which may impact us.” He placed his hand over mine. “And with the humans who caused it,” he whispered, coming closer to my ear, “I’ve been known… to slit their throats.”

He slits throats? I gasped and pulled my hand away.

Roman leaned back and became quiet, observing me out of the corners of his eyes. Then, purposefully, he winked.

Guess he got the reaction he wanted. My hands went to my own throat, touching the delicate skin there. He chuckled, replaced the box in the drawer, and then slammed it closed.

I cleared my throat, unsure of what I’d gotten myself into. Who am I here with, really? Is he only joking? Would he slit my throat?

Roman laughed again, louder. Then he tossed me a set of car keys.

“So… they give out driver’s licenses back in Poseidia?” My hands slightly trembled as I caught them.

“I don’t have a license for anything.”

“What if we get pulled over and thrown in jail?”

“Then I’ll charm my way out.”

“Pfft… you have no charm,” I laughed, nervously.

“Then let’s not get pulled over. Or we can use this.” He showed me the wad of cash as he put it into his back pocket, then gestured for me to follow him as he walked down the hallway connected to the kitchen.

The neutral-toned walls were bare here. I’d noticed as I walked through the rest of the house, only the most basic of furnishings filled the place.

At the end of the hallway was a door Roman unlocked and opened. As he held it ajar for me, I walked through, keeping my distance. We stepped out into a cold four-car garage. The scent of oil and gas reached my nose and I sneezed.

“Where did you learn how to drive?” I asked as I looked around. They didn’t have cars centuries ago. That I do know.

“I taught myself. It’s not hard. And I can pilot a few of the ships and flying machines they have,” he said.

“The Mers have that kind of stuff?” I asked, surprised. Despite their obvious intelligence and advanced medicine, I had envisioned them as water-locked, avoiding all of man’s technology. Or at least, completely covert and off the human radar.

Roman took my hand in his and pressed the unlock button on the keys. A black Prius beeped and the lights flickered. “Of course, we’re not animals.”

I rolled my eyes and we both laughed. Maybe he was joking before.

The tension eased as I shook off my paranoia. It was comfortable being with him. Maybe because we shared the former human thing or perhaps it was something else.

“I can drive. It would be easier than giving you directions,” I deduced.

“Have it your way,” he conceded as he led me to the Prius.

“What else do I not know?” I glanced around at the four cars in here. All black. All fancy. New car scent heavy in the air. When did they have time to buy cars and take care of houses?

“A lot,” he alluded, while walking to the passenger side. “I don’t think you can handle the big and fast stuff.”

“I think you would be surprised by what I can handle, but fine—I had one of these.”

It felt good to be behind the wheel of a car. I was in control again. Roman pushed the button, which opened the garage door, and I pulled out onto the driveway.

The moonlight lit up the front yard. I stopped and my mouth hung open at the sight of the home’s exterior. “Who lives here?”

“We all use it. It’s a Mer house,” he noted. Impatient, he motioned for me to move on.

“Can you come here anytime?” I let my foot off the brake and eased out onto the street, while peeking back at the house. It wasn’t just a house—it was a mansion.

“If I wanted to.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Why would I?”

“It’s beautiful. I could get lost there.” The house faded from the rear view mirror.

“You’ll get over that in time. It all looks the same after a while.” He turned his head to gaze out over the ocean.

“I couldn’t live long enough to get numb to that kind of beauty.” The Pacific Ocean came into view on the right. Beautiful waves of surf rolled in, the moonlight reflecting off the surface. I rolled the windows down to listen to the soothing sound. Home. The ocean was now my home.

“You will. You’ll learn to find beauty in other things—things less tangible.” He stared out the window as if he was lost in some distant memory, and then closed his eyes, his face wincing in pain.

I shut up.

As we drove down Highway 1, I reminisced. All the familiar sites caused a wave of nostalgia to wash over me. But now, I could finally breathe.

Roman grabbed my hand and intertwined his fingers around mine. His warmth gave me comfort. “It’ll get easier,” he consoled.

“Lily and Lucas keep saying that, but I’m not sure I believe them.”

For me, the long drive was cathartic. The streetlights twinkled in the night skies, lighting the way into the old neighborhood where I had lived and struggled for so long with David.

I drove onto my street, slowed, and came to a stop in front of my old rental house—a duplex with faded yellow siding. “This is it—where I used to live.” The grey roof needed replacing. Maroon shutters sat adjacent to windows whose paint was chipping. Sinking into the ground, the wooden front porch slanted to the right.

Unprepared for the feeling of being shattered, I stared at the graveyard of my past.

My car was gone. I paid a lot for that car, where is it? David’s car, a new silver BMW he purchased before we went on vacation, was parked on the street in front of the house. Another thing he’d said he needed for his image.

A wave of rage rushed through me. I trembled, knowing he was so close. “He’s home. I can’t, I know… besides I don’t want a confrontation.” Or do I?

“I thought you did.”

“You said before that I can’t. Besides… what you imagine in your head and what you would actually do are two completely different things.” I pulled the car down the street unsure of what to do now that I was here. Reality and fantasy weren’t meshing. What I naïvely thought would be a simple retrieval of my locket, was turning out to be an uncomfortable confrontation of my past. Some things were probably better left there. I definitely hadn’t expected the raw surging emotions I now grappled with.

“Are they?”

“Yes, they are,” I reaffirmed, now regretting my foolish insistence on returning. But I couldn’t back down and change my mind—my inner stubborn demon wouldn’t let me. I could barely admit this moral weakness to myself, let alone Roman.

“Perhaps you should put more of your fantasies to action. It would make life more interesting.”

Ignoring his remark, I continued, “The lights are on in the bedroom. He’s awake. He’s… a doctor, a cardiac surgeon. They don’t keep regular hours. Let’s wait and see if he leaves.”

A few houses down, I found a spot out of sight, but still providing a view of the sidewalk. I turned the car and the lights off. It was dark out and I slouched down in the seat.

“What are you doing?” Roman asked, chuckling.

“I don’t want anyone to see us sitting out here.”

“I can’t hide in this car. It’s pointless,” he snickered.

“You have a point.” But I stayed hunkered down while Roman watched. We sat in silence for so long I drifted off to sleep. I must have dozed for about twenty minutes when Roman nudged me awake. Jolting up in the car, I adjusted my sunglasses, thinking they would hide my identity if David happened by the car.

David emerged with jogging shorts on. Unexpectedly, Roman leaned over and kissed me, pushing me down into the seat.

“What was that for?” I asked as he pulled away, now flushed and wide-awake.

“If he looked this way he’d simply think we were lovers in the night.”

I didn’t buy his reasoning, but it didn’t matter. As I watched David disappear around the corner, seething emotions tried to push to the surface. What’s wrong with me? Why does this feel so horrid? I shook my head to keep my mind on track and silently yearned to be back in the comforting bliss of Poseidia. “He’s going for his usual hour run before his shift. But—he doesn’t come this way.” My heart fluttered as adrenaline coursed through my body at the sight of him. An impulse to strangle him right there on the street surged, and I had to fight to push it back down. I broke out in a cold sweat and as I wiped my forehead on my sleeve, some of the makeup came off with the movement. Don’t do that again.

“Good, it will make this easy,” said Roman. We waited until he was out of sight and around the corner until we got out of the car. “Let’s get in there and out before he comes back.” Roman grabbed my hand, and dragged me across the street to my old house. “Focus, please. We don’t have time to mess around.”

“Right,” I agreed, but secretly wanted to run after David and pound my fists into his chest until he broke, until he experienced the despair I had when I drowned in the sea, alone.

We walked across the front lawn and it crunched beneath our feet, burnt from the summer’s heat. I was a zombie walking back into the landscape of my old life, dead now—yet living.

A streetlight flickered in the moonlight, breaking my trance. Tree frogs chirped—a sure sign of summer. I’d lost track of time, of the seasons, down deep in the ocean.

Carefully, I placed my foot on the first step of the old wooden porch. The petunias and impatiens I’d planted earlier this spring were dead, their pink and purple petals crisp and long forgotten.

I walked the path of a ghost.

The house and neighborhood seemed different to me now. I didn’t know if it was my new eyes, or the electroreceptors, but even the scent here was different. A strong mildew stench coming from under the porch, and the rustle of tree branches, overwhelmed my senses.

Details in the wood planks, on the surface of the porch, stood out to me now. Splinters, rotten wood, and worn-off paint. I hadn’t noticed before.

A place, which had been home before, now smelled of decay, as if a rotting corpse lay beneath the steps waiting discovery.

My perception had changed. I’m such a different person now.

Remembering I always kept a spare key in the planter on the second step, I bent down and reached in, as my hand brushed the dried up husks of my flowers. The key I tucked in there months ago was evidence I’d lived here. A validation I had existed.

Maybe my luck would hold out and David hadn’t changed the locks.

Sharp edges of the key bit into my palm as I wrapped my hand tightly around it. Mindfully, I brought my fist to my mouth and kissed it.

A wave of nausea and homesickness came over me. My throat tightened as I choked back unwelcome tears. Painfully similar to a visiting a grave—I had to leave my old life behind. I feel so far from the Connective. It was as if the euphoria had vanished, leaving me alone, and lost in my old human emotions. Damn, this sucks.

My heart raced, and I breathed hard and fast. Fear and rage mixed, causing my pulse to skyrocket. Slowly I walked up the rest of the steps.

I closed the remaining distance to the front door and raised the key. My hand shook so badly, I took my other hand, to steady the first, pausing to take a few slow, deep breaths.

With the key finally in the lock, it turned smoothly. Still works, whew.

Roman put his hand on my arm and stilled me. I jumped, startled out of my zone.

“What did this guy do to you?” he asked.

I paused. “He killed me,” I said plainly, in an exhalation. Saying it brought up a new wave of emotions, ones I promptly choked back down. “You should wait out here. I’ll yell if I need you. I know the house so I can get in and out faster than two of us.”

He studied me with squinted eyes and nodded. “I’ll agree if you promise to remember you can’t see him. And be quick. Your plan is to get the locket and go, right?”

“That’s the plan. It’s just difficult being back here,” I sighed. “And I promise.”

Roman pulled out a knife from the side of his pants, and pressed it into my hand. “You might need this. We don’t know when he’ll be back.”

“Is it a toy?” Smiling to break the tension, I wrapped my hand around the hilt, feeling the texture of many bumps. Emeralds, rubies, and sapphires covered the carved alabaster handle. “It’s beautiful. It must be worth a fortune.”

Roman released that crooked smile of his. “More than you’ll ever know,” he mumbled. “Only use it, in self-defense, if you absolutely have to. The High Council will have both of our asses if I let you kill him without a good reason. All joking aside, remember you can’t see him. I’ll stand guard. If you hear him coming back, hide, and I’ll get you out.”

I tucked the knife into the back of my pants and nodded my head in agreement. Pausing, I slipped my shoes off, and handed them to Roman. With a few calming breaths, I pushed the door open. It didn’t squeak as it used to—I’d expected it to make a noise announcing my entrance. A wave of relief washed over me as I closed the door behind me and glanced back as Roman disappeared into the shadows.

 Quieting my breathing, I tiptoed inside. It occurred to me David could have company still sleeping in his bed, so I closed my eyes and listened for any sign of life. I inhaled, trying to discern perfume from David’s cologne. Nothing. Good.

David’s musky odor permeated the stagnant air and I breathed it in, the way a predator would scent its prey. The aroma of my old life filled my nostrils. My mind threatened to play tricks on me, taking me back to a time before all this happened, pretending it was a normal night. I shook my head, bit my lip, and brought myself back to reality, knowing I didn’t want that life anymore.

The furniture was still here, but boxes were stacked all over the place. He’s moving. Run, David, you coward. I’m glad I didn’t wait much longer to return for my locket. The walls were bare and painted beige now, versus the bright yellow they used to be. Frozen, I stood in the foyer for a few moments, planning my next step.

As I placed my foot on the first step of the staircase, leading to the second floor and leaned my weight onto it. At the resulting creak, I stopped, held my breath, and waited in case someone was in his bed. Nothing indicated anyone woke so I continued, slow and steady, focused on my objective.

I reached the top of the stairs without another sound and listened. At the back of my mind, a little devil said I could go in his bedroom, wait, and kill him when he got back. No one would know what I had done. Except Roman. And I promised him I wouldn’t see David.

But I am dead now to this world.

I could get away with murder.








  
 





 

Chapter 15

 

Temptation clawed at me, but I pushed the wicked impulse back down. No. I would have to answer to the High Council. And so would Roman. I couldn’t do that to him. Focus—get the locket and go.

I stepped to the master bedroom at the end of the hallway, and pushed open the door. My anger threatened to overtake me and I struggled to push it back down.

Betrayal ripped my soul apart.

Being this far away from the Connective I didn’t feel the euphoria. I was sure now. Negative human emotions surged and became overwhelming without the influence of Poseidia. My skin crawled.

Boxes lined the wall and everything was bare in the master bedroom, too. I crept down the hall toward the spare bedroom where I’d kept my jewelry, and all my clothing. I’d had my locket with me on the cruise, but had taken it off after my shower. David could have gotten rid of everything by now.

Please let it still be here, please.

I opened up the spare bedroom door and let out the breath I’d held. My old and cheap dresser stood there in the dark. I’d bought it at a second-hand shop for less than twenty bucks. David wouldn’t let me buy new furniture. All the money we made went to his tuition.

Correction. All the money I’d made.

Unselfishly, I’d settled for old and worn out. I crept over and pulled open the top drawer where I’d kept my jewelry. It was empty.

I opened all the drawers one by one, but they were all empty and I slammed them in frustration. What did he do with my stuff?

The front door opened and I froze. David? Or Roman? David’s musky scent filled my nostrils. That was fast—crap. Damn—what do I do?

David walked up the stairs, humming a song. I’d left the door open to his bedroom so I slunk back down the hallway and closed it before he reached the top of the stairs. He slipped into the shower, still singing, oblivious to my presence. Good.

What do I do? Do I leave without my locket? Or keep looking?

No—I came all this way and I’m not leaving without it. No way.

Back in the spare bedroom, I searched for a clue as to where he’d moved my belongings. 

In the closet was the suitcase I’d taken on the cruise. I unzipped it. Empty. My jewelry pouch along with everything I had ever owned was missing. Damn.

David emerged from the bathroom, whistling the same tune.

I halted.

Time was slipping by too fast.

He walked by and went into the master bedroom. The bed squeaked as he sat down. I tiptoed over and listened at the door.

David’s presence tempted me. My weakness screamed for me to go in and confront him.

Why did he murder me?

Seething rage battled for control. Stealthily, I crept out into the hallway. A board creaked—I stopped.

From where I stood in the hallway, I had a clear view of him as he turned toward the direction of the noise. David’s alarm clock abruptly let out a screeching sound into the stillness of the night. After slamming his hand down to stifle the beep, he returned to his task with his back to me while he searched through his closet.

Silent, I slinked down the hallway until I stood in the doorway to his room. He pulled on boxers and a dress shirt while I moved to stand in the doorframe, silhouetted by the streetlights coming through the window.

“Who’s there?” David must have sensed me and turned around. Scents of soap, shampoo, and mint on his breath wafted over me. Underneath I smelled surprise and fear.

Complete and utter shock crossed his face as I moved toward him—his face paling as he recognized me.

Fueling my fury, I lunged toward him and knocked him onto the bed, straddling him as he fell. I pulled out Roman’s knife, and put it to his throat as I locked my hand around the hilt. Rage had won.

My once calm breath now came in hard bursts.

I’d become tougher than I thought. On top of the man I hadn’t been able to defeat, a sense of victory surged, giving me an adrenaline high. Stronger than I’d ever been in my life, to be in control this time was satisfying, to say the least.

“You’ll pay for what you did.” I didn’t recognize my own voice anymore.

“Anna? What the hell? Is that you?”

“You pushed me, and left me to die. You murdered our baby,” I boiled, pushing the knife into his neck, but careful not to break the skin. The diminishing good part of me won that fight. Far away from the governing euphoria of the Connective, I’d tried my best to choke back the emotions and pain, but failed. “Give me a reason not to slit your throat, right here, right now.” My voice sounded brave, but now my courage was fading. Almost as if an essence pressed itself into my psyche, warding off my human emotions, my rage began to fade. My heart simply wasn’t in it.

“Anna. How? How? How are you alive?” David locked his hand over mine to keep the knife at bay, swallowing audibly as sweat glistened on his forehead. “I’m so… glad to see you; I was worried about you. Everything will be okay now—you don’t have to do this. I’ve missed you so much. Drop the knife and we can talk.” His eyes darted back and forth, his lip quivering.

“Liar!” I screamed, my voice quaking.

“No, no, Anna, sweetheart, calm down. It was an accident and I’m sorry.” David swallowed again and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

I could sense his lies, the exact way I’d experienced the dolphins’ emotions.

“Anna, I love you. What happened was a horrible accident, but you’re back now. Thank God for this miracle. Drop the knife and we can talk. I’m sorry for what happened to you—I was drinking too much and doing too many drugs… but I’m better now,” he begged.

I closed my eyes, drowning in his emotions. Overpowering, I didn’t know how to control the onslaught.

The instant I let down my guard, distracted by the confusing feelings, David knocked the knife from my hand, and it clattered to the hardwood floor. Startled by his quick movements, I froze, giving him an opportunity to punch me in the nose, bloodying it, and knocking my sunglasses to the floor. I closed my eyes, blinded by the lights, afraid he’d see my transformed pupils.

In the moment of confusion, David was able to push me backward onto the bed. “Stupid bitch—do not ever threaten me,” he growled as he jumped on top of me and wrapped his hands around my throat. “I don’t know how you survived, but you can’t be here. You’ll ruin everything.”

As David locked his hands around my throat, my scarf fell to the side. He released one hand from my throat and tore open the top of my blouse, revealing my chest. “What the hell is wrong with your skin?”

I clawed and hit at him, but he scoffed, no longer threatened by me. It infuriated me more and I opened my eyes, forgetting why I closed them in the first place.

 David looked back up at my face, his ice blue eyes meeting mine, the same ones that had looked through me when I pleaded for his help. “What the fuck is wrong with your eyes?”

I sensed his shock and revulsion through the connection I somehow opened. Fear surged through his body. He let down his guard for only a moment, releasing his grip around my neck so I could breathe.

Then David was lifted off me.

“I thought you came for the locket and then we would go. He’s not worth the energy it takes to fight him,” Roman scolded, as he effortlessly lifted David up by his hair.

I’d forgotten all about Roman. Now, I recognized his as the essence, which had pushed into my mind softening my rage. How did he do that?

The alarm went off again. Startled, I sat up and slammed my fist down on the clock, breaking it. I used the scarf, which had fallen from my neck, to absorb blood as it trickled from my nose. Uh-oh. I’m in big trouble now. Dammit, how could I lose control so easily? Stupid, stupid, Anna.

“Who the hell are you? What locket?” David screeched. “She attacked me. I was only defending myself.”

While Roman had David by the hair, he inquired with exaggerated politeness, “The lady wants her locket. Do you have it?”

“No,” David lied. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I sensed his deceit. “My locket. The one I always wore with my mom’s picture. I took it off… and left it on the dresser in our cabin. What did you do with it?”

“Oh, that cheap thing? It’s not even real gold.”

“Where is it?” I screamed, lunging for him.

Roman stopped me with his hand, keeping me arm’s length away from David.

“I want him to pay for what he did. For killing my baby,” I protested, but eased off and backed away.

“He will. He has to live with himself for the rest of his pathetic life,” Roman snarled. “Where is the locket?” Roman shook David.

“I don’t remember,” David replied. His eyes slid over to the nightstand.

I rushed over, dumped the drawer contents on the floor, and searched frantically. Nothing.

David chuckled.

“Let’s go, Anna. We’re running out of time,” Roman demanded, the veins on his forehead bulging.

The clock had read 2:45 a.m. before I smashed it. Damn. “We still have some time,” I groaned, unsure. This is my one chance.

“No, we don’t.” Roman tossed David to the floor like a ragdoll.

“But…” I turned to David, “Where is my jewelry? I want my mother’s locket. Where is it?”

David shrugged one shoulder while licking his lips and raising his brows.

“Anna, let’s go now,” Roman barked. He’d lost his patience with me.

I strolled over to David and slapped him hard across the face.

David touched where I hit him, looking as if he wanted to say something. What came through to me the moment I touched my hand to his face was his blistering rage. He stared at me, his eyes seething, his breathing hard.

To Roman I acknowledged, “You’re right, we need to go—home.” I pleaded to him with my eyes to drag me out of this hellhole. I was no longer human and didn’t fit in their world.

David wasn’t going to tell me where my locket was. My guess was he’d thrown it away. And we didn’t have time to search the entire house. I’d ruined my chance. Now I knew I’d have to let it go and I guess that gave me some sort of closure. Eventually I would learn to live without my locket. But I screwed up by attacking David.

The bleeding from my nose had stopped and I tucked the bloody scarf into my back pocket. My neck was sore and I rubbed the place his hands had been. My cheek burned where his fist landed before it came across my face to my nose. That is going to leave a mark.

Roman pulled me by the collar on my shirt, out of the room, and the house. In the car, I sped out, squealing tires in the process.

“We’re not in that much of a hurry,” Roman solemnly said through clenched teeth, shaking his head.

“Yeah,” I swallowed audibly, gripping the steering wheel, “but it was fun.” I chuckled lightly, hoping to break the tension. “And he might call the cops.”

“He won’t. What would he say, ‘My girlfriend, who is back from the dead, hit me?’ No, he won’t call, so slow down.” He bellowed the last few words so loudly I swore the car shook in fear.

“I’m not his girlfriend,” I corrected as I drove, easing off on the accelerator.

“What were you thinking? You promised me no contact. Now I’m going to have to make excuses to the High Council. I told you not to not be seen for a reason. When I sensed your emotions change, I opened the window for you to crawl through. Didn’t you see me sitting in the tree outside?”

“Well, it’s not like I was looking through the window.”

“I told you to hide and I would get you out.” Clearly frustrated, Roman rammed his fist into the dashboard. “Didn’t you remember?” His face grew redder, if that was even possible. “You’re weak.”

I opened my mouth to defend myself and propose instead I was only human. But—I wasn’t anymore. He was right—I was weak. “No, I… I… I’m sorry, I didn’t remember. In the moment, I forgot about everything but my rage. It was a stupid impulse,” I admitted. “I don’t know why I did it. I… wanted to see his face when he saw me back from the dead.”

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“Hear you?” Confused at first, it dawned on me he had tried telepathy. “I sensed you… trying to redirect my emotions. But I can’t hear you… like that. I thought you knew.”

He shook his head in disgust. “We would have been better off if you had killed him. That’s an easier mess to clean-up. Now we have a witness.”

My shoulders tensed and we rode in silence. It was about five miles later when Roman said, “I’ll take my knife back now.”

Crrrrap. “I thought you had it,” I moaned, deflating.

“You had it, remember?”

I sucked in my breath and held it until I no longer could. “David knocked it out of my hand right before he hit me. In my rush to get out, I forgot about it. I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

“You do understand we can’t leave it behind, right?”

“Do you want me to go back?” I asked, slowing the car.

He did a twirling action with his hands and turned to stare out the window.

I stopped the car, turned around, and headed back. The tension was so palpable I could barely breathe.

Shit, he’s furious. Stupid, stupid, Anna. “He’s not going to let us in to search,” I argued.

“Park down the street and we’ll wait him out. Do you still have the key?” His voice lowered, as if resigned to fixing the mess I made.

After fumbling awkwardly in my pocket, I handed it over to Roman.

Moments later David emerged with his briefcase, dressed for work. He hurriedly got in his car and left.

Cautiously, we reentered the house to search for the knife. Roman tossed the master bedroom while I rummaged through the spare, but neither of us found the blade.

“Any luck?” I squeaked, nervously twisting my fingers together as I knew the answer.

“No. Let’s get back to Poseidia—we’re pushing our luck as it is.” Roman ran his hands through his hair, his face reddening again.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I followed him out to the car.

Roman stalked to the driver’s side and silently held out his hand for the keys. Without hesitating, I turned them over and got into the passenger seat. Yeah, probably a good idea.








  
 





 

Chapter 16

 

On the ride back to the Mer house, I repeated I was sorry about a hundred times. Roman said nothing, lost in his own thoughts. Between spoken apologies, I scolded myself.

After a painfully long trip—much farther than I remembered—back at the Mer house, Roman reversed the car into the garage.

We wandered into the kitchen while I stalled, trying to come up with a plan to get the knife back. It was my fault and I needed to fix it—I would figure out a way. I only needed time to think.

“Let’s change and get back,” Roman said.

“Am I going to be in trouble with the High Council again? I blew it, didn’t I?” I finally voiced what I had been stewing on the whole ride.

“I’ll handle it,” he said through tight lips.

“I’m sorry about the knife,” I repeated as I submissively headed back to the bedroom, which had my clothes. Before I closed the door, I turned, and watched Roman walk into the other room, slamming the door without a glance back.

Guilt washed over me.

I changed out of the human clothing and put my dress back on.

For a moment, I contemplated not taking the purse I’d packed earlier, but I couldn’t come up with any reason not to have some underwear—I was already in trouble. With the wide leather straps slung over my shoulder and the bulging bag tucked behind my back, I returned to the room Roman had entered. As I went to knock on the door, it swung open, and he stood there in his ripped jeans and nothing else. “Yes?” He smiled, his foul mood seeming to have miraculously vanished.

I grinned in reply. Maybe he’s not mad anymore?

“You’re a slow changer. And here I thought girls dawdled. Anyway, I’m ready to go whenever you are,” I joked, hoping to maintain his lighter mood. I’m not going to bring it up if he’s not.

Roman dragged me into the room, pushed me up against the wall, and kissed me hard—his lips were soft yet demanding. Passion penetrated every cell of my being. His hand pressed hard into my hips as he ground them into my electroreceptors.

“Girl, huh?” Roman groaned into my ear as he pushed his pelvis into me.

Again, I lost control, desire taking over. His arms locked around me and guided me to the bed. The edge of the mattress hit my leg as he pushed me onto it, holding my arms above my head.

With his hand, he gently traced the electroreceptors on my arms, and then down my legs. Every time his fingers touched a receptor, it sent electricity and desire through me. I arched up to him as he pressed his hand into my lower back, and then lowered his head to my neck. Lips brushed my skin, sending shockwaves to my pelvis.

“What do you desire?” he whispered, in my ear.

I moaned in response, unable to form a coherent answer.

He flicked the clip on his ear. “Shall we?”

“What?” I stammered, regaining my senses through a clouded haze.

“Go home.”

Deflated, I searched his eyes. A cold shower was needed now, but he was right—we should get back. “Uhhh,” I groaned as I covered my eyes, expressing my frustration. I deserved it. “Fine, let’s go.” I don’t need to be pulled into this kind of entanglement anyway.

Demonstrating a complete lack of modesty, Roman changed his pants, took my hand, and led me back into the hallway, which held the closet with the portal in it. I adjusted the purse as we walked through the portal door.

Back in my quarters, Roman closed the portal, and I hugged him tight.

“I have to go,” Roman yawned.

“Don’t leave me yet,” I beseeched as I buried my face into his chest. “Thank you for—”

“I get it,” he assured, smoothing his hand over my hair.

“The knife. What should we do? I feel so stupid. Not to mention how much trouble I’m going to be in with the High Council and Lily.” My voice echoed against his chest.

“I will take care of it. Trust me. But what you should do is take off your makeup.” He cupped his hand to my face and ran his thumb over my cheek.

“Oh, I forgot about that.” I raised my hand to my face and touched his hand. Thank God he’s not mad anymore.

“You’re forgetting a lot of things lately, you should get that checked out,” he chuckled, gazing down at me while he tilted my head upward with his fingers under my chin.

I laughed and hit him affectionately on the shoulder.

“I’ll figure something out to get my knife back, don’t worry,” he mused, patting my head.

No, I’ll do it. Only I don’t know how yet.

“I’ll see you later.” Unexpectedly, his lips were on mine, his tongue exploring my mouth.

My knees buckled while he held me upright. I melted into him and when I went to wrap my arms around his neck, he pulled away and left.

Frustrated and alone, I stowed the purse in my closet and went into the bathroom to fill up the tub. I needed a nice hot soak before I started the day. With no sleep, I was afraid I’d become a loud broadcaster again, if I had ever stopped, and Lily would know what an idiot I was—I didn’t know what Roman planned to tell them, but it wasn’t coming from me.

I hate lying, but it’s not as if she’s the one who helped me. Roman understands.

The adrenaline from our adventure still coursed through my body, making my senses extra sharp. I poured some essential oils into the bath, stepped into the hot water, and sank down. While I relaxed, I let the drama of the night replay in my head second by second.

Seeing David again brought up many buried emotions. To me, now, it was a lifetime ago when I’d fallen over the balcony. Why was I so out of control there?

I cleaned all the blood and makeup off. My anger got the best of me, controlling me so easily. Why? Was it simply being away from the Connective?

Exhaustion surfaced as I relaxed in the heat of the bubbling water and I gave into it, shutting my eyes. When I opened them later, Lily was sitting on the edge of the tub looking at me.

“Did you not sleep well last night?” she asked.

“I, uh, tossed and turned a lot. I have a lot on my mind.” I brought my hand to my cheek in an attempt to hide any swelling. Then I sank down into the water up to my eyes.

“I imagine you do. You should get dressed, and then we’ll get something to eat. I have something to show you.”

Lily got up to leave the bathroom and didn’t seem to notice my face. Refreshed and clean, I got out of the tub, dried off, and dressed. In the mirror, I searched for any signs of bruising, but there were none. Not a mark on my face, but still a tad sore to the touch.

We strolled to the common area and filled plates with fresh fish, seaweed, two peaches, and cups of steaming hot herbal tea.

“Did Lucas do something to my nose?” I asked Lily.

“No, why?”

Soothed by the activity of the fish and sea creatures right outside the dome, a table by the glass wall was becoming my favorite place to sit.

“I can smell things I’ve never noticed before,” I said, biting into my peach. The juice dripped over my hand and I wiped it away.

“All of your senses will evolve, hundreds of times more sensitive than a human’s. In fact, humans tend to dull their senses,” she said, cutting up her fruit and carefully eating it.

I laughed. “You’re right. They do that, don’t they?”

“It wasn’t a joke.”

“It’s kind of a joke. It’s weird to think I’m no longer human. I wouldn’t fit in there anymore. Not that I ever did. There I’m dead—I no longer exist. But here—I’ve never felt more alive.” Simply thinking aloud, it was almost as if I was talking to the fish as I stared out the wall. Seeing David had torn off the scab, revealing emotions I thought I was over.

Assuming my mother’s locket was gone, I wanted to get Roman’s knife. Especially with integration so soon. What will I feel after integration?

We finished and left, heading to the Healing Center. Passing all the patient rooms, the mudrooms, and the mineral baths, Lily took me down a tunnel I hadn’t explored before, eventually leading me through a hidden doorway in the wall. It went on for a long way, and then went down, seeming to curve back under the facility.

“Where are we?” I asked, looking around at the small hallway, opening into a large room, a tad bigger than the patient rooms. In the center of the room was a small built-in heated pool. Rectangular drawers located about waist high, in stacks of two, lined both sides of the walls. An arched opening directly above each pair gave access to the contents. Two women stood on one side of the room, looking down into an open drawer.

“We are in the nursery,” Lily whispered. “The few children we have are kept in another part of the city. It’s more secure and conducive to nurturing.”

Nursery?

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“I don’t know if you remember, but I’m a scientist, and a healer. They call me The Mother. I manage all the procreation.”

“You do what?” Is she a sex manager? Wait—I’m not sure I want to know.

“Because of all the genetic modifications that have been made to us, more and more of our people are infertile, as am I. We don’t understand why. However we do have babies born, but many do not live beyond a certain age. I oversee their care.” She led me over to the two women and in the box, which was a built-in crib, was the cutest baby I’d ever seen.

Genetic modifications?

Lavender eyes looked up at me, followed by an ear-piercing cry. The caretaker picked up the baby, and it instantly hushed.

“I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” I said, still unsure of why she brought me here. While making a mental note to myself to ask later about the genetic modifications, I experienced a pang in my heart, remembering my own loss.

“Our people are in danger of becoming extinct one day if we don’t figure out a way to restore our fertility,” Lily continued, leading me to the opposite end of the nursery, where she opened a door, and passed into another room.

The room was darkened, but Lily didn’t move to turn on the lights. Small cylinders full of glowing greenish water lined the far wall, providing the only source of illumination in the room.

Lily strode over to one of the cylinders and placed her hands on it. The green cloudy haze of the liquid made it hard to see clearly, but I swore something moved.

“What is it?” I asked

“It is your baby, Anna.”








  
 





 

Chapter 17

 

My cheerful demeanor vanished as all the blood drained from my face. “My what?”

“Your baby. I have a lot to explain, I know, but, this little one is your baby.”

“How is that possible? It’s not. I died. The baby would have died. How could it survive?” I rambled.

“It was uncertain for a long time if the baby would survive.” She smiled and for the first time tears glistened in her eyes.

“How could you lie to me for so long, knowing how much pain I was in?” I asked, on the verge of hysterical tears.

“When we woke you, you weren’t in a place with your emotions to handle the uncertainty. We didn’t want to give you false hope. You were already dealing with so much. The stress of not knowing if the baby would survive would have been a huge emotional burden. And worse, we truly didn’t believe it would thrive.”

I nodded, at a loss for words. Don’t focus on the negative. Don’t judge. Listen.

“But the baby would have been too immature to save. I was only a few weeks pregnant. It’s impossible to save a baby only a few weeks old, isn’t it?” My feet feeling heavy as lead, I took several steps closer to the cylinder.

“It’s not impossible for us. We have worked hard on fertility problems and keeping infants alive when they’re born premature. This is why I’m called The Mother.” She waved her hand in front of the cylinder and it lit up. “And you were more than a few weeks pregnant when we found you. Your body wasn’t able to change and endure the pregnancy.”

My heart swirled with confusion.

“This is an artificial womb. We synthesize amniotic fluid, all the sounds, and comforts a fetus would have,” she explained.

I gazed through the watery haze and saw the baby stretch out, displaying a blue fin. What the heck?

“The baby was dying, so without any other options we infused it with our DNA as well. This miracle has surprised us, even more than you did.”

“My baby will be Mer? Is it still—David’s baby?” I closed my eyes, hiding my pain. David can never know. This baby is mine—mine alone—to love and protect. He forfeited all his rights when he pushed me off the ship.

“Yes, the baby’s father is still your David,” she confirmed.

“Do you know the sex yet?”

“We can’t tell because the baby has been in Mer form since a day after we infused the DNA.”

I can’t believe it—I thought I’d lost so much. Roman’s voice echoed in my head, “It is a gift.”

More than he knew.

Slowly, I blinked and smiled, touching the womb as the baby moved. A wave of gratitude for this tiny miracle washed over me and I put my head in my hands and cried. So indebted beyond words. Thank you, thank you.

“I’m sorry we had to keep it from you. We wanted to be sure you would stay.”

“I can’t leave now, can I?” I wouldn’t leave my child alone here. This is my home now. Now I know for sure. Nothing could drag me away.

“That’s why I sent Roman to take you back to get your locket,” she said.

Wait—what? “You knew? You sent Roman?” The old familiar feeling of betrayal slithered up into my heart.

“Of course we knew. He had to clear it with us before taking you. After how much upset it caused the first time, the High Council had to approve.”

“Why didn’t he just tell me? He acted so mysterious about it.” I crossed my arms tightly and took a step back.

“He didn’t tell you?” She wrinkled her forehead and looked down at the floor.

“No, Roman plays games with me.”

“He adores you.” Her eyes twinkled with a glowing light of joy.

“He has a strange way of showing it.” My hands went over my heart, as I stood there watching my little miracle, my mind numb. A gift though all this tragedy. “I can’t believe you knew I went back. I thought leaving was forbidden after my escape attempt.”

“It was risky, but worth it, if it would give you some kind of closure. We are not villains. We want you to heal and have your locket.” She set her hands on my shoulder.

“Why didn’t you talk to me about it?” I stepped back to the cylinder. The baby turned over and its eyes fluttered open for a second.

“It’s a hard subject to broach with you. Roman seems to be the one you trust,” she reasoned.

“Have you spoken to Roman at all since we got back?” Did he tell you how stupid I am?

“No,” she said, tilting her head. “Roman doesn’t inform us of every detail. In fact, he reports the bare minimum. He’s the one who talked us into letting you go, it was his idea. Did something happen I need to know about?”

So Roman doesn’t tell them everything and they don’t automatically know. That makes me feel better. Maybe my weak moment will be our secret.

“I left a knife there. Roman’s knife. David… I dropped it on accident and forgot about it. I wasn’t thinking. I feel so stupid.”

“Roman is well-experienced in these sorts of problems. He’ll take care of it,” she assured. “I’ll give you some time with your baby and meet you in fifteen minutes in the meditation room. We need to stay on track for the integration.”

Lily left and I was alone with my baby. I stood there lost in the moment, unsure if I was even breathing. My baby entranced me, casting a spell.

This is more important than my locket.

The baby moved and stretched, displaying its fin. Round eyes opened a sliver and a hint of blue peeked out. After another stretch, the thumb found the mouth and a peaceful sucking commenced.

Dumbfounded, I still didn’t understand how they did this. I was no scientist, nor was I familiar with genetic engineering. They were miracle workers in my opinion.

The baby drifted off to sleep. I don’t understand how I knew, I simply did. Not wanting to leave but knowing I had to, I placed both of my hands on the tank, said goodbye, and blew the baby a kiss.

In the Training Center, I became lost in the web of tunnels, an easy thing to do here. I looked around for a familiar site, when someone grabbed me from behind, covered my mouth with their hand, and dragged me into a side room.

Furious, I elbowed the person in the stomach and then turned around. Ugh, Roman. Irritated for being startled, I said, “You scared me to death.”

With his hand, he rubbed his abdomen where I’d hit.

“I’m sorry, but it’s a reflex. You shouldn’t sneak up on someone,” I justified.

“Don’t be sorry. I enjoyed it,” he teased. A devilish smile spread across his face.

“Look, I’m lost. I’m looking for the meditation room.” Impatient, I crossed my arms and tapped my foot, feeling horrible for elbowing him, but he deserved it.

“It’s down that hallway, and to the left. Or is it the right? I don’t remember.” He chuckled annoyingly.

I didn’t believe him. “You don’t remember? Don’t you… work… here?” I asked.

“Work is subject to interpretation.”

“Lily told me she knew about you taking me back to… help me find my locket. I don’t understand why you couldn’t tell me.”

“It didn’t come up,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Are you kidding me? It did come up—several times!”

“I’m not kidding. What’s the problem?”

“I need to believe I can trust you. If you don’t tell me things, then how can I gain confidence in your word?”

“You’re one to scold me about trust. But we’ll hash this out later. I still can’t find the knife.”

I lowered my eyelids, knowing he was right. Then what he said struck me and I cleared my throat before venturing, “You went back?”

“Yes, this morning I searched again, hoping we’d missed it. I only stayed a few minutes. He wasn’t there, and I didn’t find the knife. I was going to follow him, but he never showed up.”

“You didn’t need to go back, we saw it wasn’t there.” And I want to be the one who goes back, not you.

“I wanted to make sure.”

“So you’re a control freak, too,” I accused, and then regretted saying it. Realizing I was being too harsh on someone who had helped me when no one else had, I apologized, “I’m sorry. Again, I’m screwing up. What should we do?”

“I’ll speak with Lily and the security team. We’ll come up with a plan. You don’t have to worry we’ll deal with it. I was only keeping you informed.”

“The integration is tomorrow, if you end up needing my help.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t be too sure, I know how David thinks and his habits. You don’t. I can help predict his movements,” I retorted, taking a few steps. “I was on my way to meet Lily in the meditation room.”

“I’ll go with you.” He hauled me by my hand after him, walking with purpose.

I thought he said he didn’t know.

In the meditation room, Lily was sitting on the floor with her eyes closed. As we entered, she opened them and glanced from me to Roman. “I got the security update. Did you find the knife?”

“No, I didn’t. I’ll need to track it down. Something is not right—I sense it,” Roman told her. “I want to dream-walk him to find out what he did with it.”

“What is dream-walking?” I asked.

“Exactly the way it sounds,” Roman answered. “The jewels on the handle would be worth a small fortune. He won’t be able to resist selling them.”

“I say let him. There are plenty here. Maybe we’ll get lucky and David will only harvest the jewels and then forget about the encounter.”

“Our bigger problem is my dried blood is all over the hilt,” Roman said.

“I didn’t see any blood.” I glanced over at Roman and looked him up and down. I hadn’t noticed any blood on him, either.

“From an intense sparring match with my apprentice. We can’t allow him to keep the weapon.”

“All David will care about is the jewels,” I asserted, fearing I was wrong.

“I want my knife back regardless,” he said with venom.

Okay, he is still mad. “It’s only a knife. Can’t you get another one?” I asked, hoping we’d forget about it. Unable to concentrate with the news about my baby, my mind swirled, overwhelmed with information.

“As your locket is special, so is my knife. It’s a memento from my human time.”

“Oh, I didn’t know.” Now I felt even worse than before.

“The knife itself is valuable, but the less information he knows about us the better. I can guess David would be vindictive. It’s a security risk and I have a bad feeling about it. Something feels off,” Roman maintained.

I sensed his annoyance. Is he angry with David or me?

“If Roman senses something is off, then there must be something wrong. We need to find out what it is, if anything, to make sure there is no threat. Roman is the expert at security risks,” Lily said.

“Well—David’s smart enough, and has the resources to do a DNA analysis on the knife, if he thinks of it.” They both settled their gazes on me, obviously not expecting that answer. “Well, hopefully the jewels will be enough to distract him.”

“I shouldn’t have let you go in alone,” Roman now fumed, pacing the room while running his hands through his hair. “Given the circumstances, perhaps stealth would have been the better approach.”

I hung my head, ashamed for my impulsive behavior. “I felt… weaker there. That far away from the Connective brought up all my old and buried emotions and I gave into the dark impulse. I couldn’t control it. I guess that means there’s something wrong with me, right?”

Lily took both of my hands in hers. “No, there’s nothing wrong with you. I feared this would happen. Without being integrated, the effects of the Connective would fade against the stronger and darker human emotions. It’s understandable,” she reassured. “In time, you’ll learn to let go of all of those primitive human sentiments.”

I don’t know how. Clearing my throat, I stuffed it all back down, and changed subjects. “How are you going to dream-walk him, Roman? How does that work?”

“I’ll have to find a way to be close to him without him knowing it. It would be best to be physically close, but it may not be possible. I’ll try to use my memory of him and tap into his energy.”

“I don’t understand any of that,” I admitted.

“It’s too hard to explain right now, and we need to get you ready for the integration. It’s scheduled for tomorrow evening,” Lily said to me. To Roman she instructed, “I’ll speak with you later to find out the results of the dream-walk.”

Roman left without another word. He was stressed and it was my fault.

“I’m mad at myself for causing all this trouble. I need to be more mindful of what I’m doing. No wonder you want to keep me under lock and key.”

“Let’s focus on your meditation techniques. The integration is more important. Let Roman deal with the missing dagger,” Lily consoled, closing her eyes while I sat on the floor next to her.

With a few deep breaths, I tried to let it all go.

We spent the next hour meditating and she taught me a few new techniques about energy. I still had a hard time wrapping my brain around the concept. Although—I was curious how Roman used it to heal.

After meditation, we ran a few miles, and then I went back to my quarters.

Sulking about my locket and the knife, I walked to my bedroom. Lying there, on my bed, was Roman. His eyes remained closed as he lounged on top of my bedclothes in nothing but a pair of black, well-worn pants.

“Why are you in here?” I demanded as I stormed over to him.

“Waiting for you,” he quipped without opening his eyes.

“Can anyone go into anyone’s private quarters at any time?” I was tired, irritated, and definitely not in the mood to deal with him right now. Cleaning up after the long day and seeing my baby was all I had the energy for.

“If they want to, and I wanted to.”

“What if I had been in the shower or something?” My heart pounded as a second wind of energy surged through me.

“All the better.” He rolled over onto his side, facing me, with his characteristic mischievous smile on his face.

“No, seriously. Don’t do it.”

“We have no need to lock doors,” he shrugged. “No one here would violate another person’s privacy. Except me.” Roman lay back down, closing his eyes.

“Why are you in my bed?”

“I thought this is where you wanted me to be,” he muttered.

“That’s awful presumptuous of you.”

“Honestly, I assumed it would be easier to dream-walk lousy lover in here, closer to your energy,” he finally explained.

“Why is that?” I sat down on the edge of the bed, taking the bite out of my words, knowing he was simply trying to right the mistake I’d made.

“You sleep here, so your energy leaves an imprint, and you have attachments to lousy lover. I used your imprint here as a map to find him,” he disclosed as he rolled over onto his side, facing me again. Tenderly, he kissed the knuckles of my hand.

“Well… did you?” I asked.

“Not in the time frame I had,” he admitted, releasing my hand while he stretched out his long frame.

I ran my hand over the silky bedding, covertly ogling every inch of his body. “What do we do now?”

“Lily and I are meeting with the security team later.” He peeked at me through hooded eyes, smoldering with hunger.

“He’s smart—I worry he’ll find out.” A sense of dread crept up my spine. If I hadn’t been so selfish, we wouldn’t be in this predicament. It was my fault. I hung my head, ashamed of putting my needs ahead of anyone else’s. Especially now I knew my baby was alive.

“We’ll try to stay one step ahead of him,” he interlaced his fingers with mine, drew it to his lips, and brushed the gentlest kiss over my knuckles.

“I’ve made a mess,” I cried. “As usual, I didn’t think things through. Can you ever forgive me?”

“Things happen, as they say,” he said, opening my palm and massaging it.

I pulled out of his grasp, sighed, and walked over to the glass wall, staring off into the distance as the minutes ticked by. “By the way, you’re not off the hook for failing to tell me Lily sent you to help me.”

“Lily didn’t send me, I talked them into it. This is the kind of information you can’t keep hidden from the Connective.” He threw his feet over the side of the bed, sitting up.

I wasn’t in the mood for banter. “I asked you repeatedly if it was okay. Why didn’t you simply tell me we had permission?”

“I told you I would handle it. Do you have to know everything?” Roman approached and stood behind me.

I sensed his unease the way I’d experienced the emotions from the dolphin and then from David. The way I knew my baby had fallen asleep. Every day I got a teeny bit better at distinguishing my emotions from outside influence.

“Yes—that’s how I learn to trust someone.” Taking my focus from the distant recesses of the ocean, I looked at his reflection in the glass wall.

Our eyes met.

Roman looked defeated, his eyes tired, as if he’d let down some invisible shield and allowed me to see the real him. “In my time and culture, it was different.”

“The world has changed. You need to learn to stop playing these games with me.”

“Perhaps you’re right, but it’s not easy changing many years of thinking.” He gently set his hands on my shoulders and kneaded my tense muscles.

It felt good and I relaxed back into him, as fresh blood rushed to my head. “Try, that’s all I’m asking for.”

He nodded, kissing the back of my head. “Fine—I’ll try.” And then the grin was back and the little glimpse I’d had of Roman was gone. “And don’t worry—I know how to handle men like lousy lover.”

“Are you going to slit his throat?” I was kidding. Sort of.

“Do you want me to?”

“No. Before, anger and revenge consumed me. Now, it feels like another lifetime. It would be a waste of my energy to pursue such trivial matters. I don’t want to go back to that feeling, it’s dark. I don’t want to see him again. He is my past, literally from my past life. That’s where I want to leave him.”

“We may not have a choice,” he reminded, embracing me from behind.

Sighing, I turned to face him. “Will you do me a favor?” I gazed up into his eyes.

“You want more favors?” Roman’s voice regained a soft tenderness, making my heart melt.

“Take me out into the ocean—and not the netted safe ocean. I want to go out into the open dangerous water. I need to be out there, to feel connected to what I am now. Please?”

He nodded. “I can do that.”










  
 

Chapter 18
Roman opened the glass wall and turned to me, extending his arm. Modesty caused me to hesitate; I would have to drop my dress to the floor in front of him.

He must have sensed my unease and politely turned his head away. Having no problem dropping his pants to the floor, he glanced at me sideways and smirked. Then he shook his head and dove through the dome. I watched him transform and swim away.

Here I am the one who asked him to do this and now I’m the coward. Wait—my stash. Yes.

I ran back to my closet to pull out the purse I had hidden and forgotten. Unzipping it, I dumped the contents on the bed and rummaged through the clothing until I found what I was looking for—a plain black bikini.

Quickly, I dropped my dress to the floor and put on the top, then wrapped the bottom around my wrist. Relieved, I ran to the dome and dove through.

When my body changed, it felt so surreal. I twirled in the water. My legs adjusted to the feeling of constriction—I was learning to be in harmony with my new form.

Roman waited for me a few yards out. He floated and as I came closer to him, he grabbed my hand, and kissed it. A huge smile spread across his face as I puffed out my chest, happy to have my breasts finally covered. Disapprovingly he shook his head and then took off.

I chased him and it turned into a race. He swam, as fast as lightening, and at his full speed, he became a blur.

Slowing, he allowed me the chance to catch him. When I did, he took off again, laughing.

Content, I relaxed and briefly closed my eyes as I swam, savoring the flow of water as the currents caressed my body. A tap on my shoulder roused me from my trance and I opened my eyes. Roman pointed in the distance where my dolphin friend swam out of the ocean’s darkness.

Behind her followed several more dolphins. She approached and as was our custom, positioned her head under my hand. Joy, happiness, peace, and curiosity bubbled through our connection.

Unsure of how to communicate with her, or with Roman, out here in the ocean, I smiled and tried to think loudly, for a change, sending her a wave of love. She responded by bobbing her head up and down under my hand. I wondered what her name was, or if she even had one. Ruby is what came to my mind. Ruby.

She turned around and took off. The others followed her and Roman gestured to me to follow as well. Where are they going?

Smiling, he took off, and I trailed behind. Gratefully, they moved slowly enough I was able to keep up with him and the pod of dolphins.

How far have we gone?

We were close to the surface of the ocean when they jumped out of the water. I popped my head above the surface, mesmerized by their frolicking.

My tail changed back into two legs the moment I breathed air. It was almost uncomfortable. How can I maintain form and not change back and forth?

My mouth hung open as I watched Roman and the dolphins leap out of the water. The urge to join them came over me, but I pushed it back down with the defeating belief I could never do something so elegant. As I dove back under, my body transformed again. This felt right—perhaps who I’d always been.

What the heck—I’m going to try. I followed them and tried my best to find the rhythm they had. Roman appeared beside me and grabbed my hand. He took me down deep and then turned around. With my hand in his, we broke the surface, and leapt into the air. Not wanting to change, I held my breath—it worked.

We jumped and dived until I was exhausted. The dolphins disappeared and we were alone. I had no idea where we were, or how to get back, but I trusted Roman to know the way. Did I think that? I trust Roman? Where did that come from?

A sliver of fear crept up my spine and I wanted to be back in Poseidia, under the covers, hiding.

I tugged on Roman’s hand and gestured my head in the direction of what I thought was home, but he shook his head and pointed the other way. Defiantly, I shook my head and pulled back.

Roman glanced around, then shrugged his shoulders, and led me back to Poseidia. We’d gone far, and it took a while before the glow of the dome appeared in the distance.

Unsure which glass wall was mine, Roman expertly led me to the correct pane. Before we went through the dome into my bedroom, I hesitated and stopped. Floating there outside my bedroom, feeling less frantic, I wanted a moment to savor the ocean’s strong euphoric connection. He tugged on my hand, but I let go and waved him on. Perhaps I needed him out here with me for protection, but I wanted a few minutes alone with my thoughts.

Integration. It seems so intimidating. It’s the unknown and the commitment. The world is closing in on me.

Then there’s my baby. Will I be a good mom? And then the knife.

This is my second chance, and I should embrace it. My baby is here. My past long gone. Integrate. Forget about the past. Become a part of the Connective. Build a new family, here, with them.

Complete with my internal debate, I moved forward and pushed through the dome. Swiftly, I grabbed my dress from the floor, and covered myself, slipping it on over my bikini top. Then I pulled the bottom off my wrist and put them on underneath my dress. Roman looked at me and shook his head, with his own pair of pants hanging loosely in his hands.

“What?” I asked, feeling self-conscious and inadequate.

“Will you ever be comfortable in your own skin?”

“This is all new to me, give me a break. Everyone needs time to adjust,” I countered.

“It has nothing to do with adjustment,” he challenged as he slipped his pants on and slowly buttoned them. “You think too much, and feel too little.”

Again, I caught myself staring at the cut edges of his abdominal muscles as they disappeared into the top of his pants, which sat low on his hips. “What is that supposed to mean?” I smoothed down the wrinkles in my dress, avoiding eye contact. The blissful feeling of the ocean fading under his criticism.

“You have a fight going on inside of you.” Roman stepped closer to me, his chest inches from my face.

“You’re one to talk,” I snapped as I pointed my finger at him.

“I’ve had many years to iron out my conflicts,” he retorted, looking down into my upturned face. His brown eyes smoldered with a hungry intensity, making my heart skip a beat.

“And yet here you are still stewing in your arrogance.” I pushed my desires down, squelching them with irritation.

“You think I’m stewing in arrogance? What does that even mean?”

I turned away from his stare and stomped dramatically toward the closet. “Oh, you know what it means. You think you’re big, bad, and scary. And while you won’t tell me how old you are, I know you’re older than I am. So you have had many years to iron out your conflicts. Yet here you are, still angry and grouchy. Not everyone has had it as easy as you did.”

“You don’t know how I had it,” he blasted, following my retreat.

His heavy footsteps betrayed his approach; I turned my head away from him, embarrassed by my display of emotion. “By your arrogance, I can guess easy enough,” I snorted, crossing my arms with my back still facing him.

“I don’t want to see you make the same mistakes I did, and ruin years of your life lost to anger and bitterness.”

“It’s my anger and bitterness to wallow in.” I huffed and slammed the closet door open, looking blankly through the clothes.

“Have fun wasting your life. The years will fly by, and you will look back with regret. Time is something you can’t get back.” His breath fanned the back of my hair.

“Oh, so Mr. Roman, who won’t even tell me his real name, knows everything now, right?” I yanked hard on a few dresses and they tumbled to the floor.

“You don’t want to know my real name.”

“Why? Is it Peewee?” I mocked, kicking the fallen clothes while casting a pointed glance at the crotch of his pants.

“You know that’s not true,” he said, smirking.

I couldn’t resist a small smile to answer his. “Why won’t you tell me your real name?”

“If I wanted to, I would. I don’t want to.”

I twirled to face him, my breathing heavy. “You won’t even tell me anything about you. How am I supposed to trust you?”

“Have I given you any reason not to?”

“You told Lily,” I accused, searching is face for a hint of trustworthiness.

“You have that wrong. I let her think it was my idea. I’ve told you this. You can’t hide that kind of stuff here. You have to think around it. Be smarter, and maybe you won’t waste centuries of your life, too.”

“I am smart, but I’m new here, like you were once. Can’t you give me a break?” I turned back around and slammed the closet doors, more angry with myself than him.

“Giving you a break could mean your death. Don’t you get that yet? We are not in your cushy little life here,” he reasoned his voice heavy and wavering with a raw emotion I couldn’t quite decipher.

“I haven’t had a cushy life,” I spun, glaring at him. He doesn’t know me!

“Living with a doctor sure sounds cushy to me,” he jeered, crossing his arms tightly across his chest, his chin jutted out stubbornly.

“Well, looks are deceiving. You don’t understand how he used me,” I defended.

“I don’t have to understand. I’ve seen more, and done more, horrible things than you could even dream up in your wildest nightmares.”

“You want people to think that, so they do whatever you say, when you say it. And, well… why don’t you wear a shirt?” I roared, childishly venting. We stood so close to each other I could have blinked and my eyelashes would have tickled his chin. I backed off, retreated to the bed, and sat down, irrationally folding back a blanket to cover my contraband at the foot, even though he’d no doubt already seen the jumbled pile.

“What? Are you disgusted by the sight of my bare body?” He stalked to the bed.

“No, I just don’t understand why you don’t wear any shirts.” I hid my face in my hands, wanting this to be done.

“Why is it so important to you for me to cover myself? Do you want me to hide? Like you?”

“No…,” I mumbled, deflating. Digging deep, I met his gaze, and his accusation, knowing it was true. This argument was ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop. My skin crawled with anxiety.

“Do you want me to go around ashamed of who I am?” He advanced on me, his face now red.

“No, I didn’t say that,” I denied as emotional exhaustion kicked in. Conflicted feelings swirled through me.

“Then what do you want?” Arms came down around me and fists buried themselves deep into the mattress on each side of my hips, his face right in mine, so close the stubble tickled my cheeks. His breath smelled sweet as he growled, “You don’t seem to know what you want. Yet here you are criticizing me.”

“I wasn’t criticizing you,” I ranted, feeling stupid for being the cause of this spat, especially after such a wonderful swim, but unable to back down. “I don’t understand why you… why you… show off your physique.”

“I don’t show it off—I’m comfortable. Unlike you, I feel more comfortable the less clothing I have on.” He leaned back, his arms still planted firmly on each side of me.

“Well—I’m not used to that.” I refused to meet his eyes, the closeness making me uneasy.

“And you want us to change to allow you to feel more comfortable?” he scoffed.

“No,” I tittered, rubbing the front of my throat.

“That’s it, you want us to change. You’re wrong,” he grumbled. The last spoken with such intensity I experienced the rumble down to my toes.

“I don’t want you to change.”

“Don’t you?” he challenged.

“No, I don’t.”

“You should think about that—because you do, you just don’t realize it.” He leaned in closer then, if that was even possible.

Fed up and livid, I screamed. “Get out! Get out and… leave me alone!”

He stood up, pausing shortly while he studied my face. Then he quietly walked out.

“Damn him,” I complained to an empty room. I’d been too harsh. I’m still adjusting despite what he says. I need more time.

Later, in the shower, I lingered for a long time, allowing the stream of the water to dissipate my anger. It hadn’t been my intention to fight with Roman—I simply had too many things going on. Finding out my baby lived had brought up so many emotions. I let the water flow over me diluting my salty tears.

Empty of torment for the moment, I finished and changed my clothes. I headed down to the Healing Center where they let me in to see my baby and provided a cot so I could camp out right there in front of the artificial womb. In the glow of the tank, I laid awake most of the night, watching every little movement in amazement.

I drifted off to sleep sometime in the wee hours of the morning. First came an onslaught of nightmares with David, then the dream changed and Roman entered. Somewhere in the midst of the dream, I called out to Roman, and professed my love for him.

Whoa. I woke up startled, jerked awake by the realization. At first, I froze, trying to recall where I was.

Am I still on the cruise? Is David here?

Remembering where I was, I reassured myself. I am safe. That part of my life was over, but I wished the nightmares would stop.

I didn’t need the distraction of Roman anyway—I needed to be stable in this new life in my own way, and not use someone else as a crutch to make it easier. There’s a baby now to consider. It’s not only about me anymore. Maybe that’s what is stressing me out.

The green hazy glow of the womb lit up the room. My baby. My child. I’ll be a mother. It’s a huge deal and I can’t have any distractions.

Maybe Roman is right and I think too much. Am I overanalyzing my feelings?

I can do this. This is now my life. I’m going to embrace it and stop resisting. Is that what Roman meant by conflict? See, now I doubt myself because some man said so. Shut up and listen to your own inner voice, Anna.

Grateful to them for saving my baby, and my life, I knew I needed to show it. Without them, both of us would have perished at David’s hand. We wouldn’t have this chance. I’ll integrate and I won’t be scared.

I ambled over to the womb. As I touched the container with both of my hands, the baby moved, reached an impossibly tiny hand toward me, and opened both very blue eyes. He, or she, so beautiful. Previously more awe, now a powerful love boomed toward my child. I’d never experienced a love so strong. Maybe this is what my mother felt for me.

My heart tugged at the memory of her, and her sacrificing love. It was the best gift she could have ever given me—to teach me what unconditional love was. A hand squeezed my shoulder—I glanced over it, and saw it was Lily.

“I knew where to find you. Have you been here all night?” she asked in the softest of tones.

Nodding, “I needed to be here.”

As I embraced Lily, she rubbed our cheeks together and I felt instantly better.

She let go and said, “The baby is doing well, getting stronger every day. As are you.”

“I’m ready.”

Lily nodded her head, understanding. “The integration is this evening. I have a day of preparation scheduled for you. First, some food. You haven’t eaten, I can tell.”

As I turned and sent love to my baby, I whispered, “I’ll see you again soon, my love.” And I’ll protect you with every ounce of my being. I’ll set this whole thing right. No one will ever have the chance to hurt you.

Ravenous, I suggested, “How about getting something, and then eating in the garden?” Being outside, and not cooped up, would be good for my mood.

“A picnic it is. I’ll go get some food, and I’ll meet you there.”








  
 





 

Chapter 19

 

Walking by myself to the garden, I realized how much stronger I’d become. I recognized the place where I’d first seen the dome and Roman, remembering how insecure I’d been then. That was a different me. Back then, I was consumed with fear and how to escape.

Now Poseidia was my home. I had to protect it and its people. I’d made the mistakes—I alone had to correct them.

Lily returned with a picnic basket. We sat on the ground and ate fresh fruit, bread, and some blue-green algae. Guarding my thoughts as we spoke, I couldn’t help rehashing the fight I had with Roman. Not to mention the angst I experienced every time I thought about how I’d stupidly left his knife.

I have to find a way to get Roman’s knife back. It’s my fault and I’ll be the one to set it right.

She handed me a glass of water. The clean, pure taste gave me a rush every time.

“Roman is gone,” Lily announced.

“What? What do you mean gone?” The revelation slammed me as if I’d been hit with a freight train. My stomach sank. Unable to catch my breath, my heart constricted.

What is wrong with me? Why should I care? He means nothing to me anyway. I have other things to worry about. I barely know him—I could care less.

A strong, torturing sense of abandonment wrapped itself around my throat, my heart feeling mutilated. All because of a stupid fight. Words I wished had been left unsaid. I’m doing it again. Focus, girl, you got this.

Opening the bowl of algae, I took a spoonful, but it had no taste.

“He left last night. I wondered how you would feel about the news.”

“Why should I care if he leaves?” Conflicted and unable to stop my masochistic curiosity, I ventured softly, “Where did he go?” Damn it! Don’t care.

Lily curiously studied my face. “He went to Atlia, one of the other cities. He moves around, training. Didn’t he tell you?”

“Not really—only that he left to go there the other day.” After our fight, I feared he would never want to see me again. “When will he be back? What about the knife?” I closed my eyes in regret.

“I’m not sure, he didn’t say. He can take care of all security issues from there.”

He may not return. Another punch to the gut. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care—I can’t care. “Did he talk to you about the difficulty he had trying to dream-walk David?” I calmed my breathing.

“Yes—it’s a situation we have to monitor, but nothing to worry too much about.”

“It seems pretty important to me.”

“Your integration is more important. You’re becoming a part of our Connective on a more permanent level.”

“I need to apologize to Roman about something,” I mumbled. Shamefully, I hung my head, regretting every word I had yelled at him. If I never saw him again it was my own fault, I remained too human on the inside. I was not as evolved as these people—I despaired of ever rising above my emotions.

“I’ll tell him you wish to speak to him.”

“How do you communicate?” I asked, my heart beating rapidly in my chest.

“Through the Connective, I can send him a message.”

“You can?” I couldn’t fathom reading someone’s mind let alone sending them a telepathic email.

How much has Roman been able to read of mine? Will I know what he thought of me after integration? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. More disappointment wasn’t something I could handle right now. Maybe some things were better left a mystery.

She nodded. “After the integration, perhaps you will too.”

“I’ll be able to read people’s minds?” No—I couldn’t imagine.

“We’re unsure how you will change. But it’s a common ability here.”

“That’s kind of scary.” Trying to keep my thoughts guarded, I shivered.

“There’s nothing to fear. It’s safe.”

“After the integration, will I get certain privileges?” An old urge to run far, far away, came over me. The safety of the dome, now closed in on me with the weight of the ocean, suffocating.

“To what do you refer?”

“What about a key to the portals?” I sucked in my breath, being bold, but it was the only way to get what I wanted. If I could get a key then maybe I could track down Roman’s knife. Taking my shaky hands, I rubbed the back of my neck attempting to ease the building tension.

“Perhaps that can be arranged. You’re not a prisoner.” She finished eating.

“Then I can come and go as I please?”

“With supervision, of course.”

“Do you think I’ll be ready for integration?” I swallowed, audibly.

“It’s not only about physical strength and training. Primarily the experience is mental. You have become more comfortable with meditation, understanding energy, and boundaries.”

“Roman said opening the connection would hurt. Is that true?”

“He did, did he? Well, I hope it doesn’t hurt, but we do not know for certain. It has been many years since we have done this. Roman is speaking about his experience. We have advanced our technology since then. He suffered a lot with the process, unfortunately.”

He suffered? “Were you here when he integrated?”

“No, he’s older than me. My mother worked with him though, and she told me of his struggle.”

“How old is Roman?” There, I said it. He alluded, but never gave me direct answers about anything.

“We don’t think in terms of years as humans do. Our lives are too long and we lose track. I don’t know how to translate to human years the way you want to know.”

“Are you immortal?” The thought hadn’t crossed my mind before, but you never know. I felt stupid asking, but if they were—I wanted to know how long I was in for.

“No one is immortal. That suggests one cannot die, and we can. We live long lives because we have certain advantages.”

“You mean hibernation? It sounds scary.” I laughed nervously.

“And the water you drink,” she said, pointing to the cup. “It’s very pure, from deep inside the earth. Full of mineral and elements which fight aging and alkalize the body against biological disease.”

“I noticed I’ve healed much faster here than I would have if I was human.” I raised my hand to my face and felt how soft my skin had become. Then I placed my hand over my heart and observed the steady, strong beat of it beneath my fingertips. It had stopped racing and my nerves settled.

Curiously, I looked around the small garden. Statues stood along the edges of the dome, almost hidden behind massive amounts of shrubbery and fruit trees. Ten male and ten female figures formed a semi-circle bordering the dome. I hadn’t noticed them before, but apparently, there was a lot I missed.

I walked over to the one closest to me. It was a white marble statue of a man with a trident in his hands.

“Who is this?”

“This is our king—King Mestor.” Lily joined me.

“Will I ever meet him?” I watched her gaze lovingly at the statue.

She looked at me. “Yes. In fact, he has requested a meeting with you after the integration.”

“Oh, really? A meeting with me? Whatever for? I’m not important.”

“What you need to know and understand about our king before you meet him… is recent circumstances have made him weak. Our king has suffered great losses. His wife and all his children were kidnapped and executed several months ago.” She looked down—a profound sadness crossed her face, one even my weak perception felt clearly.

“Oh my goodness. What happened?” I glanced back up at the ten-foot man, forever immortalized in marble. His face seemed familiar to me.

“We have enemies. A colony who disconnected several decades ago, grow in their anger. Their king, King Mestor’s brother, died of unknown causes. Left with no king their society deteriorated. Because they are not a part of the Connective anymore, they turned to darkness and regressed to primitive emotions, such as greed, jealousy, and anger. It became chaos and many were murdered. We have tried to regain control over them, but they violently resist. They recently kidnapped his wife and children and held them for ransom.” A tear rolled down her cheek and she wiped it away, as if trying to hide it.

“Seriously? That kind of stuff happens down here?” My heart squeezed in fear.

“Unfortunately, maintaining a Connective is a delicate balancing act. The kings are the only ones powerful enough.”

“How do they hold it together?” I glanced around at the other statues in the semi-circle, feeling a strong pull to touch each one.

“That is a secret of the Ancestors, only they know.”

“Well, what did the colony want for ransom? I take it if the king’s family was murdered they didn’t get what they asked for.” I looked over at the female statue next to King Mestor and guessed it was his wife, the queen.

“They wanted control over the fountain, and all the treasure. They want to colonize and take over the land, destroying all human life on earth. It is forbidden to give into demands of that nature.” She walked over to the statue of the queen and reverently touched her hand.

“Fountain?”

“The water we drink is from an ancient fountain protected by Poseidia. It helps maintain our longevity. To have control over it is to wield great power over our communities. Abuse of that power would be catastrophic.” Lily turned back to face me.

Looking back at the king’s statue, my heart broke for him. “I feel bad for King Mestor. How awful to have your whole family murdered. I can’t even imagine the pain he must be going through.”

“It is horrible. The king’s grief harmed our community. Unfortunately, we had to remove him from the Connective before we became dark ourselves.”

“You removed him from the Connective? You can do that? I thought the Connective would lift him up and keep him happy?”

“For major traumas, such as the one King Mestor has gone through, the Connective is not enough in the short term to heal him. It is for the good of the whole, not the individual here. And it is simply a temporary measure, giving the pain time to ease, as his power needs to be restored soon or we will suffer the same fate as the other community. The Council has been maintaining our Connective, but we fear it will not be enough to maintain it long term.”

Listening to their monumental problems, made my anxieties about my status with Roman insignificant. A spat I’d get over in no time was trivial compared to the losses their king suffered. Feeling small for wasting my time and energy worrying, I glanced briefly at the remaining statues, but didn’t ask about any of the others. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

We finished packing up the basket and went back to the meditation room. After an hour or so Lily announced, “We have time before the integration, we should soak in the mud baths—it would be good preparation for your body.”

“Yeah, but weren’t there naked people there?”

She tilted her head to the side as if to ponder what I’d said. “You’ll enjoy it. It feels great, and removes toxins from your body. After all the training, you’ll need it.”

Relenting for the moment, I followed her across the city, and into the Healing Center. On the walk there, I rehearsed in my head a way to talk myself out of this. I remembered the first time I’d seen the mudroom and how the people had mingled naked. All the anxiety I had cleansed with meditation crept back into my belly. Still worried about the fate of the Connective, I did my best to put it out of my mind. A relaxing soak did sound tempting.

Lily led me into a small room off to the side of the mud pools, undressed, and grabbed a towel, motioning me to follow. I fumbled, stalling in my feeble attempts to avoid this. Oh, to hell with it. This causes me too much stress and if they are apparently not bothered by my imperfect body, why should I be? She turned her back and I dropped my dress, but quickly tucked a towel in tightly around myself.

She walked tall, proud, and confident into the mudroom. Sure wish I could be so bold. I tucked the towel tighter, knowing I wouldn’t get away with modesty here. Across the room, I saw several other pools bubbling with steaming water.

“Those are hot mineral water soaks—hot spring water comes up through the ocean floor. We’ll do that after the mud soak.” She led me to the black mud pool.

After she entered and turned her back, I dropped the towel to the ground, quickly stepped in, and sank into the mud. The heat shocked me, but I adjusted after a few minutes. She was right—it did feel great. My sore muscles melted, and all stress left my body—the week of activity had taken its toll.

We soaked in the mud undisturbed for about ten minutes. Several people entered the room and joined us, while a few went to the hot springs. I averted my eyes, trying to avoid looking at them.

A couple sitting on the edge of one of the hot spring pools started kissing, and I blushed, turning my head when I realized the man was Eric, Roman’s apprentice. Lily tapped me on the shoulder and motioned her head in the direction of the couple. Now they were making love, completely lost in each other.

Embarrassed and shocked at the vividly open display of affection, I tried not to watch—I didn’t enjoy being a voyeur. Especially when it was someone I knew. And found appealing.

“Can you feel their energy?” Lily asked. “They’re giving off loads of it. If you close your eyes and try to sense them, you can feel it. Try. Remember what I taught you in meditation about energy and boundaries. Now is a good time to practice, since it’s so intense. It’s much easier to discern.”

“What?” I whispered, even though no one would be able to hear us over the gurgle of the hot pools. Is she crazy? That’s too weird.

But once the suggestion had been planted, I couldn’t stop my curiosity. As much as I wanted to, being in the same room made their passionate energy inescapable. Not to mention, I found Eric attractive enough to have flirted with him every time he stood in for Roman.

An overwhelming, heady rush of emotion blanketed me. It reminded me of the night in the Social Center with Roman when everyone was kissing on the dance floor. My eyes grew heavy and I closed them.

“Can we go?” I asked, growing dizzy.

“Relax and open your mind,” Lily instructed.

Unable to resist the onslaught, my head rolled back onto the edge of the mud pool. The heaviness soon changed to something else entirely; every hair on my body stood at attention.

The sensation of pleasure coursed through me in undulating waves. Is this what they’re feeling? My breathing became shallow and fast.

A buildup of tension gathered in my pelvis, and then the energy released and dissipated. I opened my eyes, coming back to the present moment.

When Lily opened her eyes, I whispered, “What the hell was that?”

“That’s a sharing of their energy. It’s a taste of how the Connective feels. If you didn’t have the sensory dampener on, you would have had a much more powerful experience.”

“That’s powerful enough. I feel disoriented and sick. Can I go back to my quarters? I think I need to lie down.” Not to mention I’m beyond embarrassed.

As I got out of the mud bath, I staggered and fell grabbing for my towel. Lily helped me walk to the changing room, clean off, and get my clothes back on—I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

Back in my quarters, I laid down on the bed, my stomach cramping. “What’s wrong with me?”

“You took on some negative energy. You’ll have to learn to control it. You’ll need more practice maintaining boundaries, and how not go too far out with your energy. You’re much more sensitive than I thought,” she explained, smoothing my hair down.

“I don’t understand anything you said.”

“This is the sort of practice you’ll learn about in your more advanced training. I’ll let you get some rest. We have two hours before the integration, so you’ll need to see a healer. It will help to rid you of the dark energy you absorbed.”

After she left, I napped briefly, remembering the couple making love out in the open. Why are they all so uninhibited? Is it a Mer thing?

A beep at the door woke me, and Lily came in. “Are you ready? The healer is waiting.”

“Oh, I don’t know if that’s necessary. I slept and feel better. It was only a weird experience.”

Lily insisted and I eventually relented. We returned to the Healing Center and entered a small room. A man with long silver hair and a muscular build came in. He didn’t speak as I did, only as they did in the Connective, so Lily translated.

“He wants you to undress and lay down on the table. Here, you can cover with these sheets.”

At least she is catching on to my need for modesty.

“He wants you to relax,” she continued.

“Okay.” I closed my eyes and did some visualization techniques. As I concentrated on my breathing, my body eased.

His presence was gentle. With my sensory dampener still on, he touched me, starting with my feet. I opened my eyes and tried to peek when I saw a glowing light come out of his hands. What is he doing?

Electrical impulses coursed through my body, but not in a sensual way. As I relaxed, a state of euphoria fell into place, and I lost sense of time.

Covering every inch of my body, heat emanated and pulsed where his hands met my skin.

When he finished, he left quietly, and I floated back to reality.

Lily waited outside the room for me, with a bag in hand. “Do you feel better?”

I nodded, looking around at the eerily quiet Healing Center. “Where is everyone?”

“They’re preparing,” she answered.

“Everyone? Why?” I followed her into another patient room and sat down on the bed.

“After we integrate you here, we’ll take you to the temple for the ceremony. Everyone in the city will be there,” she replied as she opened the bag she carried and handed me a white dress.

“You mean a party?”

“Similar,” she deduced.

“How many people are we talking about here? I’m not good with crowds,” I complained.

“About nine hundred.”

“Nine hundred people coming to a ceremony for me?” I hated crowds.

“You’ll be fine. Don’t be embarrassed—be proud. It’s an honor, and we’ll honor you.” Pointing to the dress I held, she said, “This is what you’ll wear for the integration and ceremony.”

I held it up and shook out a long, bright sheer white dress. It had openings on the sides, and a long V-neck down the front and back.

“It’s too revealing,” I objected.

“We want your electroreceptors to be exposed for the ceremony.”

“Well, in this it’s not only my receptors that’ll be exposed.” I slipped the gown over my head and it fell almost to the floor. The dress barely covered up the front and back of my body, with the neckline almost reaching my belly button. Around my waist, I cinched a gold braided belt. “I might as well be naked.”

“You can be if you want to,” Lily said.

 “I was joking. Well, what next?” I wanted to get it over with—I hated anticipation of any kind. My tummy filled with butterflies. Breathe in and out. Be brave…

I can’t. I’m terrified.

“If you’re ready, lay down, and I’ll get Lucas.”

Lucas and several assistants walked in, pushing a device on wheels. It resembled one of those defibrillator machines they shocked you with in hospitals when your heart stopped. Oh, crap. There were green, red, and yellow wires with clips. He parked it next to the bed.

Secretly, I was disappointed Roman wasn’t here—I’d hoped he would come, to be there for me. The silent treatment drove me crazy. I regretted being such a harsh bitch to him.

While I guessed I had overestimated our connection, a pang resounded in my heart at his absence, needing his moral support. I did some deep breathing exercises attempting to quiet my mind and nerves. Closing my eyes, I slowed my breathing and said, “Whenever you’re ready, I am.”

Lucas hooked some of the wires to the end of my sensory dampener on the back of each of my hands. “Relax, it should not hurt, and we will be done quickly,” he assured. “Here we go.”

An electric shock went through my body at high voltage and my eyes rolled back into my head. My body went into a complete seizure, and thrashed out of control.








  
 





 

Chapter 20

 

“Turn her down, turn her down,” Lily screamed through the haze.

My body seized on the table. Terrified, I was aware of the muscle spasms, but helpless to break their vice grip on my body.

Am I dying again?

The seizure stopped, and I laid there, staring out into space with my eyes wide open, time frozen.

A foggy, white light blanketed everything in the room as a transparent woman stepped out of the haze. Unsure of what was going on, I didn’t know if I was even alive.

“Hello Anna, I am one of your Guardians. I can walk between our worlds. I am taking this opportunity to speak with you on behalf of the elders. We have caused this discomfort, please forgive us.”

I couldn’t speak as I stared through her. Translucent, she had long black hair, silver eyes, and wore the same kind of clothing as the people here in Poseidia.

Is she a ghost?

“Come with me, I want to take you somewhere that we can speak more clearly.” Her voice echoed in my head, but her lips didn’t move.

I placed my hand in hers and sat up. Only, my body didn’t sit up—I had placed my ethereal hand in hers, not my physical one. As I looked down, my body was frozen in time—eyes wide open in shock. Absent now of any fear, I realized I was having an out-of-body experience. An enormous sense of peace and love filled my soul. I could trust her.

I regained my voice and asked, “Am I dead?”

“No, I assure you, you are very much alive. You are safe.”

“Who… are you? Where do you want to take me?” I experienced no real physical sensations, only an intensity of positive emotions—a complete void of any negative.

“I want to take you to a place called No Time—it exists between dimensions. We can speak there, while time stands still here. Come, it is harmless,” she assured as she pulled on my hand.

I didn’t feel her touching me, but my ethereal body responded with movement.

As I stood to walk, the room we were in transformed. A long hallway with all white walls, ceilings, and floors appeared while the Healing Center room faded. Numerous doors lined the walls on both sides.

A bright white light shone through the walls as if they weren’t solid, similar to the walls in my room when the lights were on, but far more intense. It blinded me and I had to shield my eyes. Waves of unconditional love pulsated from the light. I felt safe and at home.

With my hand still in hers, she led me into a room. Lacking the sensation of walking, I realized I floated behind her.

“We can speak here. Take a seat.” Her lips moved now, her voice no longer only in my head. A sound soft, familiar, and a tickle at the back of my mind. Another strong sense of déjà vu overcame me—as if I’d known her forever.

I gripped the top of the chair to keep from falling. As I reached out for support, I became more physically grounded—the warmth of the floor awakening under my bare feet.

“Who are you?” Any time I spoke, it was if an echo resonated through the hallways, and in my head. Slowly, I lowered myself into the chair across from her.

“I am your Guardian. My name is Sarah.”

Again, her voice scratched at my brain as I searched my memories for her.

Sarah continued, “I am an original ancestor of Atlantis. When Atlantis fell, some people escaped to other lands, and some chose to become Mer with the help of a genetic engineer. Others, like me, walked into another dimension. Where we live, Atlantis is still above water and is as it was over ten thousand years ago. In your world, Poseidia is all that remains of ancient Atlantis.” She reached across the table for my hand.

Atlantis? “I don’t understand.” Other dimension?

“You will in time. Your King Mestor will help,” she assured.

I allowed her to hold my hand briefly and in the split second, a deep stirring, similar to a repressed memory pushed to the surface.

“The king? He knows about this place?” I fumbled with my hands, holding them together so she couldn’t touch me again, disliking the confusing feelings.

“He’ll be joining us soon in our dimension. We took this opportunity to speak with you, to give you a message: You were, in a past life, an original Atlantean, my sister, and dearest friend,” she confessed as a tear trailed down her cheek.

Why is she sad? “What past life? What… is that?” My sister? I pressed back in the chair, trying to pull my energy away from her. But when I met her eyes, I knew she spoke truth. Feeling a strong connection to her, part of me wanted to believe what she said.

“Then, your name was Hesperis. You were our queen, wife of King Atlas. You died when… a strong tidal wave hit you. The first of many to come, destroying Atlantis, our home.”

“I died?” In disbelief, I grew uncomfortable and my skin crawled, not wanting to hear about another death. Remembering my tumble from the cruise ship caused enough anxiety.

“You did not want to leave, even though I begged. You died in my arms moments before I walked into this dimension. You were trying to save a young boy who was lost.”

“I don’t remember any of this.” Fear slithered into my heart.

“You are not meant to. If people remembered their past lives, they would also remember their past deaths. It can be traumatic. Once you reach full integration, the memories of your ancestors, and your past lives, will be available to you.”

“I don’t want to know.”

“It matters not. It will be.” Her eyebrows rose over her silver eyes and she placed her hands on the table face down, so sure of herself.

Confused, I put my head in my hands, covering my eyes. Am I dreaming?

“This new life has been given to you as a gift—you are here to help your people once again. The world is changing, and you will play a part. The veil between our worlds is thinning and one day they will merge in order to save what remains of yours. A great plague is coming that will infect all of land’s humankind. It will be only the beginning of many changes to come. Save as many as you can. Help them transform their hearts, minds, and bodies. Once we merge, the new Atlantis will be born. I must go—I cannot maintain the connection much longer.” Sarah stood and turned to walk away.

“How?” I jumped up knocking the chair over.

“You will know when the time comes. Prepare for it.” Sarah was fading—I could barely see her now. “We will be with you for guidance. Summon me whenever you need me. You will instinctively know how. My time has run out—find me in dormiveglia. I must go.” She disappeared, leaving me alone in the room.

“Wait, come back. I don’t understand. When? What do I do? How do I prepare?” I asked the empty room. As I walked out into the hallway, it faded to black. Dormiveglia? What’s that?

My body jerked up off the table.

“She’s back,” Lily chimed, relieved.

I blinked my eyes, trying to focus as the excruciating pain of the electric shock coursed through my body.

“What happened?” I managed to squeak out, shaking and gasping.

“You went into seizures when we turned up your sensory dampener. We had to turn it back down,” she informed as she hovered over me, checking my pulse and feeling my forehead.

“Where’s Sarah?” I asked, my voice an unrecognizable croak.

“Who?” Lily and Lucas asked in unison.

“The woman I spoke to, Sarah. Where’d she go?”

Lily and Lucas looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders.

Disoriented, I tried to sit up on the table, but couldn’t. My eyes darted around the room, trying to make sense of what happened. I opened and closed my hands and wiggled my feet, renewing sensation in my extremities. Finally, I managed to halfway prop myself up on my elbows. “I think you can turn it back up now.”

“I don’t believe we should.” Lily took my hand while pressing on my shoulder, indicating I should lie back down.

“It’s okay. Sarah said they caused the seizure so they… she could talk to me.” I coughed; my mouth cottony dry. With a few deep breaths, I settled my nerves, now weighed down by my physical body.

“This Sarah, who is she?” Lily asked.

“She said she is an ancestor, an original… Atlantean who walked into another dimension.” And my sister? I blinked my eyes repeatedly. My heart still raced as I tried to wrap my mind around what happened. Disbelief grew the more the minutes ticked by. Atlantean? Pfft. I’m sure it was a hallucination.

“An ancestor visited you?” Lucas asked excitedly. His eyes twinkled with a hint of joy.

“I guess,” I said. “Try it again.” Eager to get it over with, somehow, I knew this time I wouldn’t go into a seizure.

“What did she say to you?” Lucas asked.

“I didn’t understand the message.” Blushing, truth was, I’d feel completely silly reiterating what she said. I thought it would sound egotistical. Besides, I wanted to forget the huge ramifications and simply get this integration over with.

Lucas glanced at Lily, and she nodded her head in understanding. “Try it, but be cautious. If she starts seizing again, we’ll turn it down again.”

They agreed and slowly restarted the process. This time, only a mild shock went through my body. It grew in intensity until it fizzled out into the background.

Voices swirled all around me. Feeling as if I had the worst vertigo in my life, I tried to sit up unsuccessfully. Colors hovered in the air everywhere I looked. The electroreceptors all over my body hummed, full of energy, coursing up my body in waves.

“I know I’m hallucinating now,” I marveled.

“Why, what do you see? Is it an ancestor again?” Lucas asked, animatedly.

“No, I see colors everywhere around you and Lily. It’s disorienting.”

“As part of the integration, you will see, hear, and feel in more than three dimensions. This is how you will experience the world from now on. We will teach you how to orient yourself and control it. You should be able to turn it off and on at will.”

“Great, more training.”

“Please, get her some water,” Lucas ordered one of the assistants. To me he said, “Rest, the ceremony will be in a few hours. Take a nap—you’ll feel better when you wake.” Lucas then left after scanning me.

One of the assistants returned with water and I gulped it down.

Lily sat down on the side of the bed and held my hand. “I thought you were dying. I didn’t know what to do.” Motherly, she kissed my hand, and brushed back my hair.

“I love you, Lily. You’re the mother figure I needed but didn’t realize was missing from my life.” Did I say that? Did I mean it? Yeah, I think I did. I’d grown to love it here, too.

“Well, sleep, my daughter. I’ll sit here with you while you rest.”

The integration, and all the training leading up to it, had exhausted me. My head pounded and I closed my eyes to ease the ache. I drifted off for a short while. Slowly I awoke—I’d been asleep long enough to feel refreshed, and more adjusted to my new perceptions. Lily remained in a chair at the end of the bed with her eyes closed.

“Lily?” I whispered, not wanting to wake her if she slept.

She opened one eye, “Yes? I’m only meditating. Do you feel better?”

“I do. How long was I out?”

“Only about thirty minutes—not long. It’s good to reset your system. If you feel well enough, we’ll head to the ceremonial room.” Lily stood and placed her hand in mine.

“I guess we should get it over with.”

“Where we’re going is all the way across the city. We’ll have to take a portal to get there or you’ll collapse from exhaustion before we make it.” Lily led me to a doorway in the same room as the healing tanks. She touched a portal key on her ear the way Roman had and the same black swirling tar appeared.

We stepped through, and out into a small gazebo-type structure, which housed five similar doorways.

“What is this?” I asked.

“A central portal location for this side of the city. There is a similar structure behind the Training Center, for residents coming from this side.” She led me toward the temple, where the ceremony would take place.

It resembled something out of a Greek myth. Huge white pillars held up a slanted roof made of a sparkling white marble. Steps made of the same marble led to decorated doorways, spanning the entirety of the front wall. Statues of people unknown to me stood on each step leading up to the doorway. They resembled the figures in the garden—I felt as if I should know who they were and I wanted to run my fingers over every detail.

We stood at the base of the steps looking up. I tugged on Lily’s hand to stop as the buzz of people had grown in intensity with every step closer.

“Wow, that’s a bit overwhelming.” I paused, allowing the bustle to quiet, before taking the first step up. On each step, I had to stop and wait for the humming to integrate into my new physiology before moving on. “I don’t know how I’ll ever get used to this.”

“You will. Then you’ll forget how you felt before.”

“Will the other levels of integration be the same?”

“Perhaps. Your senses will be heightened. Roman gained a unique set of gifts at each level he was able to integrate.”

The pulsing of drums and chanting grew louder as we moved towards the door. Lily moved ahead of me and pushed open the heavy doors. Inside, the noises grew in intensity as we slowly walked into the foyer. In the center of the temple was a circular room with double doors—I knew inside this room would be the ceremony. Two women dressed in long, sheer white gowns stood outside.

“Who are they?” I whispered.

“Two of our priestesses.”

As we approached, they turned in unison to a table behind them and held out two tall opalescent mugs to us. Lily took one and motioned for me to take the other.

“I can’t do this,” I protested, taking the mug from the priestess.

“Why not?” Lily asked.

“I’m almost naked.”

“You’ll learn over time to be less ashamed of your body, it’s beautiful. It is how we’re born,” Lily said.

“Yes, but… but…” I sighed. “It’s the culture I come from.”

“You’re no longer confined by the social structures you were raised with. Be free, you’re free here.”

“Free. Sure.” Free and naked. “What is this?” As I put the mug to my nose and sniffed, my face crinkled up in disgust.

“This is a traditional ceremonial drink. It will help to lower your defenses and enhance your perceptions, so you can experience the Connective and everyone in it,” she explained as she drank it quickly. “Drink, it’ll help you relax,”

“Okay. Maybe I do need that.” I downed it all at once, as she did, and almost gagged, “That’s the vilest stuff ever.” The liquid surged through my body, a dizzying heat growing as my blood spread the opiates, and I was seeing double within a minute. “What wasss tthhhattt?” Slurring my words, I put my hand out to catch myself from falling. One of the priestesses held me up.

“As I said, it’s our ceremonial drink, a sacred formula. To enhance the experience,” she repeated.

The moment I glanced up at her, my vision grew blurry, and she intermittently grew two heads.

One of the priestesses handed me off to Lily who helped me stand. “You’ll develop a better tolerance in time.”

The priestesses opened the two white doors and a big cloud of white smoke wafted out, welcoming us. The energy of the place engulfed us, and drew us into the room.

As we entered, the haze of smoke and colors made seeing difficult. My eyes adjusted and many people formed a huge spiral and moved in tempo with the drum’s beat.

A line of men and women stood along the wall with various types of drums all keeping a steady, deep beat.

In between the drummers, men stood holding large, thick sticks, decorated with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. They pounded them into the ground, causing it to throb, making me unsteady on my feet. Primal chanting blended with drums.

Vibrations coursed throughout my body, altering what I saw. Barely able to stand, every cell in my body pulsated.

Beside me, Lily also moved her body to the beat. At the start of the spiral, she placed my hand in one of a complete stranger. In that instant, all sound ceased.

With his hand, the stranger gently gripped my arm, his hand firmly planted over the electroreceptors. The beating of the drums, sticks, and chants resumed, in a different and faster beat. A flood of images coursed through my mind and as his whole world and psyche opened up to me—I knew his name, his history, and his life in an instant. He went in and out of focus and grew two heads, as Lily had, and then I realized I’d been passed to the next person.

Like the first man, when I touched this woman, she repeated the movement down the electroreceptors on my arm and I knew her. Then I was moved to another man.

One by one through the spiral of people, I passed from one to another. Over nine hundred souls introduced themselves to me, simply by a touch. I came to know their histories and hopes, finally understanding what it meant to be a part of the Connective.

My head is going to explode.

At the end of the spiral, in the center of the circle, when I reached out to the next man, my hand slipped into Roman’s.

Time stopped.

My breath caught in my throat. As our hands met, he touched his fingertips down my arm, allowing me access to his inner world. In my head his voice said, “I was a gladiator during the time of the Roman Empire. I fought in the arenas. I killed many men, some I considered friends, in the name of entertainment.”

Goosebumps rose up all over my body and instantly I saw it all. Roman stood in an arena, cheered on by an ancient people whose bones were now dust. A celebrity in his time, he became successful at brutally killing. Shamelessly, he’d slaughtered hundreds of men, whose blood he wore mixed with his own. Time after time, he was wounded and bleeding as death knocked at his soul.

Tormented by pain from physical wounds and the knowledge of what he had done to survive, he retired; a rare accomplishment. He then married and went on to teach young men the ruthless secrets of staying alive in the ring.

His life fast-forwarded and I saw him making love to his wife, and the birth of his children. The love he had for them was more powerful than his guilt. A strong sense of honor, emanating from the core of his being, defined him.

Roman’s deep voice echoed in my head again. “I fell overboard one day when I was out fishing with a friend. A storm ravaged our boat and it sunk. I died. The Mers saved me—I guess.”

Then I saw the memory. A fierce storm rolled in out of nowhere and took them by surprise. The intense choking fear he experienced, I felt too. I was with him as a tall wave knocked him overboard, and I lived his agony as he died.

My heart couldn’t take anymore—I thought it would burst into a million pieces, and I tried to pull away from him. Filled with a quiet desperation, a heavy grey cloud filled me as he grabbed my arm and held on, wanting to finish his story.

As I continued to stare into his eyes, I learned how his life had been when he first transformed. Confusion on waking, panic, and anger at knowing your human life was now over and having to leave it behind—I knew these feelings all too well.

Absolute despair at not being able to go home to his wife and children consumed him. Primal, raw fear for them, and their welfare, terrorized him more than any arena opponent ever had. Who would protect them?

It had taken months before he attempted his first escape. To be down here, this far under the sea, with no sensory dampener was a painful hell. Tormented screaming shattered what remained of his humanity, and his sanity.

Roman returned to search for his wife and children a year after his death, to find them living with another man. Betrayal ripped his soul apart as he’d watch from afar—his wife making love to a new husband and his children calling someone else their father. Roman watched, day and night, until the Mers found him.

He was almost dead from having been out of the sea too long.

The years hardened him, allowing his brewing anger to fester. Sometimes he crossed the line into madness, but he would regain his senses after forced hibernation.

The gift of longevity became a curse as he watched his wife and children die. He lived through hundreds of years while his descendants passed. The agonizing pain at the losses burned as fresh and raw as the first time.

Now, I understood why they didn’t fully integrate him. Stuck in his painful hell of being alive, he feared dying and reaching the other side without his wife and children there to embrace him. The belief he would burn, condemned to the lavas of Tartarus for the blood of so many men on his hands, made him grasp onto this life with a wretched hopelessness.

Taking both of my hands into his, he showed me the years, how long and torturous they were. My breath came in short pants and I grew light-headed as I absorbed all the tangled emotions from him.

At the forefront, his deep-seated conviction a life this long was a curse and punishment for his sins, ultimately becoming the unconscious pattern for his coarse behavior.

Fast-forwarding, he showed me the moment he met me, and how his heart ignited for the first time in centuries.

He allowed me to see what he experienced as he watched the tiger shark attack me. How he’d charged from behind, and unable to deter the shark with a hit to the snout, was forced to wound him. Fleeting rage toward me, more than the animal, for having to harm the creature—it went against their beliefs and the role the Mers had vowed to uphold as protectors of the ocean. Yet, his fear for me, born of my ignorance of their ways, was overwhelming, and I couldn’t breathe. Savage wrath and raw strength frightened me.

I relived the night in the cave through his eyes. Fear, and then the spark of love that ignited in his cold, dead heart. Sexual energy, absorbed from the couple making love coursed through his body, and made restraining himself a challenge. So different from the culture he’d come from, he had to wrestle inside of himself to banish tendencies toward hedonistic impulses.

Later, his heart would surge when he saw me, healing after centuries of being alone.

When he saw David on top of me, choking the life out of me, he wanted to kill him—he could’ve snapped his neck easily. But he hadn’t wanted me to see him in such a savage and brutal light, so again he restrained his impulses. I experienced his hatred for David, and for what David had done, and how he wanted to spare me the trial of what he’d gone through—living with the torturous guilt of having killed.

Roman revealed his joy at seeing me, teasing me, and touching me. Then his feelings of rejection, hurt at my judgments, and his inability to explain. How he’d wanted to run, and escape heartbreak all over again.

For the people in the Connective, explaining was a foreign concept. Everyone already knew what was required. He’d grown used to not having to find the words, and it was difficult to relearn.

Staring into each other’s eyes, I received all this information instantly. A lifetime composed of painful centuries, transmitted to me in the blink of an eye. Overwhelmed, my head throbbed as if threatening to split in two with the surplus of memories.

As I pulled back, I wondered if he’d had the same experience with my memories. Grabbing his arm, I tried to do as Lily said, and project my thoughts to him.

Vividly, I thought about the days on the cruise ship with David, the ones leading up to my death. I bared to him all the ugliness, haunting my dreams night after night. The ones of the fight we’d had. The moments leading up to David pushing me off the balcony and turning to walk away.

Letting him see the last few minutes of my human life and my first minutes upon awakening here, as raw as they still were, was a huge step in trusting him. I allowed him to feel the emotions I experienced when realized I lost my baby and then awe when I found out my baby was still alive.

I showed him my perception of the first time I’d met him and every encounter since then. Cautiously, I let him feel what I felt for him, and how it had grown over time. 

Lily returned and led me to the outer ring of people waiting to take my hand. Disappointed, I watched as Roman disappeared into the smoke and haze.








  
 





 

Chapter 21

 

By the time I made it back to my quarters, my head swirled, and my nerves were fried. Sick to my stomach, I crashed into my bed without undressing, praying for sleep to stop the nausea.

Sleep didn’t come. I laid there, my head spinning, flooded with information, and unable to stop it all from becoming a tangled mess in my mind. Even my skin hurt to the touch. Worst hangover ever.

Needing sleep, I wanted to crawl into a deep, black hole, and curl up into a fetal position away from all the stimulation.

I hadn’t seen Roman again all night. He disappeared as if he hadn’t been there to begin with. Maybe I imagined it.

Helpless to stop the echo, my mind replayed everyone’s memories, making my brain hurt—I wanted rest.

To differentiate my memories from all of theirs, I would need time in a dark and quiet room to do nothing but process.

Please make it all stop.

Desperate for relief, I got out of bed and walked to the Healing Center in search of Lucas. He gave me the same sleep aide I used my first night here and I returned to my bed.

It was near dawn before I finally drifted off to sleep. My dreams were no longer my own, filled with images of lives I hadn’t lived, and places I haven’t been. Exhaustion still plagued me when I woke up around sunset.

I lay there, not moving, when a piercingly loud tap on my door startled me. Go away.

There was a pause and then a louder tap. Oh, all right. I trudged over to the door and opened it, ready to yell at whoever had intruded upon my respite.

Roman leaned against the opposite wall, looking sexy in a white linen shirt, brown leather pants, and brown suede boots that laced up to his knees. So he does have shirts, interesting. My heart swelled at the sight—simply looking at him made me feel better.

“Roman, I wasn’t expecting you,” I stammered.

“I can see that.”

“Look, I’m sorry, but I feel terrible today, I’m not good company.”

“You’re sick?” he asked, walking toward me.

“My brain is fried from last night. I’m not able to sleep and I feel horribly hung-over,” I mumbled, nervously trying to smooth my bed hair. As I stepped back from the door, I stumbled.

Roman caught me, and lifted me up into his arms. “Are you all right?”

“I really don’t feel well at all…”

He carried me over to my bed, and laid me down. “You’re burning up.”

I whispered, “Why are you here?”

“Lily sent me to brief you on a situation. But I’m more concerned about you being sick. I’ll need to get Lucas.”

“Wait,” I whimpered, grabbing his hand as he turned to go. “Don’t leave me.”

“Fine. I’ll take you to the Healing Center.” Effortlessly, he picked me up again and carried me out of my quarters.

As he walked, I took my hand, and touched his face, feeling the texture of the stubble of his beard.

“You confuse me,” he admitted.

“I know—I’m sorry. Big changes. Need time to adjust.”

“I understand.”

Then I must have passed out, because the next time I opened my eyes, I was in a bed Lily and Lucas were standing at the foot looking concerned.

Lucas did a full body scan, then said, “You are dehydrated, dear, we will need to hydrate you. When was the last time you went for a swim in the ocean?”

“I don’t remember exactly. It’s all a blur with the new connections.” I looked over at Roman, remembering the fight after our last swim.

“It needs to be more often. Try to get in the water every day,” Lucas admonished. He then hooked-up an IV drip, and gave me an injection of something, before he and Lily left me alone with Roman.

“You’ll feel better when you get some fluids in you. How did this happen?” Roman asked.

“It was hot in the temple and I remember sweating a lot. I was still out of it when I went back to my quarters. It’s all fuzzy, and everything is jumbled up together,” I shrugged.

“You have to be more careful,” he scolded.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t lecture me, Mr. Disappearing Act. You said something about a situation?” I perked up, hoping to have some good news about David and the knife. If they’d retrieved it, then I wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore.

“It can wait till you feel better.”

“Tell me, I’m feeling better already.” To illustrate, I sat up in the bed.

“I can tell you’re lying.”

“Just tell me.”

“I’ve tried multiple times to dream-walk David without success. It’s the timing. So, I went back and tried to follow him, but he saw me.”

“Well, yeah, it’s not as if someone of your stature can hide.” I laughed. The idea of Roman trying to be covert was hysterical.

“I guess I don’t blend into the background all that well,” he acknowledged as he sat next to the bed.

“No, not at all. I can go… I’ll do it. I know my way around David’s world better than you.” I glanced at him to gauge his reaction.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he considered, shaking his head.

“And I don’t care what you think… I’m going to do it. This is my fault—I put us all in danger.” I need to fix this, make it right, and find the knife. Dammit, I should have killed David when I had the chance.

“We’ll talk about this later, after I meet with the security team. They’ll do something about David,” he muttered, crossing his arms.

“What can they do? I should go and talk to him, and try to pay him off. What if we give him some jewels in exchange for the knife? There are enough of them down here to make him happy.”

“It’s too dangerous for you.” Roman took my hand and kissed it.

Appreciating the sentiment, I squeezed his hand in reply. There were a few minutes of silence and we gazed at each other, sharing feelings through touch, and my new level of perception.

“Don’t try to protect me. I can take care of myself; I’ve been doing it for years,” I huffed.

“Not a very good job of it. Besides, I take pride in protecting you.”

“Come on, this isn’t the Dark Ages,” I debated.

“It may not be the Dark Ages anymore, but it still makes me feel good.”

“I have years of experience taking care of everything by myself. It’s not easy for me to accept help. I can’t sit idly by and let you clean up my mess.” Defiantly, I crossed my arms over my chest.

“I admire your deep sense of responsibility, but you no longer have to do everything alone. We’re your family and I’m not David.” He walked over to the wall and leaned against it.

“I know you’re not David. Thank God you aren’t. But it doesn’t matter—I want to make up for the mistakes I’ve made. I’ve been… rather difficult.”

“You don’t have to prove yourself.”

“It’s not about proving myself,” I insisted.

“Isn’t it?”

“Maybe proving I’m not some helpless female who makes a mess that everyone has to clean up after,” I said.

“David created the mess, not you—it’s not your fault.”

I glanced over at Roman. Quietly, I had to absorb the last statement he’d made. Perhaps he was right, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to delve into the deeper meaning.

“Maybe it’s not my fault he is the way he is, but it’s my fault I allowed him to use me. Look how far I let the abuse go.”

“I say again, it’s not your fault.” He sat back down in the chair.

“Easy to say. Not so easy to digest,” I mumbled, shifting uncomfortably. It didn’t feel good to bring up feelings I wasn’t completely over.

“It’s never easy,” he sighed as he leaned in and put his elbows on the side of the bed, running his fingers over the electroreceptors on the back of my hand. 

With his voice almost inside my head, I pushed it away with my thoughts. “I enjoy speaking the old-fashioned way,” I whispered, not wanting to reveal more.

“Me too.”

“It’s going to take some getting used to… this Connective concept. I don’t want to share everything—I prefer some mystery. No one wants to know everything about someone else. Of course, it does make you realize everyone else is the same as you on the inside. We all have the same insecurities and desires. In that way, it’s comforting,” I mused with my eyes down, looking at my hand in his. Then I looked up into Roman’s eyes.

“You don’t have to share everything if you don’t want to,” he said.

“How is it you shared your memories with me? I thought you couldn’t transmit.”

“I have my secrets.”

“I bet that comes in handy.”

“It does. No one else knows. I expect your discretion.”

Oh, so I get to keep a secret of Roman’s. “Of course,” I agreed. “Roman…” I hesitated, finding my words. “I get you.”

He paused, soaking it in. “I get you, too.”

I looked at him, his scars, now knowing the pain behind them. With a simple touch, I could know the entire story behind each injury. Details would come through as though I’d lived it myself. I could speed it up, or slow it down to focus on certain events or feelings.

Gingerly, I touched the ragged mark running down the left side of his face.

“Don’t get too lost. They’re not happy memories.” His eyes emanated a deep sadness.

“I’m masochistic.” I traced the scar, feeling its rough texture.

“Learn to not go too far into anyone. You can lose yourself—it isn’t worth it.”

“How do I do that?”

“You stop when you feel yourself diving down into someone’s psyche. Put on the brakes, so to speak.” Roman lovingly kissed my palm, removing it from his scar, and replaced it gently back into my lap.

“I’ll have to practice that.”

“Do. It’ll save you from a lot of needlessly lost energy.”

“Lily said you’d gone to Atlia.”

Roman leaned back in the chair and stretched out his arms over his head. “I have to be there for a few months. I rotate between cities, training them.”

“You weren’t… running from me?” My heart sped up afraid of his answer.

“I’ve faced much scarier creatures than you.”

I smiled as relief washed over me. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, for being so defensive, and taking out my stress on you. Will you come back to Poseidia once you’re done training?”

He nodded, “I’m here now.”

I sighed. “I missed you.”

“Did you now?”

“I did.”

After a long and thoughtful pause he said, “She isn’t beautiful.”

“What? Who?”

“You showed me your memories, remember? She, the one with the red hair, she isn’t beautiful—she is a fake kind of woman. That’s not true beauty.”

“David thought so.”

“David has no honor,” the sincerity showed in his face. “And I assure you—you had no reason to be jealous. Men who idealize those kind of trampy, shallow women, well, are no one to waste your time with.”

“I’m not jealous… anymore.”

“Good.”

Silently, I lay there, thinking he was much more perceptive than I realized. I still had a hard time wrapping my tiny brain around how long he has lived, and everything he’d been through—I’d be bitter too. “You’re from the Roman Empire?”

“It doesn’t matter now. That was a lifetime ago.” Roman reclaimed my hand and kissed it. Long dark eyelashes tickled my palm as he rubbed it across his face. The texture and roughness of his scar lit up my electroreceptors as he turned my palm over and rubbed the back of my hand over his stubble.

“It does matter… it matters to me.”

“You only want to know my age. Do you have a problem with older men?”

“Not at all. I was simply curious, and I wanted to know…” my thoughts trailed off not wanting to say what I was thinking.

“If I’m going to die soon. Am I that old?”

“Yeah,” I winced, afraid of his answer.

“No one knows when they’re going to die. But, we do have advantages I utilize down here.”

“Because you’re afraid…”

“No, I didn’t say that. If I want to continue this life, I use the fountain and hibernate. Or… I could choose to die of old age, as humans do.”

I felt a deep pang in my heart at the thought of him dying. “No.”

“I’ll control it as long as I can.”

After becoming so familiar with loss, I wasn’t reassured to learn of his vulnerability and eventual death. I couldn’t let him risk his own fragile life for something I’d done.

“Where’s Lily?” My palms became sweaty as I tried to hide the beginnings of a plan to retrieve the knife myself.

“She’s out in the main room, with Lucas, working on something.”

“Can you get her for me?” I needed Roman out of here—he could read my thoughts quicker than anyone. Frantically, I put up a wall and pushed him out of my energy.

“You don’t enjoy my company anymore?”

Be honest and maybe he won’t probe my thoughts for more information. “It’s not that. She said after the integration I could get a key to the portals. I want one now.” If I can convince them to give me one, it would make this so much easier. Stay cool and block your thoughts.

“So you can go find the knife without any backup?”

Damn, he knows.

“I wouldn’t do that. Only in case something happens with my baby,” I lied, gauging his reaction. Trembling from trying to shelter my intentions, I had no idea if I was successful.

Roman didn’t reveal a thing. “We’re coming up with a plan to contain this situation. Right now, we all need to lay low and monitor it. He may have done nothing other than to sell the jewels.”

“Please, will you get Lily? I’m a part of the Connective now. I need a key to the portals. And one of those predator deflectors she mentioned, in case I want to swim outside of the netted dome by myself. You, and everyone else, has one. If they want to trust me, they have to take chances on me.”








  
 





 

Chapter 22

 

Roman left. I hoped he would do what he promised and talk her into it. While I waited, I practiced erecting a protective wall. If I was going to successfully return, on my own, to recover the knife from David, I would have to be hyper-aware of my thoughts. Mentally, I played with images I thought might offer me some thought protection, but I couldn’t seem to keep a wall intact. Then an idea came to me—a mirrored bubble.

Imagining a large bubble encircling my whole body, I painted the outside with a mirrored surface. My intention was anytime someone tried to cross a boundary, their own thoughts and energy would bounce back to them. To me, this seemed easier to keep in place than a boring old brick wall. A bubble fit my personality.

Lily entered. “Roman said you’re requesting a procedure.”

“A procedure? I… requested a key to the portals.” I strengthened the bubble.

Lily was too good at knowing my thoughts, so I had to make sure I kept the visual intact. The idea of a light switch came to me, and I placed an imaginary one inside the bubble wall. Clearly, I saw on and off written, and I flipped the circuit decisively to on. Where were all these ideas coming from?

“That’s what I mean. It requires an implant into your brain accessing your neural network. Are you up for that?” Lily came to the side of the bed and leaned over to feel my forehead.

What? An implant? The moment I experienced a glimmer of fear, the bubble wavered but remained on. Focus. No negative emotions.

“I don’t know,” I hesitated. Another procedure, can I do it? I have to if I want to set this right. “Yes, I’m up for it. In fact, I insist.”

“Okay. You’ll need it to proceed with training, but use it with caution.” Bringing her hand down, she caressed my cheek and tilted her head, studying my face. She squinted her eyes suspiciously, but I smiled, trying to reassure her of innocent intentions.

Don’t show her anything other than what she wants to see. Me, here—no thoughts of David.

I soaked in the feeling of the Connective from her touch, closed my eyes, and took a deep, calming breath. “Oh, I will. And… a predator deterrent?” Displaying the saddest puppy dog eyes I could muster, I hoped to influence her decision.

“A predator deterrent doesn’t require a procedure. It’s a small device carried around your arm.” She picked up my hand, indicating my wrist. The velvety texture of her hands was soft and reassuring.

“Good, I’ll feel safer when I’m out being rehydrated.”

She lectured, “I’d recommend staying in the safety of the netted dome.”

“Recommendation noted,” I said, smiling. “Can we do the portal key thing today?”

“If you wish. It doesn’t take long and there’s no recovery.”

I vigorously nodded my head while biting my lips. To get her off topic then, I asked, “Have you been down to see my baby?”

“Of course, your child is fine. I’ll get Lucas and we’ll get you prepped.” She left to find Lucas as Roman returned.

“I have to go and meet with the security team. I’ll inform you of what they conclude,” Roman said, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. “And I hear you’ll be getting a portal key.”

I checked to be sure my mirrored bubble was still intact. “Yes, I’m finally getting some status around here.”

Roman intently studied my face. “You already had that, my dear.”

“I don’t think so.” I gave him the biggest and cheesiest smile I could muster, trying to avert his attention from the change in my thought projection.

“I’ll see you later,” he bent over and kissed my forehead.

Grabbing him around the neck, I pulled him in close, and gave him a real kiss. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

“I never do,” he mumbled, then left.

The room seemed vacant and eerie without him and my anxiety grew. Before it got too late tonight, I wanted to get out of here and on David’s trail. Stay calm and centered—focus on the goal.

Lucas returned with a long-needled syringe.

“What is that?” I asked, cringing, as my heart sped up.

“This syringe contains the tiny microchip for the portal key. I’ll insert it through your superior orbital surface and implant the device into your head. It should not be painful,” he explained.

The size of the needle looked more appropriate for a horse, than my eye; it unnerved me.

“It connects with the prefrontal cortex of your brain,” Lucas continued. “To use it you must have this on your ear.” He handed me a clip, resembling Roman’s.

I enclosed it in my fist and grinned.

“Touch it and it will activate the portal opening. To program the coordinates into your chip you need to know where you are going,” Lucas paused. “You either need to have been to the other side of the portal opening, or have the coordinates downloaded into your brain.”

“So, I can go to the house in San Francisco?”

“Yes, although not because of the chip, and I do not advise going alone. When you went with Roman, you did not have the chip, so that location is not currently stored. However, as a fail-safe, all portals when activated, if lacking direction, go back to the last requested destination. The more places you go, the more coordinates will be stored on your microchip, and the more locations you will be able to visit.” He took out a small bottle and inserted the syringe.

“I’m confused,” I admitted.

“Give it time. It is not as complicated as I made it sound.” Slowly, he pulled the handle on the syringe back, filling it with some kind of fluid.

I swallowed hard, eyeing the long needle. “Well, then after I have been lots of places, how do I tell it where I want to go?” My voice quivered, betraying the shakiness I felt.

“You will see once it is in. When you go to use it, touch the clip,” he pointed down, indicating the small bit of metal in my hand. “A list will appear that only you will see, and you can control selection with your thoughts.”

“I didn’t know it was such high tech,” I said, scared now to have a microchip put into my head.

“Lie still, I’ll get this in, and we can talk some more if you have further questions.” Walking to the side of the bed armed with the long needle, he held it up and expelled excess air.

“Okay.” I closed my eyes, trembling.

Lucas put his hands on my face and I felt the needle go behind my eyeball. Before I could gasp or cry out he said, “All done.”

“That’s it?” I blinked, surprised.

“Yes.”

“The integration hurt worse.”

“There is nothing to it. Do not lose the clip, because it is specifically programmed for the chip I put in your brain. Keep it somewhere safe, and when you want to use it, attach it here.” He slipped it on the top of my ear lobe for me. It felt no different than wearing an earring.

“What happens if I lose it?”

“In the event of an emergency, I can program a new one for you—I only prefer you not make a habit out of it.”

“I understand. I will be careful.”

“If you notice anything unusual, please let me know. Any more questions?”

“I’m sure I’ll think of some, but right now, no,” I said, anxious to implement my plan. “Thank you, Lucas.”

“You are most welcome.”

“Can I go back to my quarters now? I’m feeling much better.” I glanced at the door, making sure Roman hadn’t returned.

Lucas checked my vitals, and unhooked me from the IV. “You are free to go—your fever is gone. If any symptoms come back, let me know.”

“I thought no one got sick around here,” I joked.

“You were dehydrated, not filled with disease,” he replied with a super-serious tone.

“Well, I feel much better. I want to get back to my own bed, take a bath, relax, and get some rest,” I lied.

“Give yourself time to adjust, and avoid anything risky. I have to get back to work.”

As soon as he left the room, I tiptoed to the door. I needed to get out of here before anyone came back. Now, I could track down the knife. Thoughts of visiting my baby fleetingly went through my mind, but Lily would quickly find me and make leaving more difficult. Fearing I wouldn’t have another chance, I sprinted back to my quarters, regaining my strength with every step.

This mess is my fault—I can’t let anyone else risk their life. Time to own up for my mistakes and set things right.

I need a solid plan to get the knife back. Finding my locket wasn’t important, but if I came across it, I’d be thrilled.

Remember—keep the mirror bubble on. Focus.

I hated having to hide, but I didn’t want Lily to worry and send Roman on a rescue mission again. I wanted to do this by myself.

I couldn’t let anyone suffer because of my own stupidity.

Who knows what David’s up to.

Suspicion had filled his face when he saw my skin and eyes. I would feel better when I had the knife back in my possession and knew with absolute certainty there was no risk to my people or my baby.

Maybe I’m being paranoid, but look at what happened last time I doubted my own feelings.

What’s my plan? Think, think.

I paced back and forth in front of the glass wall in my quarters, my eyes darting around the city. Humans would destroy this place given the chance. David would enjoy destroying my new life. With trembling hands, I touched the portal key on my ear. Scared to do this on my own and see David again, I had no other choice.

But if I had a weapon, it might offer some protection. With the beginnings of a plan forming in my head, I left my quarters and sprinted across the city to the weapons training room. At this time of night, I hoped no one would be there.

The place was a ghost town and of course, the doors were unlocked.

They’re so trusting.

I searched the weaponry training room’s closet for something I could use. The little knives I trained with the other day lay on the top shelf in plain sight—I could do this. Now, I had to get them back to my quarters, covertly.

Where do I put them?

With no pockets in my dress, I folded them inside my hands and held them close to my body, as if I were cold. Taking the long way back through the gardens, I slowed my pace, avoiding the chance of running into anyone. My heart fluttered, and my hands shook. Breathing deeply, I maintained focus on my new mirrored bubble.

Back in my quarters, I stared at the section of wall that had turned into a portal the last time I’d left with Roman. I felt wicked, nothing more than a sneaky thief in the night. But this time I wasn’t escaping, I was going back to make right on a mistake.

Oh heck, if I think too long I’ll lose my nerve. I have to go now, before Lily or Roman notices.

Taking a deep breath, I activated the clip.

The same door appeared out of nowhere, and the black velvet tar swirled. This is so cool.

A tiny screen appeared in my visual field with a long line of numbers. It resembled a clear computer screen only I could see. As Lucas predicted, there were no saved destinations. I was forced to rely on the fail-safe; that the portal would take me back to San Francisco.

Be brave.

While I worked up the nerve to walk through, I imagined myself lying in my bed, sleeping. Then visualized walls around my bedroom. Finally, I pictured myself splitting into two people, leaving an imprint of myself in bed. Unsure if it would work or where the idea had come from, I thought it was worth a try.

The worst that could happen is Lily sends Roman after me again, right?








  
 





 

Chapter 23

 

Wrapping my fists around the daggers, I stepped into the black swirling portal. I arrived in the same hallway Roman took me to, what now seemed like ages ago. Good, it worked. Hooray.

After I spent a few seconds celebrating having accomplished something on my own, I hurried to the bedroom.

Frantically, I changed clothes and put on a heavy layer of makeup. Not wanting to lose the ear clip, I removed it and placed it on the top of the dresser.

Grabbing another purse from the closet, I put the two daggers inside, and slung it over my shoulder. Thank goodness they are well-stocked. A black leather jacket hung in there too, which I slipped on. As I passed the room Roman had changed in, his scent permeated the air. My thoughts drifted to him and I stopped myself. For a split second, I swore I sensed his presence. Focusing again on keeping the mirrored bubble on, I scolded myself for my momentary lapse.

Don’t forget you’re a part of the Connective now. If you think of anyone, they may sense you.

Nervous, I ran down to the kitchen as the final rays of the Pacific sun streamed through the windows. Which cabinet had the cash and key box? I opened several before I found what I was looking for. Shaking, I fumbled and dropped the keys several times. By the time I finally opened the box, my hands trembled so badly I had to stop and take a few breaths. Now, I truly felt criminal. The walls close in on me, mocking my weakness.

No—I can do this.

Breathe deep, count to ten.

I regained my composure, and stuffed a large wad of cash into the purse. I’ll bribe David for the knife. There must be at least a hundred grand here. That’s David’s weakness.

Unsure which keys went with what cars, I simply took a set. It would be easy to figure out which car it went to since they were all newer with keyless entry buttons.

Slipping on a pair of sunglasses, I tucked my hair up into a black ball cap, and re-slung the purse over my shoulder. Feeling the passage of time ticking in my head, I walked out into the expansive garage.

Out of the four cars in the garage, the keys I’d grabbed fit a small black Mercedes SUV. This car will blend in, no problem. New car smell permeated the air and I inhaled, settling my nerves. I pulled out of the garage as the sun was setting. The time difference would give me a few more hours of night.

Briefly, I stopped in the driveway and checked my reflection in the mirror. Do I look recognizable? I turned my head from side to side, then pulled a few long locks of hair down from the cap to cover the receptors down the side of my neck. Although I’d concealed them with makeup, they had texture and stood out from my skin. No one would notice unless they got too close, and I didn’t plan on that.

I rolled the windows down and cranked the radio up, singing along with whatever came on, even if I didn’t know the lyrics. It helped to settle my nerves and build my courage. It was a clear night and the fresh scent of the ocean wafted through the car windows, reminding me of home.

My anxiety turned into an inappropriate giddiness. For a second, I simply enjoyed the moment. Scared and nervous as hell, an adrenaline rush ran through my veins.

I feel so free.

When I got to David’s house, he wasn’t home. He’s probably at work. I might as well re-check the house. 

As I approached and searched the planters, I remembered Roman was the last one to have the spare key. Damn.

Doesn’t matter, I’ll head to the hospital.

I made it to Stanford with no problems and pulled into the parking lot at the hospital, easily finding David’s car.

So far, so good.

In the hospital, I headed to the cardiology wing. With my head down and sunglasses on tight, I turned up the collar of my leather jacket.

While passing the nurses’ station, I heard, “Excuse me, can I help you?”

Startled, I turned, “Yes, can you tell me if Dr. David Sohon is still in surgery?”

“Let me check,” said the young nurse with long blonde hair. “He got out of surgery about ten minutes ago. Can I page him for you?”

“No, no, I’ll just try him on his cell again.” I snuck down the hallway toward David’s office, slowing my pace, afraid the next person rounding the corner would be him. My heart hammered in my chest, betraying my seemingly calm outward demeanor. Panic rose into my throat. The sterile smell of the hospital mixed with the scent of death and decay causing me to gag. Calm down. I can do this.

Slowly, I strode by his door and tried to look in through the frosted glass bordering the door. The lights were off. Search his office. Nonchalantly, I turned around further down the hall and returned to his door. It’s the only place I can think of where he would hide Roman’s knife outside the house.

The knob was cold as I closed my hand around it and turned, opening the door. Thank goodness, he left it unlocked. Inside, I leaned back against the door and let my breath out.

Now what?

Familiarity brought an onslaught of memories. I helped him decorate this office during his first week here. In fact, I’d bought him the motivational poster. Now, it screamed at me, reflecting back my naivety. Time I’d wasted on someone who didn’t return my devotion.

At his desk, I pulled open and searched all the drawers. The bottom drawer on the left was locked and I kicked it in frustration. Of course.

The sound of voices at the door sent a surge of panic through my body. I looked around, but there was nowhere to hide.

Crap, what do I do?

As the door opened, I froze. David stood silhouetted before flipping on the lights. When he saw me, for a moment, he looked startled, but quickly recovered his composure as his face darkened and his mouth slowly turned into a crooked smile. He closed and locked the door behind him.

“Well, well,” he said, walking over to me. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Expecting me? What? My eyes darted to the door and back to him. “What do you mean?” My pulse skyrocketed.

“You left something behind last time you were at my place and I’ve seen your gorilla boyfriend following me. It must be valuable to him,” he said, calm and in control. “I figured you’d be back to retrieve it.” David sat on the desk and attempted to grab my hand and pull me to him as I backed up against the window. I easily twisted my arm out of his grasp.

“Where is it?” I asked, suspicious of his change in behavior.

“It’s good to see you, Anna.” Ignoring my question, he reached out again and grabbed ahold of my arm, digging his finger into a sensitive spot near my elbow.

In pain, I rotated it again, trying to free myself, but now unable to do so. With a death grip on my arm, he managed to pull me into him. “You have good timing, I just finished my shift. I was going to go out and grab some dinner—why don’t you join me?”

Yielding to his anger-driven strength, I squirmed and then spat, “You’ve got to be kidding. No way in hell will I ever go anywhere with you.” I barely controlled the rage welling up inside of me. Again, this far away from the Connective, I lost the link to the group euphoria.

“You should be nicer if you want your knife back,” he taunted, the arrogance in his voice infuriating me.

“Give it to me and I’ll go.”

“Go where? Where are you living these days?”

“It’s none of your business.” Finally able to free my arm from his grip, I started to snake around the desk, when he grabbed me around the waist and pulled me back. “Let me go David.” I pushed at him, keeping my voice low. “Or I’ll scream.” The feel of his hands sent me reeling back into all the bad memories. Part of me became paralyzed at his touch. Maybe the knife wasn’t worth it.

No, I have to get it back. I can do this.

David’s eyes slid to the door. “I won’t hurt you, I’ve missed you.” Too tender for the David I’d grown to know. Always charming in the beginning of our relationship, I knew his dark side too well now to fall for the charade.

Unexpectedly, he grabbed my face and kissed me hard.

I pulled back intending to slap him when he grabbed my hand midair.

“Come on, go get dinner with me, and we’ll talk. Then I’ll take you to your knife, if you want it that bad. Be a good girl, cooperate, and you will get what you want.” A malevolent glint in his eyes belied his pretty words.

“You swear?” A cold shiver crept up my spine. What other choice do I have? Maybe he’ll give it back to me, then this will all be over with, and I can move on with a clean slate.

How many times have I fallen for his manipulation in the past? 

What other choice do I have if I want to get the knife back?

“Of course, honey,” he said. “It’s only a silly little knife. I believe you really came back for me.”

Not in a million years, honey.

Play along and maybe this will go better.

“Okay, let’s go talk,” I muttered, swallowing my emotions, my rage. Play his game, but know he is up to something. 

Do not ever trust him.

I can do this—I’m a pro at his game now.

“Let me grab a few things, close up my office, and we can leave,” he said, turning to open a small wooden locker made to blend with the wall. David arrogantly undressed and stood there naked, as if we were still a couple who changed in front of each other all the time.

I averted my eyes.

He watched me keenly as he changed, apparently wanting to see my reaction, to see if I snuck a glance. It would only inflate his ego if I did.

What I wanted was for him to be scared of me. Damn it, he should be scared, I can hurt him now. I’m stronger, aren’t I? I was, physically, but now my emotions were growing weak.

He turned off his computer and grabbed his suit coat. Taking my hand, he led me out of the door and locked it behind us.

As we walked out, passing the nurse’s station, he kissed the back of my hand as he waved to the nurses sitting behind the counter.

Putting on a show, David? 

When we were past them, he gripped my arm by the same tender spot on the elbow, digging his fingers in so hard it hurt, and led me to his car.

“Will you ease up? That hurts.” I tried to wiggle out of his grip. “I’ll follow you in my car to wherever it is you want to go.”

“No, I’ll drive,” he insisted.

I have a bad feeling about this. The same old feeling of being out of control grabbed me around my heart and squeezed. Hating it, my hands started shaking as I felt myself falling into an old pattern of compliance.

How can he still do this to me?

David opened the passenger door and I slid into the front seat of his silver BMW. I put the purse in my lap and touched the outline of the daggers through the leather. I’ll use them if I have to.

I can do this. Take back control.

“Where are we going to eat?” I plastered a fake smile across my face.

“Someplace special,” he said coldly, as he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, remaining stoic as he drove down Highway 101 in the direction of Mountain View. Exiting the highway, he headed toward a suburb.

“Are there restaurants this way? It looks residential,” I said, warning lights flashing in my mind.

“I thought we’d stop by the house and I can change,” he informed me with no expression on his face.

“What house?” 

Remaining silent, he drove with his lips tight and his eyes vacant.

Oh, now I get it, that was all for show. His colleagues had been there, so he wouldn’t want anyone to see me. They all think I’m dead. Man, he’s smooth, and with my sunglasses on and hat pulled tight, no one would’ve recognized me unless I’d caused a scene.

How can I be so stupid?

Darn it girl, when will you ever learn?

David pulled into a circular driveway, leading up to a large house. Whoever lived here was rich because this house was enormous.

“Who lives here?”

“I do.”

“Since when?”

“I closed on it and took possession a few days ago. The movers will be here with the rest of my stuff from the rental tomorrow.”

“How can you afford this? You only started at the hospital and the debt we had… there’s no way,” I responded, feeling confused and angry.

Life after my death seemed lavishly good.

David remained silent, indicating he was not going to elaborate as he parked in front of the house. “Let’s get this over with.” He unlocked the front door and we walked inside.

As I looked around, a wave of anger so intense, I could barely control it, washed over me. This house was my once upon a time dream house, straight out of the magazines I used to pine over, complete with the most magnificent furniture I had ever seen.

A large pool glimmered in the moonlight through glass French doors, opening out onto a patio. I choked back emotions so intense my throat seemed swollen and tight. My dream house. Now it’s his, built on my death.

“Who do you live here with?” I fumed.

“No one.” He walked through, turning on lights.

“Why did you bring me here?” To my dream house? Cruel bastard.

“To talk,” he said, a venomous bite to his words.

“You’re lying,” I choked back tears. “How could you have afforded this place? I want to know. I know what our financial situation was, it wasn’t this!” I waved my arm around the house.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to,” he warned, pouring himself a drink. “Would you care for a beverage?”

“No, I want the knife and then I’ll go,” I retorted, needing to get out of here and back to Poseidia.

“No,” he snarled.

“No? What do you mean ‘no’?”

“I can’t afford to allow you to leave and take the chance someone will see you alive. It would be bad for my reputation,” he sneered as he walked over to the French doors leading to the patio, tugging on them, making sure they were locked.

My breathing became shallow and fast. “No one will see me. I’ll take the knife and go. You won’t have to worry about me again.” My knees shook and my mouth went dry. I hugged my purse close to my body, fingering the daggers.

“I don’t worry. You should see the upstairs, I had it furnished and decorated—it’s nice.” He approached me with two drinks in his hands.

Enraged, I retreated from him. “No, I’ve seen enough. I need to go. People know where I am, and they will come looking for me soon.” My voice shook.

“Now, come on, Anna. It’s beautiful, exactly your dream house.” He handed me a drink—two fingers of whiskey, neat.

I took it from him, and threw it in his face.

“You’re going to regret that.” Seething, he closed the distance between us with a final step.

The liquor on his breath gagged me as I went for the daggers in my purse. David yanked the purse from me, and threw it across the room before I had a chance to react. Dammit.

“What I want to know is how you’re here? How did you survive the accident?”

“It was no accident and you know it,” I spat back at him.

“That’s not the way I remember it. I saw you jump after you threatened to take your own life. That’s what the police believe.” David seized my arms, his fingers tearing into my flesh. “You’re dead and you have to stay dead. You’ll ruin everything.”

“Look, David, all I want is the knife,” I pleaded.

“And then what?”

“And then I’ll leave,” I whimpered.

“Sorry, I can’t take that chance, you should’ve stayed dead,” he hissed.

I pressed back into the wall, leading to the stairs. You’re stronger now, Anna. What are you doing cowering from him? Old patterns were harder to break than I thought.

Rotating my arms out of his grasp, I shoved him away from me. He grabbed the collar of my jacket and pulled me to him, just as he took something out of his back pocket, and plunged a needle into my arm.

I kneed him in the balls and he slapped the sunglasses off my face. My cheek stung where he’d hit me. Fury flowed through my veins as I dropped to the floor and crawled to where my purse had landed. Weakness overcame me and darkness was closing in.

“What did you do?” I asked through a haze.

“You should’ve taken the drink, oh dear naïve Anna. Don’t go somewhere alone with a man who wants you dead. However, I have to say, I’ve become more interested in what is wrong with you, your eyes, and your skin. Maybe I’ll let you breathe long enough to find out.” As he plucked me up off the floor by the back of my jacket, I turned to hit him, but instead I slumped forward into his arms.

David caught me and lowered me to the floor as the blackness took hold.








  
 





 

Chapter 24

 

Slowly regaining consciousness, I tried to open my eyes. Ignoring the body aches, I pulled on my arms and realized they were secured with handcuffs. The movement earned me a wave of nausea. The drug. Growing more alert, I discovered my feet were also secured, but with coarse rope that stretched only slightly, and scratched my ankles as I tested the binding.

Eyes now wide open, I looked around my prison. Alone, I lay under a lofty comforter on a bed with my hands cuffed to a single bedpost. Scanning the room, my eyes watered when I stared into the sunlight, streaming through a dusty window, casting well-defined beams across the coverlet.

How long was I out?

Between the door and the bed, a video camera was aimed at me. Crap, what is he doing?

The memory of David shoving a needle into my arm surfaced. I should’ve known better.

I tugged on my arms hard, but they were held tightly; the cuff’s sharp edges cut into my flesh. A trickle of blood dribbled lazily down my wrist. I smelled its coppery tang amid the dust and new bedding starch. Weak from the drug David had given me, I gave up, focusing instead on finding another way out of here. Exhaustion tried to coax me back under, but I resisted the lure.

Furious at my own stupidity, I craned my head as far as I could, and saw Roman’s knife, stripped of the jewels, on the nightstand next to the bed. David had left it there to taunt me, no doubt.

Glad to see it, but unable to reach, I kept it in my sight.

Roman is going to be livid with me.

Am I missed in Poseidia yet?

Voices boomed outside the door in front of me. I glanced toward it as David walked in. Hope of rescue momentarily dashed, I deflated.

“Good morning, Anna,” he chimed, all bright and cheery.

“Untie me, David, and let me go. This will get you nowhere.” My head pounded and the light hurt my eyes.

“On the contrary, it’ll get me everywhere I want to be—on top of the world, making medical discoveries unknown to man.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Well, while you were sleeping, I took the liberty of undressing you. I wanted you to be comfortable. I didn’t think you would mind, since we have a history and all.”

I shifted, and for the first time noticed I was dressed, but not in the same clothes A green hospital gown, opened in front, exposed my chest and abdomen. At least I was under the covers. “You did what?”

“The weird thing is—it’s not at all as I remember,” he snorted.

“Let me go, David,” I barked as my fury rose. “If you let me go now, I won’t call the police. I’ll leave, and you won’t have to see me again.”

“Now, now,” he belittled. “That’s not very appreciative of you.”

“Appreciative of what?” I asked, spitting the words at him.

“Of the hospitality I’m showing you. I allowed you in my car and then in my house after I caught you in my office. I could’ve had you arrested.”

“You’re insane. I’m sure the last thing you want is for anyone to see me alive,” I yanked at the handcuffs. My feet tingled from lack of movement and blood flow.

“Well, now, be nice. Only one other person can see you alive. The rest of the world can see your dead body. I found someone who is interested in exploring what has infected you. Someone who has photos of you, or at least, a resemblance to you. He’s convinced you’re an alien and wants to assist in your dissection—on camera. To then post on the internet… or whatever will make him famous.” The mattress slumped as David sat on the edge.

“What are you talking about? What photos?” A familiar knowing at the back of my mind tickled me to remember. The cave on the beach. Crap. “Dissect? You wouldn’t. You… you… can’t.”

“I can. And if you don’t cooperate, I will. But don’t you worry. I have a few questions for you, and if you answer me nicely, then you’ll get your friend’s knife and you can go.”

“I don’t believe anything you say,” I replied, angry with myself, my stomach clenching in terror.

“Believe me or not, I don’t care. First question: Why is your skin iridescent under the makeup? And under your clothing, I might add. Good job on losing some weight. You look great, by the way. I knew you needed to tone up a bit, but you never listened to me.” His eyebrows raised.

“What?” I asked.

“Answer me,” he ordered.

“I’ll tell you nothing.”

“By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll tell me everything. In fact, you’ll be begging to tell me more.” He grabbed my lower leg and clamped his fingers around it, painfully digging into my calf muscle.

I squirmed, but maintained my refusal. “I’d rather die.”

“As you wish, but not before we get samples of various body tissues. Now how are we going to do this?”

Stubbornly, I turned the back of my head to him as far as I could, indicating I wouldn’t say a word.

“If you’re going to avoid answering my questions, I’m afraid I’m forced to take slices of you for research. You do want to help humanity, don’t you?” David released the tight grip on my leg, but eyed my covered body.

Fuming, I stared straight ahead, not giving him an answer. Fear crept up my spine and into my throat, choking me, making me tremble.

David pulled back the comforter. When he gasped, I followed his gaze and was shocked myself. Where the sun streaked across my torso, my skin looked normal—human. Where the sun didn’t touch, it remained iridescent. He curiously explored my skin over both areas and down the center of my chest.

Don’t touch me you filthy disgusting beast.

“Hmm, interesting, what are these?” he asked as he opened the gown, exposing my breasts, tracing his fingers down the side of my abdomen over my electroreceptors.

An involuntary shock of sensation caused my eyes to roll back in my head, as I fought the false perception of pleasure.

“Well, well.” David traced his fingers up and down over them.

It took every ounce of strength to resist the sensations my body experienced. My breathing became heavy, but I fought to maintain control.

Desperate, I thought of Roman and the Connective, and then tried to reach out to him, even though I was weak. Nothing.

Then I remembered the mirrored bubble I placed around me and I imagined a pin bursting it from the inside. As soon as I did, I sensed Roman.

A vision of him sparring with his apprentice back in Poseidia appeared in my head. Briefly, I connected with him and he glanced up, sensing me. The momentary lapse in his attention enabled Eric to land a solid hit to his torso, but the pain didn’t even register. Conversely, his anger at my deception and his fear for my life engulfed me. I found it hard to breathe.

I’m going to die. Please take care of my baby.

Confused, he didn’t understand why he sensed me in my bed all night and into the day, when I obviously wasn’t there. Cursing, at having underestimated my ability, he dropped his sword and ran. Then I lost the connection with him.

“Answer my questions and this will go much easier for you,” David tried again, bringing me back to the moment.

Resigned, and grateful for one final shared connection with Roman, I responded in a breath of air not much louder than a whisper, “Kill me, David, and get it over with.”

“Aww, have you lost the will to live? We can have the world, honey. Whatever has happened to you could make us famous, not to mention rich beyond your wildest dreams.”

“No, thank you. Being rich is not my dream. It’s yours.”

He picked up Roman’s knife and traced the tip of it down my exposed body. “Pretty crappy to be on the other end isn’t it?”

Strange justice if it is Roman’s blade that take’s my life.

“Where did the jewels come from? They were worth a fortune, so thanks. It’ll pay for my new car, and some vacations.”

I spat at him.

Now visibly angry, he grabbed my jaw and forced me to face him. “I guess we do this the hard way then. Remember, it was your choice—you’re making me do this.” He left, slamming the door in frustration on his way out.

Heated voices indicated an argument. Then a deafening quiet replaced the debate. I yanked at the handcuffs and ropes around my ankles. A thirst whimpered at the back of my throat, as if I hadn’t had anything to drink in forever. I know this feeling—dehydration.

David returned, pushing a metal cart. Another man stood behind him, his ebony skin glistened with perspiration in the light from the windows. I recognized him instantly from the beach the night Roman and I had hidden in the cave.

What is going on?

Terror ripped its claws through my soul. I watched David as he pushed the cart, loaded with surgical tools, next to the bed. Oh no, no, no, no, no.

“Anna, this is Bobby. Bobby this is Anna,” David announced.

I stared at the man, Bobby, pleading to him with my eyes. “Help me,” I begged. “Don’t let him do this. I’m a good person, and I haven’t done anything to you or him. Please, help me.”

Nervous sweat ran down his face. Beyond his fear and anxiety, the odor of disinfectant, and something vaguely metallic I couldn’t identify, added to the room’s scent. How did David find him?

“Don’t waste your breath, Anna—he isn’t going to help you. He wants to be rich as much as the next person does. Well, everyone except you I suppose. He’s not going to ruin this one and only opportunity.” David turned to Bobby, and ordered, “Keep the gun trained on her. If she does anything, shoot her. At this point, for our purposes, it doesn’t matter if she is dead or alive.” Ahh… gunpowder. That’s what I’m smelling.

Bobby’s eyes widened in fear as confusion seeped from his pores. He was second-guessing himself so I tried to connect with him. Maybe I could somehow influence him as the Connective’s euphoria had me.

David nervously arranged tools on the cart, grabbed a scalpel, and sat down next to me. “Now, if you were my patient, I would say this isn’t going to hurt one little bit, but hey, we’re beyond all that now. It’s going to hurt.”

Before I could utter another protest, and quicker than I thought possible, he sliced off one of the receptors on the side of my abdomen. I didn’t feel anything at first, but then the burning came, followed immediately by searing pain.

I screamed.

Tried to kick.

And then sobbed.

“Hey man,” Bobby protested. “I didn’t sign up for this kind of sick shit. I can’t watch this—this is gross. I want out.”

Doing my best to push the pain toward Bobby, I watched as he visibly winced. He wiped his forehead and swallowed hard. His hands now shaking, the gun wavered.

“Do as you’re told,” David barked.

I begged David to stop as he sliced the gill under my arm, taking a large portion. Relenting, I told him I would tell him everything, but he ignored me, almost salivating as he brought his scalpel to my bleeding body repeatedly. Numb from pain, I lost count of the number of samples he took.

Blood flowed down my torso and arms, soaking the sheets under me as it trickled down my back.

Hopeless, I couldn’t fight anymore. Darkness edged its way into my consciousness and I warmly welcomed it. Vaguely, I sensed Roman again. He was at the Mer house in San Francisco, but didn’t know how to find me.

I tried to send him an image of where I was, but that’s when I fell into the void.

Later, when I woke, the pain had eased to a dull throb. Bandages covered the cuts David had made. So now he’s being considerate? There was still daylight, though the sun’s rays no longer beamed across the bed.

The video camera was gone. My head pounded and throbbed along with my wounds. I need water.

Roman. Mentally, I reached out and connected with him again. He’d gone to my old house, but obviously didn’t find David or me. Showing him images of the drive here, I focused on maintaining a connection to him, hoping he could track me. It was a long shot—I was unsure of how the link worked. And it wasn’t a lot to go on, but it was better than dwelling on my deteriorating physical state. Be patient, he’ll find you.

The door creaked open and Bobby peeked in. Seeing I was awake, he came fully into the room. “I’m so sorry, ma’am, I had nothing to do with this, I swear. It’s all his idea. I was trying to sell some photos and a story about an alien I saw on the beach. I posted it on the internet and he contacted me a few days ago. He flew me out here yesterday.”

“Come closer to me,” I whispered to him. “Is he still here?” I spoke softly, trying to draw him in.

Bobby warily approached the side of the bed. “He left a few minutes ago. I’m supposed to watch and shoot you if you try to get away. I don’t want to do that.”

“He said you wanted to dissect me.” I tried to calm my anger, hoping to influence him. I didn’t want to cloud my efforts with wrath. “Will you untie my legs, please?” I asked. “They’re hurting pretty bad.”

“Uh, I don’t know if I should,” he said, walking to the side of the bed. “I’m sorry to have gotten you into this. The photos I posted of you went viral and when he contacted me, he said he had seen you too. I lied and told him I also had a video I was going to sell to the highest bidder. He said he had a plan to capture you and if I sold him my video, he’d let me help in the dissection. I thought… you were a monster and I’d get rich and famous overnight. Now, I see… you’re a person. I ain’t no murderer.”

“I… understand. It’s okay, David is very manipulative.” I spoke calmly. “If you untie me and let me go, I’ll lie to the police about you. I’ll… tell them you helped me, you were my hero.”

Bobby hesitated, but then untied my legs. “That feels so much better,” I winced as I rotated my sore feet. “May I have some water?” Calmly, I tried to stay as composed as possible. Maybe if I could reinforce to him I was indeed a real person, and play on his sympathy, he would release me.

“Of course.” Bobby disappeared into the ensuite bathroom and returned with a tumbler of water.

“I can’t drink with my hands still in these cuffs. Can you take them off?”

“I don’t know where the keys are,” he stuttered, seeming to lose his nerve.

Warmth, and confidence, I pushed emotions to him. “Maybe look around here for them? They can’t be far. Possibly on the bedside table or in the drawer?” Stay calm, be cool, don’t get hysterical—that never works.

He searched the bedside table. “No, nothing here.”

“Can you look around, maybe in the bathroom, for something to pick the locks?”

After searching the bathroom, he came back with nothing so he left the room and went downstairs. A few minutes later, he returned with keys. “If I let you go, you’re not going to hurt me or call the police, right? I don’t want to get in trouble with the cops.”

“No, I won’t hurt you—I’m not a violent person. And no cops. Do you still have the photos?” I asked casually, as he unlocked the handcuffs and I brought my arms down, rubbing my bloody wrists.

“Yes ma’am, I do.”

“Can I have them? I’ll buy them from you. I’ll give you more than David ever could.” I took the water from him, gulped, and then fought a wave of nausea—the water tasted disgusting. But better than nothing in my condition. My clothes hung over the chair at the foot of the bed. I got up to go get them, but stumbled from a head rush.

Bobby caught me, and then helped me dress. “They’re on the internet now. Millions have seen them.”

Damn. “Can I buy your silence then… about what happened here?”

He glanced away and then back to me. “Can I ask you, ma’am, what are you?”

“I have a different kind of skin. It’s a hereditary defect.”

“I don’t believe you, but I take it you don’t want to tell me.”

“Right.” I wouldn’t have believed me either, but at least he didn’t keep asking. “Can you get me some more water?” As horrible as it tasted, I was in danger of passing out from dehydration.

“Sure.”

Roman’s knife was no longer on the nightstand. My purse wasn’t in here either. Damn.

I quickly drank down the water he returned with. “When will he be back?”

“Soon, we gotta hurry.”

“Help me downstairs,” I said and leaned on him. “Have you seen a purse?”

“You’ll find some things in his office, downstairs.” He guided me there.

 On David’s desk was my purse and a small box. I hobbled over without Bobby’s help and searched my purse, but it was empty. Damn, he took the daggers and all the money.

 “I can get you money, but I have to go back to another house to get more. Do you have a car here?”

 “No, but Dr. Sohon has several.”

 “Then we’ll borrow his.” Looking inside the small box on the desk, I found Roman’s knife, along with photos and the video camera. After confirming the memory card was still in it, I took the camera to be sure I left no evidence behind. With still no sign of the daggers or the money, I thought of looking further, and maybe finding my locket, but having already wasted so much time, I pushed the impulse aside.

Escape was priority. Knowing my baby needed a living mother was more important to me than my locket. My silly desire to have it back had caused all this to begin with. If I had simply listened to Roman, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

I dumped the contents of the box in to my purse, including Roman’s knife. Touching the mousepad, David’s laptop came out of sleep mode. On the screen were several of the photos of me, in my old bloody and torn dress, running into the ocean. My stomach fell to the floor. “We’ll take that too then,” I whispered to myself, slamming the laptop shut and shoving it into my oversized purse. Unable to zip it closed, I wrapped my arms around the now bulging bag.

The wall clock’s persistent ticking reminded me time was slipping by. I needed to destroy any evidence. What about the samples of my body? Where are they? Crap, I don’t have enough time to do a thorough search.

“Do you know where he went and what he did with, the um, samples, he took of me?”

“I don’t know where he put those. He said he needed some more equipment, something about an ultrasound.”

“Great—he wants to look inside of me now.”

“I think we should get going,” Bobby insisted, as he fidgeted and kept wiping his palms on his shirt.

I nodded. “Where are his car keys?”

“The cars are in the garage, but I don’t know where he keeps his keys.”

Frantically, I searched the drawers in his desk and found a stack of papers with my name on them in the top drawer. “What’s this?”

“I don’t know ma’am. I don’t know anything, as I said before. I had nothing to do with this. I just want to get out of here. Can we go now?”

Quickening my pace, I flipped through the paperwork—documents for a life insurance policy, in my name with David as the beneficiary, for five million dollars. “He can’t do that, can he? We weren’t even married.”

“Do what, ma’am?” Bobby paced back and forth between the doorframe and the hallway, watching for David. Sweat trickled down his face and he wiped it away repeatedly.

“Take out a life insurance policy on me if we weren’t married?” I waved the papers in the air as if they were my death certificate—to me they oozed blood and hatred.

“I don’t know ma’am, but he is a big-wig surgeon. I’m sure he can do whatever he wants and get away with it. That’s how the world works. Not fair, but it’s reality.”

“Yeah, reality.”

“We got to get going.”

“We need keys. Look around, they have to be here somewhere.” Continuing our rummage through the drawers, we found nothing.

“Look, I’ll just hotwire one of his cars,” Bobby suggested.

“It would have been nice to know you could do that before we wasted all this time looking for the keys.” I caught myself from snapping. Taking a deep breath, I regained my sensitivity.

“I didn’t want to get into any more trouble,” he reasoned, walking through the house to the garage.

I followed, but before we opened the door to the garage, David walked in.








  
 





 

Chapter 25

 

“Damn it,” I gulped, deflating. The knot in the bottom of my belly clenched and moved into my throat.

“Going somewhere?” David demanded.

Swallowing my angst, I roared, “Damn straight. Out of here!”

“I’m not done with you yet,” he snarled, pulling out a gun and pointing it at us.

“David, this crap is getting old. Think of a new strategy,” I challenged, before I could stop myself.

“Get back upstairs,” he ordered. “And you,” he directed at Bobby. “You can’t let her manipulate you. A lot is at stake here.”

“I promised him money, I’m not manipulating him.”

“Get upstairs,” he repeated through tight lips.

Holding my purse tight, I trudged up the stairs at gunpoint. Bobby backed away, but David wasn’t concerned about him at all. Arrogance.

I wrapped my fist around Roman’s knife, and then let my purse, and the evidence, fall to the floor keeping the knife tightly secured in my hand. The second I crossed the threshold to the room upstairs, I spun and roundhouse kicked the gun out of his hands—a move I’d learned in weaponry training class. It caught David off guard and the gun clattered noisily before sliding across the hardwood floors.

Breathing hard, I aimed the knife at him. His expression of shock was quickly replaced with one of hatred.

My rage rose, bathing my being in an incomprehensible confidence. I wasn’t afraid and I certainly wasn’t going to cower anymore. I would die stronger than I lived, without fear.

David laughed—a sinister sound, sending chills down my spine. The scent of his confidence was sour in the back of my throat. As if he didn’t have to worry about me because I was inadequate, or too weak of a person, to stand up to him. He thought I didn’t have it in me.

Do I?

Maybe not before.

I do now.

I’d briefly fallen into old patterns again, doubting myself, allowing my fear and insecurity to control me, but not anymore. I knew what he was capable of, and there was no way he was going to let me out of here alive.

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” he asked, circling, moving closer to the side of the bed where the gun had careened to a stop. “You’re too afraid to use it on me.”

“Did you take out a life insurance policy on me? How?”

David scoffed, “I told them I was going to propose to my girlfriend who was pregnant. At the time, I didn’t know it was true—the pregnant part. They were more interested in premiums than truth. A young healthy couple wasn’t a high risk for them.”

“You bought all of this… stuff… with blood money from my death.”

“Yes, I did,” he gloated, inching closer to the gun.

I advanced.

A tidal wave of rage, awakened and powerful, coursed through me. I lunged at him, the knife pointed straight for his heart. David skillfully dodged and hit me on the side of my head with his elbow as I stumbled. But when I fell, I managed to kick the gun further away.

Dammit—I sucked at fighting. It looked easy on television, but in real life, I wasn’t a warrior. Rolling away, I regained my footing, pointing the knife at him again.

He chuckled, “Give it up, Anna—you’re no match for me. I only need to do one more test and then you can go. Relax.”

I wasn’t so stupid as to believe him this time. “I want to ask you one question, David.”

“What’s that?”

“Why? Why did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Kill me?”

I leaped at him again but as he moved out of my way, he seized me by the hair and hauled me back. Excruciating pain ripped through me as I fell backward, but I did not give up my grip on the knife.

“Are you sure you want to know?”

“Yes,” I answered, one hand grabbing for my hair while the other desperately clutched the knife.

“Because it was easy,” he boasted, laughing.

Desperate, I spun around fast and slashed at him, cutting across his stomach. Only a superficial wound; he jumped back.

Furious, he released my hair as he brought the hand to his bleeding abdomen. “Now, you’re going to die.”

High on adrenaline, I rushed him again in the seconds he was preoccupied with his wound. David instinctively deflected by latching onto my wrist, the one holding the knife, and spun me around. He slammed me against the wall, knocking the wind from my lungs, wrapping his other hand around my throat, raising me off the floor.

Breathless, I tightened my hand around the knife hilt, refusing to let him have it.

His grip, like his rage, was unrelenting. As darkness closed in on me, I used the last of my awareness to reach out. To find Roman.

For the briefest of seconds, I connected, and he seemed close. But not close enough.

As I lost my link with him, the darkness gained. Without warning, a surge of energy and strength coursed through me. I sensed Lily, and all the people in Poseidia, sending me strength.

It filled me with light and pushed the darkness away. As though he were nothing more than a paper doll, I shoved David slamming him into the opposite wall.

Coughing and gasping for air, I grabbed at my throat. I needed to get out of here before he regained his footing. In my haste, I didn’t see David retrieve his gun. A loud blast, then a chemical scent reminding me of nail polish remover burned my nose, and finally searing hot pain tore through my leg. On instinct, I twirled and ran at him before he could get off another shot. I moved as fast as any other Mer now and I dove onto him before he had time to register my change in direction. Or the knife aimed straight for his heart.

It tore through his flesh. His eyes widened as shock and realization dawned on him.

David underestimated me for the last time.

I made the mistake of locking eyes with him, as his corrupted life drained. When his soul started to fade into the darkness, I experienced his confusion, anger, and fear as he lay dying underneath me. He saw into me as well, and learned the truth about our baby.

Dark tentacles seized onto me then, snarling, trying to take me with him. I tumbled into the pit of his hell, two smoky arms entangled around my soul. A scream swelled within me and then unleashed as I struggled to regain my footing in the real world, and force his energy out of mine. I screamed until my ears rang. My throat burned, as if I was choking on the ashes of my own scorched flesh.

With every ounce of strength I had left, I held onto the light and life within me. I thought about my unborn baby, and Roman, the sweet joy of the Connective, Ruby, and everything I’d gained since my death. With a force of will, I ripped his ethereal limbs from my soul, clawing my way back from the black, unending abyss of death and darkness. Drawing positive energy from Roman, and the Connective, helped me finally destroy David’s hold.

The last emotion I experienced from him, as his soul was swallowed by the black desolation, was a pure, choking hatred. His stare became blank and lifeless as he slumped, death taking him.

For a few minutes, I laid there, recovering from the shock. As I regained my hold in this world, I touched my shirt, now soaked with his spurted blood. Breathing deeply to slow my heart, sweat, fear, sulfur, and copper struck me in a foul potpourri. I struggled to stand, but had to sit down on the bed before I fell. My vision wavered as the adrenaline faded.

Bobby burst through the door and saw David’s body at my feet. He ran over to check his pulse, then looked up at me and shook his head. Without a word, he pulled Roman’s knife out of David’s chest. For a minute, I was scared—he could turn it on me and in my weakened state, I wouldn’t be able to put up the fight I had with David.

“We got to get out of here. Now,” he said, holding the handle out to me.

I nodded as I took the knife from him. Whew.

Exhausted and weak, I tried to stand again and almost fainted as the blood rushed from my head. Bobby offered me his arm, and then walked me to the bathroom, helping me bandage my leg with supplies David had left in there earlier. Trembling out of control, I cleaned off Roman’s knife in the sink. Nauseated, I watched the blood swirl in macabre strands down the drain. What have I done?

Almost as if he could read my mind, Bobby assured, “It was self-defense. He was going to kill you.”

“My head knows that, but my heart is less certain.”

“Your leg is bleeding through the bandages. We need to get you to a hospital.”

“No, I need to go home. They’ll take care of me. Will you help me get home?”

“Of course, but we need to go now, in case someone heard the gunshot. Let me carry you, it’ll be faster.”

I remembered how I refused to let Roman carry me on the beach. Bobby was here now because of my stubbornness.

“Yes, please. Thank you,” I relented.

As he set me in David’s passenger seat, I clutched my purse as if my life depended on it.

“We need keys, I’ll be right back. I bet they’re in his pants pocket.”

“Can’t you hot wire it?”

“It would be easier to have to keys.”

“Okay,” I said. “But hurry.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed, sprinting back into the house.

I now knew where my locket was—in David’s briefcase in the back seat. Among other jumbled thoughts, it had flickered through David’s mind before he died—he’d tried to sell it but learned it was fake gold. Note to self: Take his briefcase with me back to Poseidia.

While Bobby was gone, the smell of petroleum permeated the less desirable odors, and it occurred to me what I needed to do.

I limped out of the passenger seat and picked up a full gas can sitting against the garage wall.

A mounting sense of hysteria pushed at the edges of my emotions. It took all my energy to maintain my faculties. My mind was quickly slipping into a fog of shock. Vestiges of adrenaline kept me going for the moment, but soon it would run out, and I would have to deal with reality.

I’d made my way into the living room when Bobby returned from upstairs.

“We need to go,” he insisted.

“I need to do this first,” I protested. “But I need a lighter. Do you have one?”

“You’re in luck,” he grinned, reaching into his pants pocket. “I keep trying to kick the habit.”

Thank you.

“Will you help me?”

Bobby hesitated, then took the can from me, and sloshed it all over the floor and new furniture.

Transfixed, I watched as if time stood still. Taking two deep breaths, I flicked the lighter on and as we headed to the garage, I threw it over my shoulder. The fire roared to life, engulfing all of the living area within seconds.

We were out of the garage and heading down the road to freedom a minute later. Turning, I grabbed David’s briefcase out of the back seat, pulling it and my purse in close. Roman’s knife. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look at it again.

“Turn left,” I instructed. “Head to the interstate, and I’ll guide you from there. I’ll get you your money—I promise.”

“We need to get rid of this car.”

Lightheaded, I panted. “My car is back at Stanford Hospital. I have the keys, but we’ll end up on security cameras in the hospital garage if we take David’s car there.”

“What do we do?”

“We’ll go to a house where I can get help. Get on the highway, and head north.” I leaned back in my seat and reached out with my senses. Where are you, Roman?

As soon as I reached out to the Connective, I sensed Roman, and his frustration. He was across town looking for me.

Roman sensed me and I let him know we were heading to the house in San Francisco.

I’ve lost too much blood. I won’t make it.

If I could have a few minutes of sleep, it would all be better. I closed my eyes and slipped away into the darkness.

The next thing I knew someone was shaking my shoulders. I opened my eyes a sliver.

“Where are we headed?” Bobby asked.

I considered the interstate signs briefly. “Take the second exit from here, and then turn right. It’s the big house on the hill.” Spent, I faded again.

Someone shook me and slapped my face. My eyes opened, but I remained disoriented.

“There you are. Don’t die on me, Anna,” Roman ordered, fear etched in his voice.

“Roman?” Softness cradled me, as if I was lying on a couch.

“Are you expecting someone else? Should I be jealous?” he joked as he inspected my body. “You’ve lost too much blood. We need to get you home and in a healing tank.”

“Roman?”

“I’m taking you home. I’ve done as much as I can. All I could do was stop the blood loss, but you’re too weak. Injuries aside, you’ve been out of the water too long.” 

“Wait,” I shouted to interrupt him. “Where is Bobby? And… and… the Mercedes is at Stanford. I’m sorry.”

“I’ll deal with it later. A security team can clean up the mess. We need to get you home. Now.”

“Wait,” I repeated.

“What is it?” he demanded, not hiding the irritation and impatience in his voice.

“Give Bobby some money. And I want to talk with him in private.”

“This isn’t the time to have a heart to heart.” 

“I’m okay—give me a couple of minutes.”

“You have two,” Roman conceded and then walked out of the living room.

Bobby entered. “I think you need to listen to the man. You need a hospital.”

“What I need is to know you will keep my secret.”

“I don’t know anything about secrets,” he winked. “No, I don’t know what you are, so how can I tell anyone? No one would believe me anyway. They would think I was crazier than I am already. You don’t have to worry about me.” Bobby smiled. “Meeting you is enough.”

“I doubt that,” I said.

“You have no idea.”

“You’ll delete any pictures you have?”

“I can’t promise that. But I will promise no one else besides me will ever know what happened today. As I said, no one would ever believe me. Now you get going, and maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll see you again someday.”

Roman returned then and ordered, “Time’s up. Let’s go, no arguing.”

He handed Bobby a full black duffle bag. Then Bobby left in one of the cars, which Roman told him to keep.

Roman picked me up in his arms, touched his ear clip, and the portal opened.

“Wait. My purse, my portal key, your knife… and David’s briefcase?”

“I got it all,” he assured, pulling the purse around from his back, and giving the briefcase a swing from the hand under my knees. “The bag’s not my color, but seeing how you can’t carry it, I guess I have to.”

“I’m so sorry about everything.”

As we entered the swirling tar, I gave in to the darkness and escaped the pain, feeling safe in Roman’s arms.








  
 





 

Chapter 26

 

When I opened my eyes, a blurry lime-green haze floated in front of them. Water, thick as corn syrup, surrounded me. I lifted my arms and a barrier of glass enclosed me. Where am I?

It all came back to me in waves. I reached out with my senses and recognized the Connective and Lily was very close. Realizing I floated in a healing tank, I relaxed.

The glass tube hinged open, and Lily’s face appeared. She gave me her hand and I rose up out of the liquid.

“What happened?” The last thing I remembered was being in Roman’s arms after killing David, and burning down my dream house.

“You gave us all a scare. How are you feeling?” Lily inquired while I stepped out of the tank.

“Good, I think. How long have I been in there?”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks? You’re kidding me!”

“No, I don’t kid. It took time for your leg to heal from all the damage. The bullet mangled it and you lost a lot of blood. Not to mention all the abrasions. What happened?”

“You don’t want to know,” I muttered.

“I do want to know, it’s why I asked. We weren’t sure you would make it. We are glad you did, though.”

“I don’t want to talk about it right now—I’ll tell you later. I can’t believe it’s been two weeks. How’s my baby?”

“The baby’s fine, developing more every day. One day soon you will hold her, or him, in your arms.”

“I can’t wait,” I chimed. David’s face flashed before my eyes. Awake two minutes and he was already haunting me. Would it ever end?

“It’ll be soon, so until then, try not to go on any more dangerous missions.” Lily wrapped me in a towel and an embrace.

“I could use some safe routine. Where is… Roman?” I didn’t see him anywhere. Disappointment filled my heart.

“I don’t know where he went, but I’m sure he’ll be back, don’t worry.”

Feeling weak, I leaned against her as she helped me walk. The strength of the Connective seeped through her and I soaked energy in.

“You’re waking from an induced coma, so like before, you’ll be slow until you readjust and get some fresh food. Lucas wants to scan you and then you’ll be free to go back to your quarters, if you’d like. You’re completely healed.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” I closed my eyes as images of David’s death hit me—a sucker punch in the gut.

“Why is that? Are you not feeling well?” She propped me up, led me to a nearby patient room, and helped me onto the bed.

“No, it’s not physical.”

“Oh, I see. You’ll have to find a way to deal with whatever happened. The Connective will lift you up.” Lily retrieved a few hot washcloths and lovingly cleaned the green goo from my body.

“If not, then what’ll happen?” Shivering, I sucked in my breath, afraid now of the consequences of my actions. Will I have to see the High Council again? Would I be punished? Put back under lock and key?

“You’d be disconnected until you can. And no, the High Council doesn’t want to see you, but the king does. As soon as you’re up for it.”

“Oh,” I mulled, realizing she’d picked the question out of my mind. I checked on my mirrored bubble but it was in shreds after I burst it to connect with Roman. I’d have to work on getting it back up and strengthened—I didn’t want to share what happened—not yet. “I hope I’m not disconnected. What will the king say to me? Is it worse than seeing the High Council?” I tried to reestablish the bubble, but couldn’t. Instead, I focused my thoughts on less horrid things. Back to hot dogs I guess…

“I’m unsure of his intentions, since he is no longer in the Connective.” Lily finished the sponge bath and tucked me under the blankets. They were warm and I snuggled down deep, wanting to drift off.

Shortly after my bath, Lucas examined and scanned me, giving the green light to return to my quarters. And an order to spend one hour in a healing tank every day for two more weeks.

Trudging back my quarters, I questioned every single detail of what happened in San Francisco.

I killed him. How am I going to live with that?

It was self-defense.

Was it?

Had I wanted to kill him? Hadn’t I thought about it in detail? Fantasized about how it would feel to put an end to his torment.

But that didn’t end it, did it?

No.

Now he was messing with my head from the grave.

Images of the burning house, from the car’s side mirror, were seared into my mind—the dream house he’d bought with insurance money from my death.

How could he?

Hopefully, my body samples had been in the house. And the daggers. They’d be burnt to a crisp, at the very least sterilized, leaving no evidence behind. I hoped.

The pain in my heart twisted. David had efficiently trashed my self-worth, but I would find it again. I’m more than an insurance policy.

Back in my quarters, waiting on my pillow, was my locket. Roman had recovered it from David’s briefcase. Solemnly I opened the golden oval, viewing the picture of me as a child with my mother. I brought it to my lips and kissed it, softly crying. This is what had started it all—my refusal to let go. My folly, now in my hands, heavy with the cost I’d paid.

My heart shattered, needing my mother now more than ever, but knowing I’d have to find my way without her. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to wear the necklace; it seemed tarnished now, so I placed it gently under my pillow.

Reclining on the bed, I placed my head on the pillow, watching the beauty of the ocean. My friend, Ruby, swam up and hovered beyond the wall, beckoning me to join her. Basking in her sweet companionship, my heart lifted, until the door beeped.

Glancing toward the front room, I swore under my breath. Ruby swam away and, deflated, I went to answer the summons.

As I opened the door, my breath caught in my throat. Roman. Joy was quickly suppressed by a thick black cloud of guilt. I glanced down, ashamed.

“Glad to see you’re awake and feeling better.” He drew me tightly into his arms.

I resisted at first—I didn’t deserve his love. But the warmth of him enveloped me as I experienced not only his love, but also the Connective through him. Euphoria pushed against my dark feelings.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he murmured into the nape of my neck.

“I’m not that easy to get rid of.” Then the tears broke through.

Patiently, he held me until I’d gotten it all out, and then gently scolded, “Don’t ever do something so stupid again. I told you I would take care of it.”

“I don’t ever do what I’m told—it’s a flaw of mine. I make stupid decisions and stupider mistakes. I’m hardheaded, and stubborn. You, of all people, ought to understand.” I blinked up at him through bleary eyes.

Roman guided me to the couch and sat down with me in his lap. Drawing me in close, he kissed my head and uttered, “I don’t understand your death wish. Look at what happened to you. Bobby told me some of what David did.”

“What did he tell you?” I quizzed, allowing him to cradle me.

“Enough.”

“How do I live with what I’ve done? He would have killed me, had I not killed him first, but still…” I choked as the guilt washed over me again. The sights, sounds, and smells too clear in my memory. Nauseated, I brought my hand over my mouth and swallowed the rising bile back down.

“I didn’t want you to carry this burden.” Lovingly, he brushed the locks of hair out of my face.

I needed to bathe and eat, but I could do neither. “It was my mistake, and my problem to resolve. Now it’s my cross to carry.”

“It’s a heavy cross you shouldn’t have to carry alone. Give some of it to me, share the memory and I can lessen the pain,” he begged.

The thought of letting him in to share the memory scared me. I couldn’t stand feeling so vulnerable after visiting such a dark place. Pushing his energy to the surface, I attempted to reconstruct the bubble. A glimmer of it appeared and then shattered, as if it had been cracked beyond repair. I didn’t have the energy to explore why.

Unsure of how I would regain composure by sharing my dark side with him, I vowed to hide it deep within my psyche. Instead of hiding myself inside a mirrored bubble, I imagined a treasure chest within my mind and stuffed all of the memories inside… fearing if I revisited the memory of killing David, I would lose myself in the depths of madness. I turned the lock and heard it click, before tucking the imaginary key deep inside my heart. “No, I can’t. It’s all mine.”

“You’re not in this alone, we’re your family now, let us in. Let me in.”

“Are they going punish me?” My pulse climbed, fearing banishment from Poseidia. From my baby.

“No, I don’t think so. But, you deserve a good spanking,” he kidded, kissing my forehead.

“Oh, I do, do I?” Glad he stopped pushing me for the moment—I snuggled into his chest.

“Yes, you do,” he affirmed, as he lifted me up into his arms, carried me to my bedroom, and laid me down on the soft bed. Roman snuggled in next to me, tucking his body next to mine. It reminded me of our first night, in the cave; it felt good to have him so close. “How did you do it?”

“Do what?” Ashamed and thinking he meant to know more about how I killed David, I sucked in my breath.

“Make everyone think you were in your bed. I sensed you here—I know I did. We all thought you were safely in your quarters.”

“I wanted everyone to think I was still in my room, so I imagined a double of me here. Another impulse, and I’ve no clue where the idea came from.” His curiosity gently pushed aside my asphyxiating guilt.

“You left a projection of yourself in your bed. I haven’t seen anyone be able to do that, except…”

“Except who? I truly don’t understand how it worked.”

“The Ancestors were the only ones so capable. You’re more powerful than anyone expected.”

“I doubt that.” I remembered my encounter with Sarah, thinking of her and No Time. Strong desire to see her again rose up inside of me. If I could go back, maybe she could help me.

While lost in my thoughts, Roman had been kissing my forehead, cheeks, then neck, and had worked his way to my lips. A tender foray into my defenses that I could not allow.

I struggled to maintain control of my emotions, pulling away from him. “I’m not whole right now.”

“I know—I only want to hold you. You’re blocking what happened with David?”

“I can feel you pushing into my energy. Stop—I’m not ready to share. I know you want to ease my burden and I appreciate it, but I insist you stop. And don’t even think about dream-walking me.”

Roman deflated and shrank back, projecting his inadequacy at failing to protect me. He wanted to make up for it, by taking away my pain and guilt.

Dejected, he released me and rolled over onto his back, saying, “You’re being overly stubborn.”

“Well, I already admitted to that fault. But… I simply… can’t share. Not yet.”

He gently turned my head toward him, so I could look into his eyes, so different from the Roman I first met. But I was different now, too.

“It’s not only having killed a person. I’m questioning everything I did, every move I made.” I choked back the sobs, threatening to crumble my sanity.

“You’ll drive yourself crazy with questions that have no good answers.”

“If I hadn’t wanted my locket, none of this would ever have happened. Heck, if I hadn’t wanted to escape in the first place, none of this would have happened.”

“Maybe if he hadn’t killed you in the first place, you wouldn’t be here. You don’t know what is good or bad—it just is.”

“My head knows all the logical reasons, but my heart still hurts.”

“What happened—happened. You did the best you could with what you knew at the time. Allow yourself to make mistakes and learn from them. We all do it.”

“I don’t know how.” I wanted to berate myself—the way David would at every mistake I’d made. Rein it in or you will go crazy. Roman was right.

“One day at a time. One century at a time,” he consoled.

I closed my eyes. “I can’t imagine living with this over that much time.”

“Perspective makes it easier. Give yourself a higher calling and the self-doubt will fade. Make centuries of wonderful memories and one day you’ll find you won’t remember any of this.”

I laid my head on his chest and listened to his breath, to his heartbeat. Briefly, I wondered about his life when he was human, before his time as a gladiator.

Without meaning to, I fell into his psyche. He sensed my presence and chose to show me a happy memory.

Roman was about six years old and his father had been away on a fishing trip. I could hear voices. Not understanding the language, I wondered how he could sound so different now, from the culture he’d been born into.

His voice whispered in my head. “Over time my accent has adapted. I immerse myself in the current human world to blend in and learn their languages. It’s a specialty of mine.”

“I wondered why you didn’t sound like Shakespeare,” I thought.

“I have had many years to adapt to other ways of life. It gets easier over time.” He showed me his joy at seeing his father return from his fishing trips. How simple life was for him as he trained with swords. Exceptional agility made him an excellent fighter in the arena.

Then he blocked me and pushed me out, not wanting me going any further. I managed to view his memories while maintaining a block on my own.

The treasure chest in my mind must be working.

In hindsight, I understood Roman had let me in, hoping I’d let down my own guard so he could heal my heart.

Rolling me over onto my back, he kissed me with a feverish passion I experienced in the depths of my soul. Distracted, I lost myself in the sensations, floating on a cloud of bliss. For the moment, the nightmare faded away.

His fingers pushed into my electroreceptors, rubbing the ones along my lower back in circles. Pure pleasure took me to the edge of release. In human sex, this bonding only came from orgasm. In my new world, here with Roman, it came from simply touch.

I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to actually have sex in this body. Perhaps sharing my body would be the first step in being able to let him share my soul.

Abruptly, Roman pulled away and said, “You’re being summoned. King Mestor wants to see you.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, shifting gears mentally, though my body was slower to accept the transition.

“Lily sent me a message telepathically.” He buried his head into my shoulder and I sensed him try to fight the summons.

A direct order from the king wasn’t to be ignored for any reason. “This is it. They’re going to punish me, maybe banish me forever. Promise me you’ll protect my baby.”

“Don’t worry so much. It won’t be as bad as you think.”

“In your memories, the night of my integration, I saw your forced hibernation. I know how serious this is. They disconnected the king because of his grief. The Connective can’t handle the dark emotions inside me now.” I sat up in the bed.

“Don’t react until you know what he wants. It’ll only cause you needless anxiety.”

“But, but….” I slid my legs over the side of the bed.

“We should hang a ‘do not disturb’ sign in my mind,” he joked and got up from the bed, hauling me up by my hands.

“It’s disturbing, that’s for sure,” I kidded, smiling briefly. “But seriously, can we do that?”

He chuckled and strode into the living room.

“I need to clean up, I feel sticky and nasty. Can I have a few minutes before I see him?”

“Fine, I’ll meet you outside the pyramid and inform them of your delay. They’ll understand, but don’t be too long.”

“I won’t—I’ll be quick.”

He left. In the bathroom, I looked at myself in the shimmering wall. So much had changed recently. Miracles I couldn’t have imagined.

Quickly I undressed, and slipped into the heated waters of the enormous bathtub, attempting to clear my mind of all the voracious guilt I carried. Perhaps meditating would help.

I closed my eyes, took several deep breaths, and imagined breathing in a white light while exhaling darkness. Soon, I relaxed and my mind cleared.

Focused, I imagined myself back in No Time. As I went further into my meditation, it seemed as if I floated into another dimension.

Before me appeared the long hallway with all white walls, ceilings, and floors. I looked down the hallway at the doors on both sides. Where is Sarah? Signs hung on the doors whereas before I swore they were blank.

Curious, I strolled down the hallway, looking back and forth at what the signs said. Written in a strange language I could now read as if it was English, one said “MY FUTURE.” 

Deciding I didn’t want to know, not now anyway, I picked the door marked “MY PAST.” Afraid to open it, but feeling strongly I needed to, I gently turned the golden knob and pushed.

A gust of wind blew back my hair as the door fully opened on its own. The scent of mothballs and stagnation lingered heavily in the air.

In the center of the room stood a table covered in thick dust. Darkened mirrors lined the walls on two sides and went on as far as I could see, disappearing into a blackened void. 

The first mirror next to the door was lit up. Turning to face it, I wiped off the layer of dust. Reflected, I saw myself, as I was now, but then the image in the mirror faded. Who I was a few months ago, before I died, next appeared in the glass.

I stared at her, the old me, feeling disconnected, barely recognizing her anymore. Placing my hand on the surface of the mirror, I touched the image. She did the same and our hands met.

For a moment, I choked back my emotions, but then I let them flow. Tears rolled freely down my cheeks, for I was tired of holding everything inside.

This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me—remember that.

“I came here to say goodbye,” I voiced to the image in the mirror, barely croaking the words out. “You’re my past and I need to let you go so I can move on, so I can become whole.” She looked at me long and hard, and then nodded her head in agreement.

“I want to thank you for all you have given to me and done for me. I’m grateful for your sacrifices, and your strength. I need to move on and embrace the gifts given to me in this new life. I need to let go of the guilt—it’s tearing me apart. I have to let you go… thank you… and I love you.”

She replied, “Forgive yourself, and forgive me.”

Then the image faded.

Stunned for a few minutes, I stared at my current reflection. My throat tightened, searing with shards of jagged emotions. Letting go was hard. A few persistent tears trickled down my cheeks as my chest swelled with pain. Finally, the feelings moved through me and released as I let out my breath.

Innately understanding I was done here, I strode out of the door and back down the hallway. I exited No Time and opened my eyes in the bathtub.

Part of the huge weight I carried had been removed from my soul. I hope. I got out of the tub, dried, brushed my teeth, and dressed. I’m ready to see the king.








  
 





 

Chapter 27

 

Roman waited patiently outside the pyramid. He cocked his head to the side as I arrived, “You look different, what did you do?”

“Unloaded some garbage.”

“I see. Well, let’s go inside.” He claimed my hand, kissed the back of it, and led me into the pyramid. Then we climbed five floors to reach King Mestor’s chambers.

Lily waited outside the door for us. “This is the king’s private bedroom. He’s anxious to meet you. Come in.”

Roman and Lily stayed at my side as I stepped inside. The double doors almost a gateway to another world. King Mestor’s room was the biggest bedroom I’d ever seen. At least ten of my quarters could have fit in here. Why does one man need so much space?

The place looked similar to the counsel room, although the smell was different. Instead of smelling ancient, the scent of roses permeated the air. Gold walls, lush drapes, tapestries, gold statues, and jewels decorated the luxurious room. It radiated wealth and power.

In the far corner was an enormous bed, its gold posts draped with red velvet. In the middle, propped up by a mound of elegant pillows, lay a slight man, his breathing ragged.

Long black hair streaked with gray and dark skin with reddish undertones, contrasted with the people he ruled over. I expected him to resemble Lily, the way the High Council did. Is he human?

King Mestor turned his head to watch my approach, and then held up his hand to stop us, indicating only I was to come any further. I knew what his gestures meant even though he never uttered a word.

Roman kissed my hand. “We’ll meet you back at your quarters when you’re done.”

“Okay.” Feeling afraid to be left alone, I watched as they departed.

After a deep breath for courage, I took the few remaining steps to the side of King Mestor’s bed. He reached out his hand and I placed mine in his. A tingle went up my arm.

Delicately, he pulled me in close, and I sat on the edge of the bed, facing him. With both hands, a stronger vibration went through my body. It grew in intensity, and a white light cocooned us.

“It’s easier for me to communicate with you this way,” he voiced. “It’s good to meet you, Anna.”

“It’s good to meet you as well, your highness.”

“I’ve heard much about you.” Hands rough and wrinkled, he looked to be about eighty years old, but I couldn’t be sure with the methods they utilized for longevity.

“Hopefully not all the bad stuff,” I grinned.

“What you may see as bad, others see as brave and honorable.” His eyes radiated a love I’d never had from my own father. A love I’d not seen since my mother passed.

Close to tears, I said, “I don’t know about that. I’ve made a lot of mistakes.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, mistakes are how you learn.” The euphoria was strong. Even though Lily said they’d disconnected him, it came off in waves, growing stronger the longer he held my hands.

“Well then, I should have learned a lot because I make a lot of them.”

He laughed, “That’s one thing I miss.”

“What’s that?” I asked, surprised he missed anything as someone who seemed to have everything.

“A sense of humor. They’re very serious here,” he uttered.

“I’ve noticed that,” I laughed with him. “You speak English.”

“What did you think I would speak?”

“I don’t know, I thought you would speak some ancient language. I was afraid I wouldn’t understand you.”

“I speak ancient as well as many other languages, but I haven’t met anyone who speaks as you do. I can reach into your mind, and speak in your words, so it’s easy for you to understand me.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“I reflect your language so you can understand me,” he explained. “I didn’t believe it when they told me, but I can feel it now that you’re here.”

“Who told you what?”

“The Ancestors told me you were back, and about your power.”

“I’m Anna, and I have no power.”

“You’re Anna now, but you’re so much more. I remember you from Old Atlantis. You were called Hesperis at the time.”

“Sarah visited me during my integration and told me about some past life, but I thought I was hallucinating. I’m not sure I believe in such things.”

“You don’t need to believe for it to be true. You will remember someday soon,” he assured. “Here, let me show you.” He placed his hand over the electroreceptors on the side of my head and some of his memories opened up to me. In my mind’s eye, I was in Old Atlantis, and images of people who walked on land in a city, which resembled Poseidia.

I struggled to make sense of it all as I became overwhelmed with emotions. Then it faded and the memories were gone. Yearning to see more—I believed I was trying to put pieces of a puzzle together, pieces, which were out of my reach.

“You make an old man happy. It has been rather lonely—it’s good to see an old soul,” he muttered, laying his head back down and taking his hands from mine.

The cocoon surrounding us faded. I didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry for what happened to your family.”

“Thank you. I’ll join them soon—it’s what I want. This life of mine has been too long. Soon, it will be soon.”

“Don’t go.” I placed my hands over his, but they were cold now.

“Nothing is forever. I’ll cross over to be with the others.”

“But, I still don’t understand.” I needed him. The thought of him leaving me opened a wound. A strong, and deep-seated love filled me.

“It will be up to you to lead my people when I am gone. I think you’re a brave young woman to risk her life for her people.”

“Lead your people? What do you mean?”

“In your past life, you were a royal soul. And it was your current Native American ancestry, which allowed the DNA infusion to work,” he said with his eyes firmly closed.

Please don’t fall asleep after laying that bombshell on me.

“I’m not sleeping yet, only resting. It takes a lot of energy to show you what I did,” he said. “Hesperis, or Anna, if you prefer now, you were our queen before, and you can be again. You must or the Connective here will fall into darkness.”

“Fall into darkness, what do you mean?”

“Without me to hold the Connective together it would degenerate. Another colony fell apart because of their king’s death, one of my brothers. I don’t want that for Poseidia. As soon as you’re ready, I can leave and be with my family.”

“I don’t think I can hold the Connective together. I woke up here not long ago, and I’m still adjusting,” I said, rambling on, overwhelmed, and shocked by what he told me.

King Mestor took my hand again in his and squeezed firmly. “When you reach full integration, you will be ready. You’ll have access to all memories then and you will know. You’ll have no doubts. Until then, trust in what I say.”

Biting my tongue, I stopped arguing. I couldn’t whine in front of an ancient king—I had at least that much self-respect.

“Here, I have something for you,” he whispered as he placed something in my hand and curled my fist over it. Inside was a small gold cube, the size of a dice, with writing in a strange language covering each side. He fell asleep before I could ask him what it was. 

Walking back to my quarters, I was stuck in a state of shock. Their queen? No way—everyone will hate me for coming in and taking over. I can’t do it.

As I stood outside the door to my quarters, I squeezed my fist tight over the gift King Mestor had given me, the edges biting into my skin. What is it?

Inside, Roman sat on my couch, lounging into the plush pillows with his eyes halfway closed. My heart melted—he grew more precious to me every day.

“Well, what did he say?” 

“My brain kind of hurts from overload, can we talk about it later? I could use some wine and then maybe a swim.”

“Lily will be here any minute. She has a surprise for you.”

“Well, I’m hungry. Can we order some wine and food while we wait?”

“Already done. It will be here within minutes as well,” he announced, sitting up.

“You think of everything.” I sat down next to him.

He brushed my hand with his lips. “Not everything.” Reaching for my closed fist, he looked up at me with his eyebrows raised. “What’s in there?”

“Something King Mestor gave me.”

“Open your hand and let me see,” he ordered, a smirk crossing his lips.

Tentatively, I opened my hand. When I glanced up at Roman—he looked ashen for a moment, and then recovered before I could digest the expression.

“What is it?” I pressed.

“Nothing I recognize. A trinket, perhaps,” he mused, shrugging his shoulders and looking out the glass wall.

Through squinted eyes, I stared at him, and dismissed his initial reaction. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me.

“I have no idea what it is. He said I would know when the time came. Why does everyone here have to be so cryptic? I would think with a Connective there would be no secrets.”

“It’s not that there are secrets. Explaining is difficult for them.”

I nodded, somewhat understanding. “Do you have the memories of the Ancestors?”

Roman looked over at me and raised his eyebrow. “Some, why?”

“Do you have memories of a woman named Hesperis?”

“Let me think.” He closed his eyes as if he was accessing a data file in his head. “I do know the name, but cannot see her face. She was the first wife of King Atlas but she died when Atlantis fell. That’s all I have. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, no reason,” I lied, looking down and away, unsure what to tell him. More uncertain of what I believed.

“King Atlas is in Atlia, where I’ll be for the next few months. You can come, visit me, and meet him for yourself. You’ll need to meet everyone at some point anyway.”

“What is dormiveglia?”

He paused, searching my face. “The space between dreaming and awake. It’s when you’re more open and sensitive to other dimensions.”

“This is all out of my league.”

Lily entered then with a bundle in her arms. When I looked at her, her broad smile told me what the wrapped surprise was.

My baby.

My heart soared and I leaped up, shrieking with joy, leaving the item King Mestor had given me forgotten on the couch. Hands covered my mouth in surprise, my throat and chest squeezed tight, filled with an unmeasurable pure elation.

Lily walked toward me and I met her in the center of the room. Overjoyed, my whole body shook in anticipation. As I opened the blanket, the greatest miracle in my life squinted up at me through bleary and unfocused eyes. My heart overflowed with love. In awe, I knew in that moment, everything I’d been through was to bring me together with this child’s soul.

Lily handed over the bundle and I hugged it close to my body. A warmth I’d never known radiated from my heart and encompassed both of us. Legs moved in the blanket, and I dared to peek, eager to know the sex.

My son.

Tears flowed and I turned to look at Roman, briefly afraid of his rejection. When I looked into his eyes, I saw a strong unwavering love, reassuring me I had nothing to fear. He loved my child, a part of me, as he loved me.

Roman approached and looked down at the baby.

At my son.

“What are you going to name him?” he asked.

“I have no idea, I haven’t had time to even think about it,” I admitted.

Lily said, “Spend some time, and then bring him back to the nursery so Lucas can run some more tests. It would be best for your son to stay there for the first few days.”

“Okay, thank you, Lily. He’s such a miracle and I have so much to thank you for—I don’t know how I could ever express to you my gratitude,” I professed my voice raspy, heavy with emotion.

“I think you just did. I’ll be in the Healing Center when you’re ready,” Lily said as she left the room.

My son. He’s real.

“I don’t know what to do with him. I haven’t done this before. I… I… don’t even know how to change a diaper,” I confessed to Roman. Self-doubt was threatening to ruin my blissful moment.

“No worries, I have lots of experience. Although it was many years ago, the basics are the same. It’s something you don’t forget,” he confided.

“I still need a name.”

“You’ll think of the perfect name. Until then, call him Boy,” he suggested.

“Boy,” I marveled, staring at his gorgeous, tiny iridescent face. Sitting back down on the couch, I bent my head, hiding my tears in Boy’s now jumbled wrappings.

“What’s wrong?” Roman inquired as he took his finger and moved my hair away from my face.

“Nothing, nothing at all. Nothing is wrong—it’s perfect. I’m crying because I’ve never been this happy. I used to believe having a picture-perfect life was my dream. That marrying David and having his children would make me the happiest woman in the world.” I bent my head down and kissed him again, my child, as a single tear dripped on his forehead.

“Now I realize, I may not have the picture-perfect life I envisioned when I was young, but it’s so much more than I ever could have imagined. You, here, with me and my son, is more than I ever dreamed of. God does answer prayers, only not in the way we think we want.”

Roman sat down next to me and put his arm around my shoulders, enveloping both of us. I gazed at him, and he kissed me. Then he looked down at my son and gently kissed him on the forehead.

My new family.

Imperfect.

But it was all I needed.
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