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“The ocean is a woman?” His eyes twinkled, amused by the story, not disrespectful.

“Of course it is. Think of all the life it gives.”

“I guess I can agree to that. But the water takes life, too.”

“It does what it has to.” I thought about Mom and all the other mermaids, the way they hunted. I turned my face to the horizon thinking about those girls and how they might be getting ready to hunt right now. Instead, in the center of the water I saw a blur of brown. It could’ve been anything, but I knew it was a body.

“Did you see that?” Sam leaned forward and squinted.

“The only thing I see is you.” I kissed him, turning his head away from the waves. I couldn’t let him find it, not when it could be another mermaid. We were about ten minutes from my house. If I could get him to take me home, I could get the body into shore if it was a dry-lander, or take her home if it wasn’t. Part of my mind raced through the possibilities, scared and anxious, the rest of it focused on how good it was to kiss him.
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Dedication

In memory of my dear friend, Donalyn Frank.

Thank you for being a real-life mermaid

and teaching me how strong a woman can be.

I hope the waves are gentle wherever you are.


Chapter One

My mother was doing it again. Swimming. Naked. The scales on her tail flashed in the sunrise. She did it to torture me. Every graceful arch and flip of her body designed to remind me how stupid going to school was. She promised my dad I could stay in school until I wanted to leave. No matter how many times I told her I wasn’t ready to go yet she never stopped trying to change my mind.

I turned away from the deck, shutting the door behind me and ignoring the view of the ocean. It was the first day of my senior year, and the last thing I needed was her screwing it up. Before I could get worked up about it, a horn honked outside. Too late for Mom’s drama. My ride was here.

Ashley owned a bright red convertible with barely enough room for two people, so it made complete sense that there were already four girls in it.

“Sorry, Danny, you’re in the back!” Heather smiled in her half-hearted kind of way as I squirmed into the backseat. Sarah and Jennifer made a little room for me, but there wasn’t much. Thankfully, I wasn’t very big. Not that anyone who was overweight would’ve been invited. Sitting in the back seat of Ashley’s car was the pinnacle of anyone’s high school social experience. I was popular now, and if that meant I had to squeeze into the back of a car for the ten-minute drive to school, I’d deal with it.

As the car pulled out of our subdivision, I hoped no one looked back and saw Mom in the water. She hadn’t been around much all summer. She told me she was giving me space. I knew she was out having fun. It didn’t bother me until she turned up three weeks ago, trying to talk me out of registering for school. Too bad I’d already forged the paperwork happily signing her name, Kai DelMar, above my own, Danika DelMar, in a completely different script.

“Got your schedule?” Jen grabbed the slip of paper from me and immediately snapped a photo of it with her cell phone. A chorus of voices erupted as the picture made its way to each phone in the car. In seconds, they were comparing my schedule with theirs and deciding when we would all eat lunch.

“Oh no, driver’s ed with Whoa-sley!”

“You’ve got English with me.”

“Who booked you into so many AP classes? You should sue.”

Ashley spoke last, looking at Heather’s screen while she drove. “Tough break with driver’s ed, but maybe you can spend some time with the hot new guy.”

Before I got a chance to ask who that was, the car skidded to a halt in the senior parking lot, with Ashley almost running over someone I didn’t recognize.

“Who?”

“Him,” someone supplied. I didn’t notice anything except the guy in front of me. Tall with dark brown hair and warm sepia skin, he looked almost good enough to eat. I felt a flutter in my stomach, hormones making me think about things that could probably never happen. When he turned to look at the car that had almost hit him, the hormones took it up a notch.

“What’s his name?” I asked, not bothering to stop staring.

“Sam. Sam Aviles? Anvils? Something like that.” The way Ashley said it, the studied nonchalance, meant he was next on her list of men to devour. She was queen bee, so she’d get him. But for now, he smiled at me. No one else noticed it, but the heat I felt went up ten degrees before he turned and walked away.

Seven classes in seven hours, and even though our school had an awesome swim team, I knew better than to go out for it. Mom might flaunt her fins, but my life depended on no one calling me a freak. No one could ever know what I was. Instead, I kept my head down, took a bunch of notes, and focused on passing classes when the time for driver’s ed came around. Money wasn’t a problem for us. I could manage Mom’s bank account better than she could, so it wouldn’t be hard to get a car. A license was another story.

“Hasn’t your mother ever taken you out driving?” Mr. Whosley looked like he was about to be sick as I tried to shift again. The car lurched, almost stalling.

“She’s been real busy exhibiting this summer.”

“Well, I’m sure being the darling of Miami’s art scene is fun for her, but if you want to pass this class, you’ll need more practice.” He reached for the door handle. Even though I wanted the car to stop, it jerked forward again.

“Brake. Now,” he ordered, then got out of the car like it was a death trap. Maybe it was.

I put my head down on the steering wheel. If I did what Mom wanted, if I went back to the ocean with her, I wouldn’t need to drive. It wouldn’t matter that I sucked at it. Then again, if I did what Mom wanted, none of the things I loved like books or learning would matter. I’d never wanted to know anything about her world, all I wanted was to be better at the life I already had.

“Heavy sigh for someone who just started.” A rich voice stopped my thoughts and I jerked my head up. Suddenly, the crappy box of a car felt like it was a thousand degrees, all because of the guy putting on his seatbelt next to me.

“Sam, right?”

“The new guy. Is this school really that small?” He smiled with the sort of smile I wasn’t used to seeing in Playa Linda. His teeth were small, slightly crooked, and far from the bright white perfection most orthodontists made happen around here. I liked it, because it wasn’t perfect and didn’t really fit. Then I realized I wasn’t answering him and probably looked like a moron.

“We’re that small.”

“You’re supposed to be driving.”

“Yeah, right.” I put the car in gear and tried again. “So you’re my partner?”

“I’ve already got my license. I’m only here because there was nothing else to fit in my schedule, and since you need all the practice you can get…” He turned up his hands.

“Sounds good to me. So where do you come from, partner?” The car still felt uncomfortably small, but I figured the only way to get over it was to make small talk.

“Everywhere.”

“Military brat?”

“Something like that. Hear that whine? It means you should shift.”

“Got it. Thanks.” I concentrated on trying to drive for a few minutes. “What are you into? Cars? Boats? The beach?”

“Nightlife, I guess.” He shrugged.

The car in front of me was changing partners but we didn’t need to. I turned to look at him instead.

“So you're a vampire?”

Guilt and surprise registered on his face, making me wonder what lie I’d caught him in. Could he really be a vampire? Weird, but not impossible. Mom always hinted there were more things in the ocean than I knew about. It wasn’t a stretch to believe there were things on dry land I’d missed. Besides, my own secrets made vampires seem mainstream. There were no shows on TV about people like my mom.

“Yeah, that's me, I guess, sort of,” he confessed, not trying to cover it up. It almost sounded like he wanted to tell me.

“Well, don't go after my neck; it might kill you,” I warned him. After I fell and scraped my leg in sixth grade, they had to shut the locker room down for an ammonia leak. If other people couldn’t breathe the fumes from my blood, he probably couldn’t drink it.

“Good to know.” He nodded as I turned my eyes back to the driver’s course. We spent about ten minutes in silence, me worrying about turn signals and the painted lines on the track. Sweat plastered my long blonde hair to my neck. I rolled down the window but it didn’t change how small the car felt. When he spoke again, it almost surprised me. “Vampire’s not the right word. It’s salt golem. The whole thing isn’t about blood; it's about salt.”

“Salt?”

“Yup.”

“The movies get it wrong?”

“All the time.”

“So I'll bring you French fries to keep myself safe?”

“That'd be great.” He gave me a real smile that time, and it almost turned my insides to liquid.

Driver’s ed was my last class, and even though I knew I was pushing it with Ashley, I ditched the after school deal to go straight into the water. Some days, that’s the only place I can think, the only place I can really breathe.

Mom was long gone. But then, it was three o’clock so I hadn’t expected to see her. She’d been leaving me on my own for a while. I didn’t need her help to make the shift. I walked into the water in a bikini, going over the rocks on the little spit of sand and stone that made our beach. When the water lapped at my waist, I started checking around for people. After half a dozen obsessive checks making sure no one could see me, I stashed my bikini bottoms under a rock and slipped down into the water.

The first few seconds amazed me. They always did. Mom said it was because I spent too much time on land. She went on and on about how when I went away with her, being a mermaid would finally feel normal. I tried to ignore her words, and hated how they colored the experience. One moment I was breathing, air coming warm and wet through my nose and mouth, but then it happened: cool, sweet air flooded my lungs as my gills took over. They only really came out in water, on dry land they looked like scars or dips in the skin. I still worried about them all the time. I spent my day making sure my hair hid them and I’d never managed to make out without pushing the guy away from my neck. During the day, my gills were something to stress about, but put me in the water, and I loved them.

I dove for a while, following fish, looking at rocks, trying to chase the day out of my head. Mom kept the house on land for me, she let me go to school because of a promise to Dad before he died, but even with those two things, I never quite fit in. Most days I didn’t let it bother me, today for some reason it stuck in my head. I was thirty feet down when I realized it wasn’t the day I was trying to chase away but the boy, Sam, the salt golem. I’d never heard of a salt golem, but his explanation made sense. I’d read stories about golems, people made of mud or clay, why couldn’t there by one made of salt? Sitting under water, with my tail swishing in the current, it wasn’t hard to believe in things like that. It was just hard to know what to do about it. I wanted him. Not in some noble or pure way. I wanted him naked and sweaty and all those other things that girls aren’t supposed to want.

Mom would tell me it was hormones, and soon I’d need to take a mate and have a baby. She was pretty vague on how it all worked. I’d spent some time visiting with my grandma and my cousins, but they all assumed Mom had told me. Like most things about mermaid life, I never bothered to get the details. I knew the stories that mermaids drown their lovers, and I wasn’t about to do that. But how much longer could I hold out? And what would happen when I gave in? My body couldn’t have sex without being in ocean water. I’d come close once, at the beach with Ryan, my ex-boyfriend from junior year. At the worst moment, I realized what was happening, that I was taking him farther and farther out in the water, and that in a minute I’d have a tail and gills and he’d drown. I’d sworn off boys right then.

But Sam. The new boy. I couldn’t think about anything else.

Until I flipped over on my stomach and saw the dead body.

The eyes were open, staring at me. For a minute, it looked like the girl was wearing a heavy silver necklace. Then I swam over and it scattered—not a necklace, but a bunch of little fish grabbing dinner. Her neck looked ripped open. Pieces of flesh waved in the ocean current. Paler than any living girl I’d ever seen, she wore a pair of jean shorts and a flimsy shirt.

The fish had worked on her, taking little pieces near the wound but nothing else. I guessed that meant she’d been down here less than a day, or maybe even since last night. This bit of sand and coral was one of my favorite thinking spots, so I would’ve seen her or even smelled her in the water if she’d been here before that. Her nails were painted yellow. I recognized the color from a limited edition nail polish collection. Pricey clothes, pricey nails, long brown hair, and she looked about my age…

Tiffany. Tiffany Moore. She’d graduated two years ago, so she was probably around twenty. She shouldn’t be here, under my ocean, at my reef. She shouldn’t even be dead. People our age weren’t supposed to die. I struggled to sort through my emotions to think of what could’ve done this. Nothing came to me. The idea of death, so close up and real, was just too strange. Seeing her ruined my concentration, and left me feeling like I should swim away to someplace safe. Instead, I struggled to focus on what I could do, what I needed to do to help the girl who’d been like me in so many ways.

I couldn’t tell anyone how I’d found her. Not like this. I could go back to the house, take out the dive gear, get it wet and call the cops. I could say I was out diving or snorkeling and I saw her. Except I was pretty far out to be snorkeling from the house. Mom had probably left the boat at home; she never bothered to cover her tracks. So I could weigh down the body, take the boat out here, then call the cops. Or the Coast Guard? Who did you call when you found a body in the ocean? This wasn’t the sort of thing they talked about in health class.

I shook my head, letting more water hit my gills. It cleared my thoughts. There was no way I could let them find the body here. First, because I didn’t have any way to warn Mom and if they sent out divers or whatever and found her, well, both our lives would be over. Second, even if they didn’t see Mom, they’d invade my space. There would be people and lights, maybe news trucks with cameras, all of them conspiring to keep me from swimming. I wasn’t sure I could handle that. When I stayed out of the water for more than a day my skin felt itchy and wrong. No one had ever told me mermaids had to get in the water every day but I didn’t want to risk finding out the hard way.

Okay, new plan, I had to get the dead girl somewhere where she wouldn’t be connected to me, but where she’d be found. If I left her here, the fish would take care of her before anyone even came close to finding her. Assuming Mom didn’t carry her off. Assuming Mom hadn’t killed her. I mean, Mom killed Dad without much hesitation, so would some strange girl be a problem?

As I dragged the body behind me, swimming toward the public beach, I convinced myself that Mom wasn’t like that. Killing men is what mermaids do, not something that made Mom a murderer. I knew there were bigger predators out here, probably attracted by the scent of the girl’s body. Swimming even faster, I felt the water go colder, darker, and then finally warmer as I got to the shallows outside Smatter’s Beach. I swam straight up sixteen feet, hoping no one would see my head above the waves. I bounced in the water, gills out in the air, feeling like I had one foot in each world. One foot in each world and a dead girl in my hand.

If I let her go here, she’d probably be found. But could I depend on a probably? No, not when the stakes were this high. She could drift back to my reef or never get found at all.

Then I heard it. The perfect feminine giggle. It could only come from one person: Ashley.

My eyes weren’t the greatest out of the water like this, but once I heard her, I could pick her out. In the center of everyone else (of course) wearing almost nothing for a bathing suit, Ashley was holding court with half a dozen jock guys along with Jennifer and, her third in command, Alexis.

I sank down to the bottom of the ocean. I’d gotten popular through a stroke of dumb luck. Ashley got an ear infection and had to sit out swimming in our sophomore year. I couldn’t go anywhere near a pool without giving myself away, so I sat on the bleachers with her. We spent weeks sitting there. It wasn’t until junior year that we started bonding. Ashley’s dad was super strict, and only let her go on double dates. She was dating Ryan’s best friend, so the four of us went out a lot. Even then, I’d expected to be punted out of her club when I dumped Ryan this summer. My place in Ashley’s life, and therefore the social pecking order of school, was pretty tenuous.

I’m not shallow. I don’t care about being popular because I like the attention or anything like that. I care about it because if you’re popular, people let you get away with stuff, like not giving blood during the blood drive or being picky about your lunch. If I turned into some social pariah, people would pick on me until they found out how different I was. Then they’d turn me into a science experiment.

Still, I looked over at the dead girl, and knew I couldn’t risk letting her drift out to sea. Maybe it was a onetime thing, some dog grabbed her throat, tore it open, and its owner freaked out and dumped her by my place. But then again, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe this person would come back, find me on the reef and tell the world what I was, or worse dump another body. I needed this person, whoever they were, whatever their reasons, out of my ocean. The fastest way to make that happen was to get the police involved, so I pretty much had to make sure the dead girl was found.

I shook my head, getting water into my gills again. I would have to swim really close to the beach, and let go of the body there. If I was fast, and I took off my blue bikini, they might confuse the dead girl and me. If they saw me, they’d think it was her. That could happen, right?

Yeah, sure it could, and the girl next to me might grow gills of her own and swim away. I would just have to swim super-fast and count on the hazy water to hide me.

I grabbed the girl and held her above me, then sprinted with all the speed I had. I got to six feet of water, waited for a wave to come in, and pushed her in to it. I didn’t stay to watch her go; I darted back out into the ocean. By the time I stuck my head up again, I was a hundred feet off shore and panting. Even with my mouth open and my gills working overtime I couldn’t get enough air. I didn’t keep my head up for long though, just long enough to hear Alexis scream.

****

I swam back to my beach slowly, contemplating it all as the color drained out of my world. I liked to swim right around twenty feet, enough pressure on my skin that it felt like Mother Ocean was hugging me, but shallow enough for sunlight, so there were colors. But even at that shallow depth as the sun set the colors fled. Soon the water looked like my mother’s home, dark blues everywhere. I hadn’t felt traumatized when I found the body, but now I did. I swam in stupid Z-shaped patterns, worried someone would throw a body on me. When a shadow passed over me, I almost freaked out before I realized it was only a dolphin. I followed him for a while, holding on to his tail, letting him pull me. Dolphins always cheer me up. They seem happy. I bet they could find half a dozen dead bodies and not be freaked out.

But the dolphin knew me, knew where I belonged, and soon I was back there, in front of my house, floating in the water. I waved thank you to him, never sure if dolphins understood what mermaids said. If he did understand, I hoped he didn’t realize how much I was faking my gratitude.

Without a single light on, my house didn’t look very welcoming. No Mom in an apron cooking me dinner, no dinner, nothing. I dove back down and snagged a snapper. I munched the fish the way my mother taught me when I was three: raw, using only my teeth. With the fish almost gone, I didn’t want to go inside yet. I killed some time trying for shrimp, but only got a couple. Knowing it couldn’t be put off any longer; I swam up to the beach and stayed out on the rocks until I got my legs back. Five minutes later, no one would know what I was from the way I walked up the beach, clad in a bikini like everyone else.

I showered, then hit the books. Mom was content to swim all day but I wanted knowledge, book knowledge, something she never cared about having. So I cracked open the books and got to it. Mom didn’t want me to stay on dry land for long, definitely not long enough to go to college, so AP classes were it for me. I wasn’t going to waste the chance to learn something, even if all I ever did with it was impress other mermaids.

I stayed up late studying, letting myself escape into schoolwork. Thoughts of Sam came back to me, and I spent a couple of hours on the Internet reading everything I could about salt golems. I turned out my light just after midnight. Something out on the ocean bothered me for a few minutes until I pulled my curtains tight. Normally I slept with them open, but something…

I was half-asleep when I realized what the something was: a boat, not far from my house out on the water. Almost exactly over the spot where I’d found the girl.

****

Less than twelve hours after I’d carried the dead girl to shore, it felt strange to squeeze into the car the next morning, smelling Sarah’s perfume and squishing my backpack by my feet, as if everything was normal. I wanted to say something, but I knew I shouldn’t. I needed to know what had happened, if anyone saw me, but I couldn’t ask. I had to depend on Ashley’s need to be the center of attention and tell the story.

“So what’s the latest?” I asked the car. “Anything going on?”

“I snuck into a club downtown and got digits from a college hottie,” Sarah bragged.

“Nice.” I gave her a grin.

“What about you?” Sarah replied, but Ashley cut her off.

“Whatever Danny did, it’s nothing compared to our night.” Ashley checked her face in the rearview mirror. She’d done something with her makeup, some weird raccoon eyes thing. I’m sure it was meant to be subtle. Instead, she looked tired.

“What happened to you?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“We had a back-to-school party on the beach,” Jennifer started, but Ashley cut her off right away.

“Well first, I called up that new boy, Sam, and invited him out to the party.”

Without Heather, there were only two of us to make jealous noises. Mine came a little late. I knew Ashley was going to make her move, but I didn’t realize it was going to be so fast. For a minute, I felt sad about it, about Sam falling under her spell so soon.

“And he turned me down flat. Told me he’d already met someone, but thanks for asking.” Ashley pouted in the most artistic way possible.

“That’s the worst,” Sarah declared.

“Oh no, that’s not the worst. Not by a long shot. When I finally got to the beach, there was a dead body on the shore.”

Sarah gasped and I did the same. In the front seat, Jennifer didn’t react. I tried to catch her eyes, to see if I could catch a clue to what she felt or saw but she was hiding behind heavy sunglasses. Now that Ashley had pounced on her once, I figured she wouldn’t say anything for the rest of the ride.

“O-M-G! What did you do?” Sarah said, sounding like a fool. She was trying to make it up to Ashley for being wrong a second ago. I knew she needed a comforting squeeze or something, but I cared more about leaning forward to hear everything Ashley had to say.

“I panicked. I mean, I lost it. She was beaten up, she looked terrible. Her nails were chipped and everything. Thankfully, Justin was there. He called the cops.” Ashley turned the car into the school parking lot. “I’m so glad Justin took care of me. It makes me realize how some people just aren’t worth it.”

Her eyes were on Sam, who was walking into the building.

“Don’t you agree, Jennifer?”

Jen did, and then the back seat agreed too.

“So is that why Heather’s out? Was she at the party too?” I asked as we all climbed out of the car but Ashley was already walking away from me.

“She went to the club with me,” Sarah said, her voice quiet. “She left with some guy. She’s been texting all morning about how awesome his hotel room is.”

Sarah waved and went into the building, Jennifer lingered though, letting the crowd of people put some distance between her and Ashley.

“You okay with last night?”

“No. Not at all. The body that Ashley’s so broken up about was a girl named Tiffany. We had classes together. She’d gone on to Community.” Her voice became empathic. “I knew her. She deserves better than to be Ashley’s excuse to gossip for a day.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s more than that. The police wanted to keep everyone there, but Ashley didn’t want to bother. Alexis was there, and you know her dad’s all high and mighty. So, the next thing you know, the cops are driving us home. I think I saw someone else in the water, though. I’m not sure, but they needed to stay and check, not drive us around. We could’ve gone home with the guys or in the same cars we used to get there.”

“Someone else in the water?” She’d probably seen me. Oh man, that wasn’t good at all.

“Maybe. I don’t know.” Jennifer chewed at her bottom lip. “But I know someone should’ve checked it out.”

The bell rang in the building warning us we had five minutes to make it to our desks.

“We should go.” I put my hand on Jennifer’s arm and she nodded.

“I think I might find another way to get home tonight, another way in tomorrow.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. “You know what Ashley would do?”

“The same thing she does to anyone who pisses her off: she’ll ignore me completely and then turn the school against me.” Jennifer seemed to accept her fate, but the idea scared me.

“And you’re okay with that?”

She didn’t even pause to think before she said, “It’s better than what happened to Tiffany.”

I watched her walk away for a second, admiring her bravery. After another two steps, I decided Jennifer could afford to be brave. I couldn’t risk the whole school turning on me. If they did, and I somehow managed to escape being dissected, I’d end up permanently underwater with Mom. I didn’t even want to think about it.

News of Tiffany’s body washing up during a beach party was all over school. I spent seven classes thinking I was sick of hearing about it, only to get into the car in driver’s ed desperate to talk to Sam about it.

“Heard you skipped one heck of a party last night,” I started before he got his seat belt clipped.

“We’re parallel parking. Have you ever done that?”

“Never. Don’t you want to talk about the party?”

“Line the middle of the car up with the first cone, then reverse with the wheel turned toward the curb. Halfway there, cut the wheel back the other way.”

“Great advice, but the party?” I gestured for him to go on and tell me while I lined the car up with the cone like he’d said.

“A girl is dead. That isn’t some rumor everyone should be talking about. She deserves some respect.”

“Funny, Jennifer said the same thing to me this morning. It’s probably going to make her an outcast by tomorrow afternoon.” I drove over the cone behind the car, flattening it.

“You disagree with her?”

“Oh no.” I put the car in park and went back to retrieve the cone. When I got back to the car, I continued, “I just think it isn’t as easy as that.”

“As easy as defending what you believe in?”

“You know, this isn’t what I wanted to talk about.”

“Really? Because everyone else does.”

“No, I wanted to talk about what you said to Ashley, about how you couldn’t go to the party because…” I left the sentence for him to finish.

“Oh.” He flushed, his neck turning an adorably pink shade under his tan skin. “I can see why you’d want to talk about that.”

“So…?”

The corners of his mouth pulled up but he didn’t quite smile. “I didn’t want to go out with your best friend before I got to know you.”

“Yeah!” I gave a tiny cheer, then blushed myself. “That was stupid, wasn’t it?”

“It was cute.”

“But stupid.”

“Maybe a little bit.”

I wanted to lean over and punch him on the arm, do something to keep the perfect flirty vibe going, but I’d once again hit a cone, the one in front this time, so I had to get out of the car.

“Next time, I’ll get the cone,” he said.

“Maybe there won’t be a next time.”

“Maybe, but you aren’t really concentrating.”

“It’s hard to concentrate when you know a boy said no to Ashley, The Ashley, because of you.”

“The Ashley? Like there’s only one?”

“Well, there was another one, but Ashley made her give up her name.”

“Give up her name?”

“Uh-huh,” I nodded and concentrated on lining up the car just right. “We were all in fifth grade. Before that it was Ashley H. and Ashley W. Then Ashley, the one and only Ashley, decided she didn’t want to share any more. She threatened the other girl, who decided it was easier to go by Lee.”

“Ashley sounds like a bully.”

I would’ve shrugged but I had to turn the wheel too much. “How about we don’t talk about her anymore?”

“I think that’s a good idea. But then, I’m the one who turned her down.”

“That you did. And for me, too. We should talk about that some more.”

He laughed, and it made me smile. His laugh sounded natural and it didn’t come at anyone’s expense. “Okay, let’s talk about it. I’m an old fashioned guy.”

“Goes along with the salt golem thing.” I tested the waters to see if he would tell me that was all just a joke. Instead, he nodded.

“Exactly. So I think if I’m going to date you, I shouldn’t be going to beach parties with another girl.”

“I like that idea.”

“Dating, or not going to parties with another girl?”

“Both, actually. Are we going on a date?”

“Did you just ask me?” He laughed, and this time I joined him. I laughed so hard I ran over another cone.

“I got it.” He hopped out of the car and jumped back in a second later. “Danika, would you like to have dinner with me sometime?”

It sounded oddly formal, but of course I said, “Yes.”

“Good. Now that it’s settled, you should really work on parking.”

“We haven’t decided when or where yet.” I eyed up both cones. “How about tonight?”

“A school night?”

I ignored his question and turned the wheel, then gently rolled backwards.

“Friday night, and how about seafood?”

“It’s a date.” And with that, I drove over the cone in front of me.


Chapter Two

I swam that night, hanging out in my spot, following fish around the reef. I didn’t stay long. There was homework and texting with Ashley and the rest of the gang. Jen not riding home with us caused a bit of a stir.

I had lots to do, but mostly I thought about Sam. I thought about him all night and most of the next day at school. Getting into Ashley’s car, I kept coming back to the things I didn’t know about him, like if the salt golem thing was real. If I told someone I was a mermaid, they’d think I was lying. But that didn’t mean Sam was lying. Just like being cute and nice didn’t mean he was telling the truth. After obsessing about it for hours and nearly blowing up the room in chemistry, I realized all I could do was ask him during drivers’ ed. It took forever, but eventually I sat in the car ready to ask him everything. But I wasn’t sure how. I didn’t want him to feel trapped.

“You look like you’re thinking deep thoughts,” he said.

“You could say that.”

“I hope you don’t want to cancel our date.”

“And miss my chance at moving to the number one spot on Ashley’s hit list? Never.” I took a breath and then took the risk. “So are you willing to talk about this vampire thing?”

“I guess.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But use the right word: salt golem. Vampire is so cliché. It’s embarrassing.”

“Okay. How’d it happen? How’d you become a salt golem? Some girl bit you and…”

“It’s not like that. It’s genetic. I was born this way.”

“Really?” Now that was an interesting departure from all the movies.

“Both my parents are like this. And we don’t live forever; that’s a myth. It just takes a really long time to age.”

“Oh, like—” I clamped my mouth shut before the word slipped out, because it was right there on the tip of my tongue. Like me, like mermaids.

“Like what?”

“It’s stupid. From a movie. Ignore me and go on.”

“Yeah, the movies get everything wrong. Sunlight doesn’t bother me at all.” He wiggled his fingers in a shaft of light coming through the car’s window to demonstrate. “I don’t mind garlic. And it’s not blood I need, but salt.”

“Any particular flavor of salt? Black? Pink?” I tried to think of all the salts I’d seen on TV.

“Sea salt. The cleaner, the better.”

“Good to know. Got anything more to tell me about how it all works?”

“There’s folklore out there that says we were formed from sea salt. Any cuts I get, I put salt on them and they heal. I’m not demonic. There’s nothing in the Bible that talks about us; just the legends we have and some stories.”

Mermaids were the same way. We had our songs about creation, and our own belief system. The Bible never even mentioned Mother Ocean. I nodded.

“We sometimes show up in Greek myths, though. There was this poet named Homer—”

“I know who Homer was. I’m in AP English.”

“Wow.” That stopped him. “I haven’t gotten to AP yet. I didn’t know Homer was on the required lists.”

“Just The Odyssey, but I read more than that.”

“Why?”

“I want to get as much education as I can before I have to leave.” That was the truth, and it was all I was going to say about it.

“Leave? You going somewhere?”

“Um, after I graduate from high school.” I quickly covered, but the look on his face told me he wasn’t buying it. Still he let it go.

“This is my third time through. The first time I was the youngest to graduate, then I looked normal, now I feel like the oldest. I’ve been to eleven different schools. It’s never the same. Some schools, everyone is getting high or hooking up. In others, everyone is driven, focused on getting into college. But no one’s having any fun.”

“And what’s your idea of fun, Mr. Vampire?”

The word made him color, a little, his ears turning pink. I decided I’d use it again, even if it was wrong. He looked cute pink. “I’d say talking to you is the most fun I’ve had all day.”

I blushed all the way to my toes.

“And music. I’m a huge fan of live music.”

“What type?”

He looked too clean cut to go for metal or rock. “Classical.”

“Of course.” I rolled my eyes.

“It’s really good. Have you ever been to a symphony?”

I strained to remember, if I had been. “Oh yeah, fourth grade. Peter and the Wolf.”

He laughed and after a minute I joined him, even though I wasn’t sure it was so funny. “Let me take you to a concert.”

“Okay. I guess. What do I wear?”

“Something nice. A dress. You know, church clothes.”

Something else I didn’t know and wasn’t about to tell him. I’d never been to a church, at least not one on land. Somehow, I didn’t think he meant I should wear my hair the way I did when we sang to Mother Ocean. “I’ll get Ashley to help me pick something out.”

“You’re sure that’s a great idea?”

“She hates Jen now. Also, you weren’t there to save her when she found that dead body, so I might be able to get away with it.”

“Sounds like a pretty big risk.”

“I think you’ll be worth it.” I smiled at him, because I thought he might be. If the salt golem stuff was a fantasy, it was a pretty elaborate one. He’d worked out a lot of details if it was just some way to impress me.

“So when should I met your parents?”

I slammed on the brakes without thinking, causing Mr. Whosley to freak out. He didn’t stop screaming until the bell rang. Thankfully, by then Sam had forgotten to ask about meeting my parents.


Chapter Three

After school, I got into Ashley’s car, not squished anymore. Jen hadn’t joined us since yesterday morning. Missing a ride home was no big deal. Missing the ride in this morning was huge. Ashley had quite deliberately not noticed. She told me to sit up front this morning and didn’t give a reason why. I expected to hear about Jen’s fall from grace through the school gossip network. Instead, the look on Ashley’s face told me I was going to hear now, on my way home, and it wasn’t going to be easy to listen to.

“Where’s Heather?” I asked the car. Sitting in the front seat felt odd; did I turn and face Sarah in the back or look at Ashley in the front? I half twisted trying to see everyone. “Still off with her new guy?”

Sarah nodded not willing to say anything. Ashley fumed for a second, then let go.

“She’s still in bed with him, or in some restaurant, at some bar. Not that it really matters. The last time she disappeared it was some rap star, before that it was that real estate guy. She’s off having a great time. Jen, on the other hand, has suddenly decided she’s too good to sit in my car.”

Sarah blinked twice, but didn’t say a word. I was on my own. “Did she say that?”

“No. She texted me not to wait for her yesterday, then this morning she sent another text that I didn’t need to pick her up. No explanation. Nothing. See for yourself.” Alexis tossed her phone at me. I scrolled to the texts and found it. Jen’s note didn’t look inflammatory. It read, “don’t need a ride to school anymore. Thanks”

“So she drove herself in?”

“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t speak to her all day.” The glare that accompanied her words told me I shouldn’t speak to her either, that no one should.

“I think you’re right, Ashley, for her to ditch us without an explanation like that. It’s so harsh, especially after what happened.” Sarah wasn’t getting the praise she wanted so she switched tactics. “I’ll bet she just couldn’t handle it the way you can.”

That worked. Ashley perked up. “You’re probably right. Seeing that dead body is probably going to give her a nervous breakdown. The poor thing. She always was so fragile. You remember when she got all depressed in eighth grade.”

In eighth grade, Jen’s grandma died. It was perfectly natural for her to be sad. That didn’t matter, though, reality never mattered more than what Ashley thought. By this time tomorrow, the whole school would be talking about how Jen was practically institutionalized for depression, for no reason. Then Ashley would let it slip that Jen broke down when she saw the body and then… And then I realized how sad it was that I could see it all. I knew exactly how Ashley planned to kill Jen’s social life. Suddenly, I wished I’d gotten another ride home. I should ask Sam how he got to school.

Sarah responded to Ashley, egging her on and glorifying her all at once. The atmosphere in the car became thick with their plotting. They half-remembered, half-exaggerated stories about Jen for a good ten minutes. After that, they were down to straight out lies. I didn’t bother to keep up. At first Ashley let me slide, but then she called me on it.

“What do you think, Danika? Was Jen always neurotic, or did she get better? I bet she was taking meds and she stopped them. I hear depressed people do that a lot.”

“I’m more worried about who’ll take her place,” I admitted, because I was. Whoever took her place might see me as a threat. If they did I could get this treatment. Out of the blue, my place in the social structure didn’t look so secure. I wasn’t sure if I had a real friend among them. If I was a real friend to Jen, I’d stand up to these two.

But I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t risk it. Any threat of danger and Mom would drag me under the waves; nothing I wanted to learn would matter. If it wasn’t Mom, it might be one of them, pushing me into a pool or shoving me down. Another skinned knee, a quick dip in water and my secret was out. My life could be over or worse. I had to swallow my anger and tell Ashley what she wanted to hear. The whole problem made my heart ache. I wanted real friends, people I could tell my secrets too. Instead, I had Ashley and the tightrope walk that was high school. Did I really want this more than I wanted to be with the other mermaids?

I kept turning the problem over in my head while Ashley and Sarah talked about all the girls in school they could add to our carpool. I needed something else to think about but nothing came to me, only scary ideas of things that could happen. Then Sam’s face popped into my mind. I forced myself to focus on him.

In a way, Jen had done me a favor. Ashley wasn’t going to care about some new boy compared to this. She might be self-centered, but she wasn’t focused. Ashley knew the secret of her power was keeping things fresh; new fashion, new gossip, and a new guy to replace Sam. The risk I would take dating him had gone way down, but not to zero. I needed to find out if he was worth it. By the time Ashley dropped me off, I had a pretty good plan for how.

I took a gallon plastic bag with me when I swam that night. I pushed all the air out of it, sealed it, and stuffed it in the top of my bikini. It wasn’t the most glamorous look, but it got the job done. A few minutes later, I headed into the water by our beach. Normally I would wait, hanging out in the shallows enjoying the water in my gills; but if I was going to go through with this, I didn’t have time for that. I glanced toward my usual spot, my resting spot, where just twenty-four hours before I’d found a dead body. I ignored it and swam to the left.

It wasn’t that I thought my spot would be forever tainted. I had an idea: something to see if Sam was lying with his salt golem story. He claimed to live on salt, and to prefer sea salt. Well, let’s see if he meant it.

About four miles out, the ocean bottom dropped off like the end of the world. Suddenly, the water lost all its color. Where there had been orange and yellow coral with bright green splashes, now there was only blue water. Endless blue. It went on and on for miles, the blue only broken by darker blue that marked trenches.

Mermaids lived in those trenches: my grandmother, my cousins, my aunts, and, when she wasn’t with me, my mother. Other mermaids lived their whole lives here, coming to the surface to mate, fishing nearby. We stuck to the pod instead of seeking out other ocean creatures or trying to establish ties with humans. We didn’t have homes, not like the houses on land. But there were caves, places where families—well, mothers and daughters, our families didn’t have fathers—stayed.

I shook my head, wanting the water over my gills to give me a bit of perspective. Being raised around humans made me long for their normal instead of my own. But I had to remember that I would never fit that mold. I’d never be able to move away from the water. I might be able to fall in love, but sex meant killing and that was pretty far from normal.

For a brief minute, I thought about going to see my grandmother. She loved me, even if she wasn’t a hugging-cuddling kind of grandma. Sometimes talking to her made the world make sense. Unfortunately, no matter how much time I gave her, she wanted more. She wanted me to live with the others, to be there with them. You shouldn’t get mad at someone for loving you so much they missed you all the time, but hanging out with Grandma always left me feeling angry and caught. She wanted to give me all the freedom in the world, as long I stayed right next to her. Just like Mom wanted to give me all the freedom in the world, as long as I used it to do things exactly the way she had done. Neither choice worked for me.

I dipped down into the first trench I saw. A shark swam by, its eyes black against its pale gray skin. In theory, mermaids could eat sharks. Our teeth extended into sharp edges when we needed them. Hard enough to break through lobster shells, those teeth were strong enough to take on a great white. But I still didn’t like them. Sharks made me too nervous to find out if the theory was true.

I held still, sinking like a stone in the dark water. Above me, it might be day or night. There was no way to know, only blue water, the shark, and me. Not a fish to be seen. I waited, tense, all the while with thoughts of Ashley going through my mind. The shark and Ashley seemed the same to me, predatory and indifferent to how I really felt.

Finally, the shark disappeared from sight. Only then did I take out the plastic bag. Trapped air moved like liquid mercury, bright silver, and thick. I pushed it around the bag, trying to get the air out before I succeeded in filling it with water from the trench.

If Sam was lying to me, he’d never guess where this salt came from. If he was trying to play a joke with lies about salt golems and sea salt, he’d never taste a difference. If he did, if he somehow guessed that this salt came from the deepest spot off our coast, well…then we’d have some much bigger things to talk about.

I sent Jen a text when I got out of the water, I didn’t think it through, not really. I just asked how she was getting to school. She wrote me back right away that she was using her older sister’s car. An unspoken invitation hung in the air. After some deep introspection, I decided to pretend that I hadn’t gotten the text yet. The next morning, I wasn’t brave enough to cross Ashley so I wrote back “that’s cool” and took my usual way in. Heather was still off with some guy.

“What’s the word from Heather?” I asked as I got into the car.

“I got pics from her last night. The guy set her up with a spa day. She did her toes in pink.” Sarah blew off my concern. Sure, Heather had done the disappearing-for-a-few-days thing before, but usually that happened when her mom took a work trip or her dad ditched her. Three days this close to the beginning of school was new. “She thinks we should invite Alexis to drive in with us.”

“Alexis has her own car,” Ashley pointed out.

“It’d be better for the environment.” Sarah barely whispered the words, and I knew it had been her idea, not Heather’s.

“But not for her relationship with Dante.” I smiled as caustically as Ashley could, and my quip made them both laugh. I was glad too, the last thing I needed was the very nosy and very domineering Alexis in the car, egging Ashley on. Then again… I toyed with my cell phone, maybe it was time to not worry about it and ride in with Jen.

Or Sam. I made it to driver’s ed just a little bit late, thanks to a longer than usual discussion with my guidance counselor. He wanted to know if Mom had taken me to see any colleges. I almost laughed out loud at the idea. Mom was on me every time she saw me to give up on school and join her in the ocean. I’d be lucky to get a year in at Playa Linda Community College, let alone go to University of Miami. Schools any farther away than that were totally out of the question.

With that on my mind, I headed out to the parking lot, only to find it empty. I detoured and went into the classroom.

“I assume you have a note, Ms. DelMar.” Mr. Whosley’s voice sounded like some R&B singer, all deep and loving, except that the look he gave me was far from it. I fished around in my bag to give him the slip from the guidance office, then grabbed a seat next to Sam. I wanted to say hi to him, but Whosley was lecturing.

“We’re going to start driver’s tests today. We don’t usually do them this soon, but I realize that several of you were driving all summer. If you pass your test, you can switch out of this class. We’ll be going in reverse order, because I understand how unfair it is to people at the end of the alphabet to always go last.” The room commented in groans and mock cheers. “Tests take fifteen to twenty minutes, unless you fail. In that case, we’ll be done in five. That means four tests per class. Any questions about that?”

No one cared enough to raise their hand.

“While I’m testing, the rest of you will be practicing. Let’s get out there.”

We all filed out of the room, with Sam waiting to walk beside me. “So I’m Aviles, and you’re DelMar.”

“Yep. We’ve got plenty of time to practice.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to practice,” he corrected. “I’m just here killing time, remember? Already licensed.”

“Guess that means you’re going to leave me soon.” I tried not to sound disappointed, but I was. I looked forward to our classes together.

“I wouldn’t leave.” He slowed down when he said it, like it was important. “Talking to you is better than any class I could take.”

I stopped and looked at him. The black asphalt under our feet radiated heat. Everyone talked around us, slamming car doors, and opening them. It was the most unromantic moment ever, but what he’d said changed that. I looked at him standing in front of me, the cheesy yellow paint of the driver’s ed car behind him. I opened my mouth to reply, but what could I say to that? When he opened the car door for me to get in I said the most natural thing in the world: “Thank you.”

He nodded at me and walked around to the passenger side.

“I got you something.” I tossed the plastic bag onto the seat of the car before he sat down.

“Yeah? What’s this?”

“Taste it and find out.”

I watched him hold the plastic up to the sun. Then, with a curious look at me, he opened the bag and sniffed. He must have liked what he smelled, because he took a pinch of the salt between his fingers and crumbled it. A second later, he popped it in his mouth. A wide grin spread over his face.

“This is really good. Where’d you get it?”

“I made it. It tastes all right?”

“It tastes amazing, like deep sea salt from about fifty years ago.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s clean, pure.” He stopped trying to explain and started dipping his fingers into the bag and then licking them. There wasn’t much there, but he seemed determined to get every flake. “The more condos they build on the coast, the more pollution and people… You don’t get salt like this anymore, not without a bunch of money and hassle.”

He gave up on looking civilized and tipped the open bag into his mouth as if it was a bag of chips and he wanted the last crumb. The last little bits of flaky white salt went into his mouth. My throat dried up just watching.

“Don’t you want some water or something?”

“No way. Don’t want to dilute the flavor.”

I laughed, and started the car. “You must be some sort of weirdo.”

“Salt golem, told you.” He crumpled the bag trying to get more. “How’d you make it?”

“Microwaved sea water.”

“Brilliant idea. I never thought of it.”

I glanced at him with my best “are you crazy” face.

“I fill a bowl and put it in the sun. When the water evaporates, you get salt on the inside.” He crumbled the bag with a look of longing. “But that salt doesn’t taste anything like this. What’d you do?”

“I got salt water from way down deep.” And now I tried not to smile too much, to let on how deep I’d been or how I’d gotten it.

“What were you, scuba diving or something?”

“Something like that. Anyway, thanks for helping me parallel park yesterday.”

“You’re welcome. What else can I help with? Because that tasted great.”

Looking at his eager expression all I could do was laugh.

Three of our classmates emerged from class with the little pink slips that meant they’d be driving soon. One test had ended in tears and recrimination. The screaming match between the student and the instructor went on even as the bell rang, ending the school day.

“That’s less than mature,” Sam decided.

I shrugged. “Whosley isn’t always the nicest guy. I’ve heard he gets angry when you make a mistake on the test. I bet he can get pretty rough.”

“Yeah.” He paused for a second, giving me a wicked smile. “Want a ride home?”

“Oh, yes.” The words slipped out before I could hold them back and play hard to get. “Hang on while I text Ashley.”

“Don’t tell me you need her permission.”

“Not permission; more like blessing.” It sounded terrible, and I felt a little guilty about it. “Besides, what if you’re some scary bad guy and you bite me?”

I’d meant it as a joke, but Sam’s face was deadly serious. “You never have to worry about that.”

I nodded, then concentrated on my phone. There was something about the way he said it and the look on his face. I felt like I should ask him about it, but I didn’t want to talk about anything important. I wanted to go back to flirting and being cool.

“Ashley says to have fun. Sounds like she’s got other stuff on her mind.” Probably plotting Jen’s demise. I pushed the thought out of my head, determined not to think about it. “I think she’s over you.”

“I should be crushed, but it sounds like I dodged a bullet.”

“She’s pretty popular, and pretty pretty, too.” I sounded like an idiot, but he didn’t call me on it.

“Did you hear about Jen? That she was seeing a therapist for depression?”

“That’s not true.” I shook my head, disgusted with the rumor mill.

“But Ashley said it, and you know, she’s popular.”

“Point taken. We should talk about something else.”

He led me out into the parking lot. His car was a red, sporty looking, Honda. Beyond that, all I noticed was how alone we were.

“Any special reason why?” he asked.

I had lots of them, but I wasn’t sure what I should share. Sure, he’d passed the salt test, but did that really mean I could trust him? He was an outsider, but he seemed like a pretty safe person. Then again, trusting the wrong person could ruin my life. Did it even matter that I was tired of hiding? “I’m not sure what to do about Ashley.”

“You mean, like confronting her and telling her to stop bullying people?”

“I meant like not riding in with her to school. Maybe finding someone else to hang out with.”

“Oh.” He opened the car door for me, and turned away. When he spoke again, we were both inside the sticky heat of the car. “Well, you could do that, too.”

I’d hoped he would offer to drive me to school each day, but he didn’t. That sucked more than I wanted to admit, but I kept talking. “It’s a risk, though. You never know what’ll happen with her.”

“You know, I think you’re right.”

“That it’s a risk?”

“That we should talk about something else.” He pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street. “Why don’t you start with giving me directions to your house?”

So I gave him directions. Whenever we passed anything that sounded interesting, I gave him the backstory on it. The laundry mat that made the best Cuban sandwiches, the elementary school we’d all gone to, all the little things that made Playa Linda my town.

“Does your mom work somewhere around here?” He gestured as we got to the business district.

“Sometimes.” I didn’t want to give him the usual Mom lies, but I was fresh out of safe-to-share truths. Another thing that sucked. “She’s a photographer, underwater prints mostly, art photography of dolphins and coral. She sells in some of the galleries down here and in other places up and down the coast. That’s why she’s away so much.”

He glanced at me at the light, a look filled with pity. I shifted in my seat, a little uncomfortable. Sure, my family was different, but Mom wasn’t a bad mother. She was normal for a mermaid. “I can’t imagine leaving my daughter alone.”

“But you don’t have one, right?” I tried to joke, but his face stayed somber.

“No, but I have little cousins. They miss their mom whenever she walks out of the room. Kids need their mom’s.”

“Well, mine’s always home when I really need her. Heck, she might be there now.” She might, and that meant I’d have some pretty fast-talking to do. If Mom caught me with a boy, any boy, she’d send me down to the beach in hopes of nature taking its course. I had the only mother in the world that was anxious for me to have meaningless sex. I tried not to think about sex, but with Sam so close to me, it wasn’t easy. In school, with everyone watching, it was easier to control my need to touch him, to be close to him. Alone in his car, that need was hard to ignore.

I watched his hand as he shifted gears and the cut of his jaw as he drove. I was probably staring, but I couldn’t stop. The conversation had reached one of those slow points, and all I had left to do was look at him, his dark brown hair, his tan skin. I wondered how it would look underwater, if he’d wash out pale or stay the same golden color.

“So what about your dad?” Sam ended my very lustful thoughts with his choice of words.

“I don’t have a dad.”

“Really?”

“Well, I have one. Everyone has one. He died in a boating accident.” It was a bald-faced lie, but it sounded so much better than the truth: that my mother drowned him in the middle of sex the way every mermaid drowned every man she was with.

“I’m sorry. That must’ve been hard.”

“I don’t really remember him.” I shrugged. “His parents didn’t like my mom, and they’re not really interested in me, so…it’s hard to miss what you never had.”

“So your parents were star-crossed lovers?”

“Something like that. My mom was trying on another life for a while. When Dad died, she decided it wasn’t worth the trouble.” And that was the truth, the total truth, so help me Mother Ocean. Time to change the subject. “What about you?”

“My parents live in Jamaica. I’m older than I look, remember?”

“How much older?”

“About twenty years, give or take. But the math doesn’t work really, because we age slower.”

“How much slower?”

“You were a baby for what? Two years, maybe three?”

“Sure. I’d consider a three-year-old a baby.”

“Well then, I was a baby for seven years, maybe eight. So I’m older, but I’m not.”

I stared at him, trying to see if I could find wrinkles or lines on his face that made him look old. I couldn’t. “How did that work with school?”

“I’d go through school until it got obvious that I wasn’t growing the way the other kids were. Then we’d move to a new school and I’d start over. About the third time through, they got amazed at how much I knew and put me in advanced classes, but I was always smaller.”

“Until now.” There was nothing small about him. It might have taken him twenty years, but he’d made it to eighteen just fine. I wanted to keep looking at him, but my neighbor’s house appeared. “I’m the one on the left.”

He nodded and pulled up. I willed him to turn to me, to kiss me before he left. Just a quick kiss. I’d keep it chaste, safe. He didn’t seem to hear my silent wish, so I started to think about what I could do. I could reach over and touch his hand, then pull his shirt toward me, press my lips on his and—

“Why don’t I walk you to the door?”

“That’d be great.”

I checked the water but didn’t see Mom. I thanked Mother Ocean in several grateful silent prayers. When I was sure the coast was clear, I led him around to our front door.

“Great house.” He whistled at it, like he was impressed and I tried to see it through his eyes. Our house was built on stilts, in case a big storm caused flooding. The first floor was a story up, with the laundry room, mudroom, and guest suite. The second was my room, the kitchen, the formal dining room, and the den. The third story was Mom’s suite.

“Want a tour?” I put one foot on the stairs. They were wrought iron, designed to survive that big storm that could happen any day. In my head, I was already showing him the house; we’d get as far as my bedroom, and then I’d show him the bed. Far enough away from water that I couldn’t actually have sex with him or drown him. It was the perfect solution, fun, but not too much fun.

“With no one else home? I don’t know if that’s such a great idea.”

Score one for him being a moral, decent guy. Too bad. “We’ve got wrap-around porches on all three levels. How about a tour of the outside?”

“That sounds like a great idea.”

Up the stairs, I started narrating, telling him the rooms that we were walking past. It was hot—too hot for fall in most places—but this was south Florida. “Aren’t you broiling?” I asked him. “Wish we could swim.”

“Yeah, not always the best idea for me.” He looked a little guilty, but I felt relieved. I hadn’t been thinking about his issue; just my own. The words had slipped out before I realized how they might lead to him finding out I was a mermaid.

“Oh, right, salt golem. Duh.” I tried not to sound stupid. “I keep forgetting about that when I’m with you. Any telltale signs for me to look for?”

He laughed, showing those wonderfully not-perfect teeth. “A couple, but if you notice them I’m doing a really bad job of blending in.”

“And you can never, never stop blending in.” It was something Mom had drilled into me when I was a little kid. Never tell anyone your secret and never do anything to stand out.

I leaned over on the railing to look out at the ocean in front of us. He stood behind me for a second and then moved an inch forward so we were touching. The heat I’d felt came back, a fire of desire on my skin. Then I’d been in public, but outside my kitchen door was a different story. I relaxed into it, letting my body mold to his. Could a mermaid hurt someone like him? Could I trust him? Was this all just a game? Well, if we were playing games, I was pretty safe right now—as long as we were far from water.

“What are you thinking about?” His voice sounded like a deep whisper near my ear. I stopped myself from flinching backwards. The air wasn’t wet enough to make my gills pop out, and even if he did notice them well… Let him see. Let him wonder.

“Whether you’re a salt golem or not. If this is a game. If I can trust you.”

He pulled me close, and this time when he spoke I could feel his lips against my ear. “I am. It’s not. You can.”

Before I could tell him the truth, that I couldn’t trust anyone, I saw a dark stain out on the water. It might’ve been a thousand things but I knew it was another body, another dead girl with long dark hair, floating over my spot.


Chapter Four

I told Sam I was very sorry, but he should go. He looked disappointed about it, but said he understood. I was in the water before his car was out of the driveway. I didn’t bother changing into swimwear; I left my clothes on the beach. I swam out fast, not paying attention to the change. It felt like forever before I was close enough to see that it wasn’t another girl, not like before.

I ducked down deep, coming under the body, my hands slipping as I tried to pull her under. The fish scattered away from half a dozen holes, teeth marks at her throat, in her sides, even along her tail. A long mermaid’s tail. She was like me—only dead. By her waist, her scales were tipped with sharp edges, and I cut myself without thinking. My blood trickled away in a bright red stream. Hers followed in a darker color. I stopped bleeding almost immediately, something told me she’d keep it up for a while.

She wore nothing but her scales and wide blue eyes open in death. Sharp teeth showed in her open mouth. She could’ve been biting someone when she died, fighting them. Or maybe she never came out of the water and always let her teeth look that way.

We sank down to the bottom and hit the sand. I held her close, looking into eyes that would never see again. She might’ve been my cousin, or aunt, or niece, related in some way. But she looked closer than that, with a light green tail and the same blonde hair that I had. She could be me.

I pushed the thought away and straightened my arms. I didn’t want to be close to her, didn’t want to think about what had bitten her so savagely. The bites weren’t shark, and they certainly weren’t anything I’d seen on dry land. I wanted to push her away forever, but I had to bring her home.

The swim to our trench took a long time. My arms ached as I pulled her body against the tide. A pair of dolphins came around me, then a few more, maybe a small pod. I felt grateful and told them so, even though they couldn’t understand me. I wanted someone to talk to, someone to be next to me. Mother Ocean wrapped Herself around me, but I still felt alone.

The girl’s blood brought the sharks, scavengers, and bottom feeders. When they got close, I went after them with my tail, swishing wildly, hoping the sharp scales would cut. Once or twice, I succeeded. A few times, the dolphins led them away. But mostly it was a relentless forward movement. I had to keep swimming, had to get to Grandma’s, had to give the girl to someone who would take over. Every part of me was tired and I desperately wanted to be done with this, but I had to keep going. I wished I was back in Ashley’s car worrying about all the stupid crap that seemed important a few hours ago. Holding on to the dead body of my cousin felt like nothing in my life really mattered.

I swam for hours. The dolphins followed me to the continental shelf, but when the sea floor dropped away, so did they. I swam the last hour alone, going down, deeper and deeper, the girl feeling like she weighed a thousand pounds. My arms were lead weights, too numb to do anything to help me swim. And no matter how I shook my head, there wasn’t enough water in the ocean for my gills.

In the end, I misjudged, too worried about the girl and not paying attention. I hit the sand almost head-first. My strength gave out and I let her go. She didn’t float far, but hung beside me, head down, funny and sick-looking at the same time. I wanted someone to come and save me, but they didn’t. I wanted to curl up and sleep on the sand, safe under hundreds of feet of water, but I didn’t.

I struggled with my sadness and desperation as I got up and swam. By the time I saw Grandma, my eyes burned from tears.

“Danika?” My grandmother’s voice was filled with questions I couldn’t answer.

“Help me.” It was half-plea and half-prayer, because once I saw her face and gray hair, I was done. I let go of the girl and stopped being strong.

“Oh no, Mara.” Grandma’s face crumpled at the sight of her. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. I found her floating by our house.” The words came out in a scared rush.

She came over and hugged me, her body strong against mine. It wasn’t an answer, but it was what I needed.

We gave Mara to Mother Ocean’s care the next day. I slept on the sand near where Grandma slept. The funeral songs called my mother to us. When I woke up the next morning, she and grandma were next to me. I felt embraced by my kin, safe in a place where there were no secrets to keep. That made it easier, just a little, to swim beside the dead girl’s mother until we came to the darkest part of the trench. It helped that we sang a special funeral song about Mara’s life, the things she’d done, and how Mother Ocean had blessed her. But in the end, seeing her body disappear into that darkness, no songs helped the way I felt, small and alone. When I was swimming, carrying her, all I thought about was finishing what had to be done. Now there was nothing to do but be filled with sadness for Mara.

I spent the day and another night on the sand. No one asked any more about what happened, and no one wanted to know about school or boys. We talked about Mara: where she’d traveled, or her favorite foods. I got to know her, even though she was gone.

As always, after two days I started to miss my life, my real life, the one with books to read and things to do. Swimming for fish only took so long. While I could play with the babies or sing, I wanted to see Sam. I wondered if he’d missed me, if I could still go to that concert with him. I got tired of the sandy ocean floor where a hundred mermaids slept and swam. I wanted to go home. Mom must’ve seen the look in my eyes because she told Grandma she’d go home with me. For once, Grandma didn’t argue that I should stay. She nodded, her face sad.

Mom woke up early the next morning while Grandma slept beside us. Sleeping mermaids dotted the floor of the trench like flowers, their hair shifting with the tides. We wear our hair long to catch men; it’s not until we’re done having babies that we cut it short. I looked down at Grandma’s cropped gray hair before I swam away. Mom still wore her hair long. Some part of her still hoped for another daughter, maybe because I was such a disappointment. I wondered if Mara would’ve been a better daughter for her.

My heavy thoughts weighed me down, and we slid onto the sand of our beach as the sky turned pink.

“Damn. If my legs don’t come in fast, I’m going to be late for school.”

Mom gave me a dirty look. “You’re so caught up with playing human that you haven’t even bothered to learn about being a mermaid. If you really wanted them to change, they could do it in a second.”

She demonstrated the truth of her words by shifting from tail to flesh in the blink of an eye. I gawked, trying to think of a way to ask how she did it without starting a fight. She was right, I’d never wanted to know about these things before, never thought they mattered. I cared more about the things I could learn in school than the things she could teach me. Maybe it was time to change that, to ask her. Before I could, she walked away from me, her naked skin brown in the sunrise.

I stared at my own tail, concentrating hard. I spent a good five minutes at it and nothing happened. Finally, I gave up and thought about my legs. Lean and long, like my toes, which Heather called alien whenever she painted them. It wasn’t often; I didn’t like people to touch my feet but I liked the way my toes looked after a pedicure, colorful and shiny. I liked my legs.

And just like that, I had legs again. Was it sooner than usual? Maybe. I couldn’t be sure. I’d been out of the water at least ten minutes, but it usually took closer to twenty. At least, it felt like twenty. I didn’t wear a watch, so I couldn’t be sure. I took a deep breath and sighed over all the things I couldn’t be sure about, like how Mom would act when I got inside.

We’d eaten on the way in, biting into a school of skinny silver fish, so I didn’t expect to find Mom cooking. But she was heating something in the microwave.

“Breakfast?”

“A drink.” The microwave binged and she removed a cup of hot chocolate. Chocolate is a mermaid’s alcohol.

“Did you know Mara?” It was the only reason I could think of for her to reach for chocolate that early in the morning.

“This isn’t about Mara.” Her tone told me she was gearing up for a fight. I didn’t want to have one, not naked, with sand on my butt in the middle of the kitchen, so I walked away.

I showered off, going fast like always so the shower water wouldn’t bring my tail back. For once, I wished I could linger. It’d be nice to avoid Mom without looking like I was avoiding her. I did delay in putting my clothes on, hoping I’d hear a honk of a horn that told me Ashley was in the driveway. When I didn’t, I knew I’d have to face Mom.

I came out and saw her standing in the kitchen, her face toward the glass doors, maybe watching the ocean. I tried to sneak downstairs, thinking I could wait there and avoid the whole fight but she caught me.

“You’d leave? Just like that?”

“I don’t want to fight.”

“No, you want to go to school.” She made it sound like the most horrible thing in the world.

“Is that so wrong? It’s what other girls want. It’s what they do.”

“Other girls? Like Mara? Do you think she wanted to go to school?”

I swallowed nothing and kept quiet.

“There were a lot of girls at the funeral. Did any of them mention school?”

“This isn’t just about school.”

“No?” She spun away from the window and glared at me, her arms folded tight across her stomach. “Then why don’t you tell me what this is about, because clearly, I’m not getting it.”

“I want to see my friends. I want someone to talk to.”

“And all those girls at the funeral, you couldn’t talk to them?” Her voice got louder and I decided to raise mine in response.

“About what, Mom? Fishing? Singing? Where to find sailors to kill? Why do you think I’d want to talk about any of that?”

“Because that’s what mermaids your age want to talk about!” She slammed her hands down on the counter and I jumped. “They want to find sailors and have babies. They like singing and fishing. Why can’t you be like them?”

She screamed the words at me, but I didn’t have the strength to shout back. I could barely whisper in response. “I…can’t, Mom. I’m just not like that.”

She stopped for a second and looked at me, like I’d said something that wasn’t even in English. “After what happened, I expected you to come to your senses. I expected you to finally realize what a dangerous game you play every day you stay on dry land.”

“My friends won’t hurt me.”

“Are you sure about that?”

I wasn’t. I had no idea what Ashley would do but Sarah wouldn’t hesitate to turn me over to whoever asked if it made a good story. Jen might stand by me, but I’d never really given her a good reason to. I thought Sam would keep me safe, maybe. Then again, I wasn’t sure about him either.

“The girls at the funeral, they could become your friends. Friends you could trust. Why didn’t you even try to spend time with them?”

“I didn’t really notice they were there,” I admitted.

“I didn’t think so. There were lots of them, not just girls from our pod, lots of other mermaids. You’re always saying you want to travel; you could’ve gone back with one those pods. Seen the Caribbean or the gulf. You didn’t have to come back here.”

“I wanted to come back here, Mom. This is my home.”

“This is a house. On land. It’s no more your home than a hotel room or a cardboard box. I don’t live here and you shouldn’t. Home is where your pod is, with Mother Ocean.”

A car horn honked from the driveway. Ashley had come to save me. Mom glared at me, practically daring me to leave. I didn’t know what to say to her, to make her understand why it was important to me to have more than she did, why I wanted things she never did.

“I’m sorry.” I said it as calmly as I could, swallowing hard against the emotions I couldn’t put in to words. Then I grabbed my book bag and walked out to see my friends. I hoped they were worth it.


Chapter Five

“Happy birthday, birthday girl!” Sarah squealed as I got into the car. The minute I sat down she pushed a tin crown with fake gemstones toward me. “I got you a birthday tiara!”

True to her word, the cheap tiara spelled out “Birthday Girl” in rhinestones. I couldn’t believe my bad luck. It was my birthday. Mom had spent my birthday morning screaming at me. Then again, mermaids didn’t celebrate birthdays, so Mom probably didn’t care. I looked over at Ashley, wondering if she was as clueless about my unhappiness as Sarah was.

“I told her I wouldn’t wear that cheap plastic thing.” Ashley rolled her eyes toward the crown. Of course, she thought I was upset because of a bad gift. “I would’ve gotten you a cupcake, but I know how you are about carbs.”

From Ashley, this was a big concession. I smiled and told her thanks.

“What’d your mom do?”

I opened my mouth to lie, but then I couldn’t. I couldn’t come up with anything. I wished I could burst into tears and tell them what Mom had really done, all the awful words, the way she didn’t want me. They’d comfort me. I’d comforted them when their parents screwed up. But I couldn’t tell them.

Sarah filled the silence with questions. “Was it a car? Or jewelry? Is there going to be a super huge party?”

“I don’t know.”

“How do you not know yet?” Ashley let her eyes drill into me. It was time to think fast.

“She gave me a…” Mom had never given me a birthday present so I didn’t have anything to go on. “Money. A bunch of money, so I could get a car, or some jewelry, or throw a party. What do you think I should do?”

And just like that, I didn’t have to talk anymore for the rest of the ride.

****

I was two steps into the school building when I felt a hand grab my arm. A male hand. I felt scared for a second, but then realized it was Sam. He pulled me toward an empty spot while everyone else rushed to class.

“I don’t want to sound needy, but didn’t we have a date this weekend?”

I nodded, and the cheap crown bounced on my head. I didn’t want to draw attention to it so I let it sit there, off balance, the way I was off balance and unsure about what I could tell him and what I couldn’t. “I’m sorry.”

“So we did?”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated myself, but felt angry about it. I was tired of being sorry. “My cousin was killed. Then my mother fell apart on me. I wanted to go but this weekend, it was the last thing on my mind.”

Sam dropped my arm like it was hot. We looked at each other and for once, standing next to him didn’t make me feel like my skin was on fire. Instead, I felt angry and tired and mixed up like I felt everything I could feel all at once.

“Were you two close?” he asked. I didn’t know how to answer. I was close to Mara now, closer to her than I’d been to any other mermaid even though I’d never known her when she was alive. Dry-landers didn’t think you could get close to someone who was dead. Then again, Sam was a salt golem. They could have different rules the way mermaids did.

I nodded, too confused to spell it out to him.

“I exchanged our tickets when I couldn’t get you on the phone. If you’d like, we could try it again. Maybe next weekend.”

“That would be great.” I tried to sound upbeat, but my voice came out flat. “Her name was Mara.”

“Did she go to school here?”

“No.” She didn’t go to school anywhere. She didn’t go to the grocery store or the mall, the movies or any place else, and now she never would. “It’s really complicated.”

“Death always is.” His eyes focused on some point in the air, looking at a memory maybe, at something I definitely couldn’t see. “I’m sorry you lost someone.”

“Me too.” Which was not the right answer. “I mean, thanks. It’s been, well, a tough morning.”

Mercifully, the bell rang ending the most awkward conversation I’d had with a guy ever. I always thought swearing off men was for their good, keeping me from killing them and all that. Now I saw how it could be for my good, keeping me from crazy exchanges like this.

I was about to write Sam off as not worth the trouble, when he stepped close to me and put his arms around me, the embrace lasted less than a minute, just his arms, the feel of his cheek against mine, the smell of him: soap, light sweat, and something like salt water. As I sank into his touch, I forgave him for being upset. I’d disappeared on him, which was rude. I should’ve called or done something. And then, suddenly, I was on fire for him again. I didn’t care about my mother or anything else in the world.

I caught him looking at my birthday tiara but there wasn’t time for him to say anything else. He let go of me and told me he’d see me later. I spent the rest of the morning thinking about him, his body, how it might feel against mine. I blamed hormones, but that didn’t stop me from acting distracted all day in class. I felt like nothing could keep my interest, not my favorite subjects, or my favorite teachers. All I wanted was Sam, except that after an hour or two I wanted a male, any male who was a willing, somehow safe partner for all my delicious sins.

Thinking about that made me late getting to history, and that meant staying after to make excuses to Mrs. Sutton. Those excuses took long enough that I practically walked into Mr. Whosley as he walked out to the range.

“In a hurry, Ms. DelMar?”

“No.” Crap, wrong thing to say. He looked about ready to scream at me. “I mean, yes. I didn’t want to be late. Again.”

“Perhaps you’re spending a little too much time thinking about your birthday and not enough concentrating on your studies.”

“My birthday?” It hadn’t really crossed my mind since before the hug, and then I remembered the tiara was still in my hair. I reached up to take it off, but his eyes stayed locked on it.

“Why don’t I give you a little birthday present? You can take your test today.”

“Um, well, about that…”

“I’m sure you were practicing all weekend.”

I wasn’t but I couldn’t tell him about the funeral either. He’d want to know why my Mom hadn’t called the school, or why it wasn’t in the paper or a thousand other whys that could only be answered by the one word I could never say: mermaid.

I wanted to say something, to stop this charade, but instead I followed him out to the lot and got in the car. I took a deep breath and tried to comfort myself by imagining Sam in that seat. Whoops, wrong image. That did not calm my heartbeat. Second try; focus on the car. I checked all my mirrors, checked the brake, and started the car.

“Aren’t you going to put on a turn signal to merge into traffic?”

“Uh, yeah, sure I was.” I hastily put on the blinker. There really wasn’t any traffic; the other cars had barely started up. Still, rules are rules. And what were the rules? I couldn’t seem to remember anything other than a stop sign.

“Go left, circle the lot, then back up in a straight line for fifty yards,” he instructed.

Going left was easy. I had to shift from first to second, but I did it like a champ. Another one of the cars was coming from the side, but I was taking the test so I ignored them. I got to the top of the lot, and then started to back up.

“Um, there’s a tree limb. It must’ve fallen down.”

“That happens. What do you think you should do about it?”

I moved the car around the limb, going out into the other lane. Another car came toward me, but I was back on my side before it even got close.

“The test is over. Go back to the loading area.”

He hadn’t said I failed, but it was too soon for me to pass. “What did I do wrong? What was it?”

“It? You failed to cede right of way twice. You swerved into oncoming traffic instead of driving over a limb. You had to be reminded to signal. And those are the big things.”

“I guess I’ll need to retest.”

Mr. Whosley looked at me, his eyes dark, the whites tinged yellow. He wasn’t happy, and there wasn’t any forgiveness there. “I know you seem to think this is a joke, Ms. DelMar, but if you don’t get some practice outside of class, you’re going to flunk.”

He got out of the car and I let my head fall forward on to the steering wheel, hair covering my face, wishing I could cry. Mermaids don’t cry easily, it’s not our thing, but it would feel so good, to sob and scream and let it all out. It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. I wanted to start the whole day over, this time without the fight before school. Why couldn’t Mom see that I didn’t want what she wanted? Why did she have to push me like this?

“Happy birthday to me,” I sniffed.

“What?”

“Sam?” I hastily lifted my head and pushed my hair back behind my ears. Falling like that in the humid interior of the car might show a hint of where my gills would be. Not to mention it looked like crap.

“You looked like you could use a minute.”

“But I didn’t hear you get into the car.”

“I’m stealthy like that.”

“Yeah, right, vampire.”

I could see him starting to correct me, probably to say something about how salt golem was the better word, but then he stopped. “You want me to drive today?”

“You probably should, but I need the practice.”

“Besides it’s your birthday.”

“Yup, my birthday. Wa-hoo.” I didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“I didn’t want to mention it this morning, and you don’t sound too happy about it now.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not.” I concentrated on merging into the line of cars going around the asphalt track.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Tons, but you know, I can’t, it’s stupid and private and just…let it go.”

“You’re the only person who knows I’m a salt golem. First person I’ve told in like, twenty years.”

I took my eyes off the track to stare at him. Could I trust him? Was he serious? This could all be a lie. If it wasn’t, there was the girl with her throat ripped out to worry about; and Mara, with all those bites in her tail. Then again, if it was true, if he was different like me, I might’ve finally found someone who could understand me.

“My mom…” I hesitated, worried. Eighteen years is a long time to keep a secret. “Who was the last person you told?”

“A priest.”

I almost laughed, but managed to turn it into a sniff at the last minute.

“There was a gang. They were killing people. So I thought, I’m stronger than they are, I’ll stop them.” He said it with a studied indifference, like he’d thought this over a lot.

“You mean kill them.” I swallowed hard, and thought about the girl’s body.

He nodded. “I don’t do that. I don’t have to; I don’t want to. But this gang, they were killing people and doing horrible things, so I thought it’d be for the greater good.”

He stopped and I drove in silence until I couldn’t take it anymore. “But…”

“But some secrets are hard to carry alone. You need to tell someone, even though you know it could have all these crazy consequences. You need to get it out of you, like an infection.”

I tried not to look at him, scared I would blurt out my own secret. “Did the priest believe you?”

“Maybe not at first, but he humored me at least. We became friends, good ones.”

“What happened?”

“What usually happens to my friends; they grow old and I move someplace else,” he finished, his voice bitter.

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” He looked out the window for a while, not really talking. “So, birthday cake?”

“Uh, no.”

“Party?”

“Only if Ashley throws one. She might. All she needs is an excuse and someone to buy the beer.”

“And that’s why your birthday sucks?”

“No, it’s my mom.” I took a deep breath. He was right, some things were hard to carry on your own. You needed help, or at least to say them out loud and hear what someone else thought. “She comes from this culture, it’s pretty female-centric.” He waited while I thought about how to phrase it. “Every birthday she asks me if I’ve finally had enough of this life and if I’m ready to go back where I belong.”

“With her?”

I nodded.

“No one else?”

“Oh, no. My grandmother, aunts, cousins; just no men. But that’s not the real problem.”

“No?”

“I’m sorry. Men are great and all—I mean, you seem great—but there’s lots of other stuff they frown on. Stuff I love, like books, magazines, TV shows.”

“So your mom is feminist Amish?”

I laughed, my mood a thousand times lighter. “More like militant feminist Amish. We went back to the, um, compound, this weekend, but I don’t want to stay. Not yet, anyway. There’s too much out there that I haven’t seen or experienced. I’ve never seen a mountain, or snow, or New York City.”

“A lot of things.”

“Right.” I stopped, took a second. “I just want to live my life. I feel like I’ve been chugging water, scared someone is going to take my glass away. I’d like to savor things, but every year, on my birthday, there she is, asking me if I’m ready to go yet.”

“And I’m betting it’s not just on your birthday.”

“Every day.” I said softly, realizing how exhausting it was to keep having the same fight over and over again.

“I’m sorry.” He reached over and took one of my hands, holding it gently. His touch didn’t set me on fire, didn’t make me want to rip his clothes off, but it made me feel better. “That’s got to be a hard way to live.”

“Yeah.” I stopped the car to look at him. “And each birthday, it gets harder to say no to her. We fought about it all morning, and now I don’t know if she’ll be home waiting to start it up again or if she’ll be gone for a few days, punishing me for not saying yes. I almost don’t want to go home and find out.”

“Don’t.”

“What?” It was the craziest thing anyone had ever said to me.

“You don’t have to worry about it every day. You can decide to let things go for a little while.”

“But when I get home, she’s going to be there or not, I can’t change that.”

“Exactly, you can’t change that. The only thing you can change is what you do. So instead of going to your place, come home with me.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. If that was a play to get me in bed, it was the smoothest one I’d ever heard.

“Or let me take you out to dinner.”

“Dinner? What kind of dinner?”

“What’s your favorite?”

“Sushi,” I lied. It wasn’t my favorite, but it was the easiest. Mermaids didn’t eat burgers, and French fries would be hell on my stomach. Sushi was the safe choice.

“Then we’ll get sushi.”

It seemed so simple when he said it, like I could change the way things went. I sure wanted to try. “Sushi sounds perfect.”

****

I told Sarah to tell Ashley that I had to stay after school. I didn’t, but going home with them meant facing Mom. Instead, I was going home with Sam, which meant facing a whole bunch of other stuff. I found him leaning against his car in the parking lot. It really wasn’t anything special, but he looked great leaning against it. The bright red made his brown hair look rich, and his tan skin almost seemed to glow.

“So what next?” he asked as the parking lot emptied.

“Dinner?”

“Restaurant doesn’t open until five. Want to go to the beach?”

No way was I going to risk that. “No swimsuit.”

“I meant for a walk.”

“Way too hot.”

“Good point. My place then?”

“Sure. I’ve got some homework to do.” I expected him to call me on it, to tell me that doing homework was lame, but instead he opened my door for me. Sam drove better than I ever would, turning out of the parking lot into traffic while he played with the radio. On A1A, he zipped around the tourists, barely even noticing them.

“How long have you been driving?” I wondered if I’d have enough time to learn to drive so effortlessly.

“Depends. Does driving a tractor count?”

“A tractor?”

“Like on a farm. We lived in Utah once, by the Great Salt Lake.”

I thought it over for a second. “Sure it counts.”

“Oh, then a decades give or take.”

“10 years?”

“Little more, little less.”

I groaned.

“Don’t worry. I got the hang of it after the first five years or so.”

“I’ve got another year, maybe two.”

“Before you go back to the…” He let his voice trail off.

I made a circular motion with my hand, “Let’s call it a compound.”

“No cars at that compound, then?”

“Nope.”

“Well, at least you’ve got a year.”

“Maybe. Could be less with the…” I was about to bring up the two dead girls, but I stopped myself. I wasn’t sure if I could trust him, and I’d already told him so much. Then again, if I believed him, if he was a salt golem, he might be able to help. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Those gang members that you killed. How’d you do it?”

He pulled into an underground parking garage and brought the car to a stop without a word, then turned to me. “Why do you want to know?”

“I, um….” I shook my head, unconsciously trying to get fresh water in my gills. Except that oops, I’m on dry land, so yeah, no help there. “I need to know, but I can’t tell you why.”

“Something about the compound?”

“In a manner of speaking.” If we said the compound was the ocean where the bodies kept showing up, then yeah, it wouldn’t exactly be a lie.

“I shot most of them.”

“Oh.” I blinked once, then twice. “I’m sorry. I thought as a vampire you’d, you know…”

“Rip their throats out?” He turned away from me, concentrating on turning off the ignition. “I could’ve done that but it sounds messy and gross. I’d much rather use a gun.”

I swallowed hard.

“I should’ve corrected you. It’s salt golem, not vampire. But I think you do it to tease me.”

“I do.” And I forgot half the time, but hey, he didn’t need to know that. “Want to talk about something else?”

“Yes, please.”

“Me too. Show me your place.”

His place turned out to be a condo with a view of the water. It was the first thing I saw when I walked in the door and it made me smile. Mother Ocean, always where I needed Her. From his balcony, I could dive into the waters of a marina.

“It’s gorgeous,” I whispered.

“The apartment or the view?”

I turned around and checked out the space. It was very contemporary, with touches of Spanish décor. Red tile flooring filled the kitchen, while warm wood floors shined underneath a red patterned sofa. Wrought iron around a mirror and blue tiles painted with white flowers reminded me of the Mexican markets in town.

“The apartment is great too. Where are you from, originally?”

“Miami,” he pronounced with a hint of an accent.

“Do you ever go back?”

“Sometimes but it’s not the same as it was. I mean, not that the people are different, but the shops, the restaurants. It’s more than that, though. The ideas are different.”

“I know all about places where the ideas are different.” I looked around at the couches and the TV on the wall, then closer to the kitchen where leather chairs surrounded a wooden table. “Is it okay for me to work here?”

“Sure.” He watched me go over and dump out my bag.

“What?”

“I’ve never had a guest here before, and you fit really well.” He laughed at himself, then nervously ran a hand through his hair. “Okay, that was creepy. Do you want something to drink?”

“Diet soda?”

“Regular or the lemon-lime stuff?”

“Lemon-lime, please.”

He brought my soda in a can, along with a glass with ice. I thanked him and then dove into my homework. For the first thirty minutes, I really paid attention to it. Then, little by little, he started to creep into my consciousness. He was sitting on the couch reading a book. It was The Count of Monte Cristo, and he looked completely captivated. Still, my little glances weren’t going unnoticed.

I went back to my AP anatomy book, forcing myself to pay attention. I’d never have another chance to study the circulatory system again after this year, so why did it seem so unimportant compared to the way his hair curled behind his ear? Too late I realized being close to him, alone, where no one could stop me from touching him was all too dangerous.

“Something distracting you?”

“You.” I decided to go with honesty. Hey, a guy’s got to appreciate that, right?

“Am I humming or something?”

“No, you’re just…you.” I gave up on my books and went over to join him on the couch. I planned to sit at the far end, but somehow ended up on the seat right next to him, our thighs touching. Heat came off of him, making my pulse race. I hadn’t been alone with a guy like this since I almost drowned what’s-his-name a year ago. Why couldn’t I remember his name? It was ummmm…

“Most people don’t find me that magnetic,” he admitted, interrupting my internal search for that name.

“Ashley did.”

“She did?” His forehead crinkled like he was completely confused by the comment. It drove me a little more insane. Any second now I’d do something I shouldn’t. It was crazy, but I wanted to do it so much.

I put my hand on his knee, and he looked at it then back to my face. “You were on her list of men to devour.”

“Devour?”

“It’s what she does.” I shrugged. I didn’t want to talk about Ashley anymore.

“What do you do?” He leaned close to me and I could see his brown eyes up close. They looked so deep and rich.

“I’ve never gotten a chance to devour much, but I think I’d like to try it.” Before I had a chance to realize how stupid I sounded, he kissed me, his lips against mine. His arms went around me and I found my body slipping beneath his. He felt so solid, every piece of him, his chest, his arms. It surprised me when his tongue played against my lips. I opened my mouth and let him in, let his tongue linger on mine. Moments passed while all I thought about was his mouth and the way he tasted so good. Then he moved backward, leaving my mouth, only to come back and kiss me softly. First my lower lip, then my upper, tracing the shape of my smile with his tongue. He stopped and grinned at me, then nibbled at my lower lip.

“How’s that for devouring?” he asked.

“Wonderful,” I told him, breathless. Every other boy I’d kissed had been in a hurry, each kiss a rush. Now I was the one that wanted to rush, while he went slowly, savoring the moment. He started to move away from me on the sofa and I grabbed his shoulders, holding him tight while I went back to kissing. A minute later my body moved, shifting my weight and his so he was underneath me. It felt a thousand times better than sitting next to him. It felt right to be on top of him. “But this is even better.”

I squirmed and felt the hardness between his legs though my jeans. I might not know if I trusted him, but parts of me were more than willing to overlook that. I pushed my hands under his shirt, feeling the warm skin and hard muscles there. I licked the skin along his neck, then nibbled on his earlobe, doing some devouring of my own. “Mmm, Sam, you taste divine.”

He might have said thank you, but I wasn’t listening, I was paying attention to the planes of muscles under his shirt, working my hands up and down his flesh. I found his nipple, standing at attention thanks to my kisses. The thought made me bold and I reached to take his shirt. I wanted to see that nipple, to suck on it and find out if it tasted as salty good as he did. A second later, his shirt fell to the floor and I did that, I kissed and licked my way down his hairless chest to flick it with my tongue.

He moaned and leaned back, pushing against my mouth but then stopped and let me explore. I loved the way he let me take charge. The way I could nibble without him pushing my head lower. Maybe he wasn’t a salt golem, but he sure as hell wasn’t like the other teenage boys I knew. Wondering what else would be different; I moved my hands to his belt. Compared to his skin, the fabric of his jeans felt like sandpaper.

“Danika,” he breathed my name but I kept my concentration on the stubborn buckle. “I think we should—”

“Mmm?” I looked up at him through a haze of lust. There was no ocean here, no way for me to be satisfied, but then I remembered the Marina. There had to be an entrance to the water somewhere. I could convince him to take me there. To put on something much easier to remove, like board shorts, or even to get into the water with me naked. I could—

“We should stop.”

“What?” A thousand sirens went off inside my head.

“We’re supposed to go to dinner.”

I sat up and leaned back on the couch, as far away from his body as I could get. “You want to go to dinner?”

“No. I’m not saying that. I’m saying I think we should, before you do something you’ll regret.”

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I wasn’t going to do anything I’d regret. Not here, in the safety of his living room, not far from the water where he’d be fine. Except, I remembered, that I’d just been thinking about how to get him to the water. I took a deep breath and stood up.

“Yeah. Dinner. We should do that.”

“Right.” He stood up next to me and awkwardly adjusted his pants.

“Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.” He laughed, and I laughed with him, hiding how sorry I really was.

****

Yum Yum Sushi didn’t even try for an authentic Japanese look. Instead, they decorated with Hello Kitty and other, less recognizable anime style characters.

“I know it doesn’t look like it, but this is the best sushi place in town,” I said.

“I get it. It’s all kawaii.”

“Kawaii?”

“It’s a Japanese cultural thing, where cuteness is celebrated.”

“Like Pikachu?”

“Yep, except that it started out as an undesirable thing. Have you read The Tale of Genji?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“It’s a classic, about people falling in love, falling out of love, seducing each other.”

I scrutinized the sushi menu, trying not to let him see how thoughts of seduction made me blush. I’d gotten pretty into things on his couch.

The waitress came and took our slips of paper. After she left, I tried to talk about something safer. “So you’re into Japanese culture?”

“We lived in Hawaii once, lots of Japanese tourists. I learned a lot.”

“Hawaii must be magical.” I wondered if there were mermaids there and how they looked, what songs they sang. In our pod, tails tended to be soft colors, pastels. Maybe in Hawaii they were bright colors, or even all the same color.

“We could go there someday.”

“Oh, I’ve never flown anywhere, and it’s like, what, 17 hours?”

“I don’t think it’s that long. And you’ve got to take your first flight sometime.”

I probably would never take a flight. I felt sorry for myself for about a second before I realized that swimming the way I did was better than air travel. “Maybe not. Ashley hates it, and she flies first class. Jennifer flies coach and she says it’s boring.”

“I think you should decide for yourself.”

“Maybe, someday.”

The waitress dropped off our food and he thanked her before he started eating. “What about you?” he asked between bites. “Where else have you lived?”

“Just here. Same house, same friends, same place.”

“And I bet you can’t wait to get out of here,” he teased.

“Sorry, no. I’d love to be able to stay for another couple of years.”

He raised an eyebrow at me, but then said, “Right, because your mom wants you to go back to the compound.”

I nodded in agreement, but really it wasn’t about Mom. It was about me. If I stayed, one day I wouldn’t be able to restrain myself and I’d kill some boy, the way I’d almost killed Ryan last year, the way I didn’t want to kill Sam. I didn’t want it to happen, not to anyone I knew, not to someone who was nice like Sam.

“Can I ask you something personal?”

I steeled myself, sure his question would cross some line, be something that forced me to lie. “Sure.”

He pointed to my plate.

“What?”

“Why don’t you eat the rice?”

“Oh that.” I almost laughed at how simple his question was. “I don’t like it.”

He rolled his eyes a little. “Everyone likes rice.”

“Not me. Is that some sort of a crime? Are you the rice police?”

“It’s just that you’re basically eating raw fish.”

I moved my hand in a get to the point gesture.

“Isn’t that a little weird?”

“First, it’s not really raw, this shrimp.” I held up a shrimp roll. “This shrimp has been soaked in lemon juice so long it doesn’t even taste raw.”

“And you know that, how?”

“Um.” He had me there. It’s not like I could tell him that on good nights I caught a couple of dozen for dinner and ate them without even coming up to the surface for air. Ignoring the question was the only answer. “Second, a lot of people eat raw fish. That’s why sushi is so popular.”

He laughed. “Okay, I’ll let you slide on this one, but I know there’s more going on here.” He meant to tease me, but I could see the truth of it behind his eyes. If this kept up, if dinner dates in public led to things like we’d almost done back at the apartment, I had to be careful. This could all turn out so badly.

I stuck to small talk for a while, trying to keep things in the dinner-date column. It was hard. Sam wanted to get to know me, and without realizing it, I was getting to know him. Not just the little meaningless things like how he drenched everything in soy sauce, but the way he loved to read and never really liked sports except swimming. By the time he finished paying the check, I could see the two of us dating for a while…except, I reminded myself, that I needed to keep away from anything male.

“So, are you ready to face your mom yet?” Sam interrupted my deep thoughts.

I didn’t even have to think about it. “No. It’s not what I want to do, but it’s what I have to do, so you’d better take me home.”

“What would you want to do?”

The list in my head was long; stop lying to the people I knew, date someone without worrying I’d kill them, live a life where I didn’t have to hide, tell him everything, but out loud I only said, “Go to the beach.”

“Let’s give it a try, just for a little while.”

He stood up and offered his hand to me, a gallant gesture. So gallant that I couldn’t turn him down. “All right. A quick walk.”

We left the restaurant behind and walked on the sand. Mother Ocean gobbled up the land between the dunes and water, hungry after a long day. I knew it was the tides, the effect of the moon, gravity, but the stories from my childhood still comforted me.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Just some old stories.”

“You willing to share?”

“It’s silly. A bedtime story my mom used to tell me, about how the Ocean eats the land up at the end of each day. But She always eats too much, by morning She’s so stuffed Her water can’t climb up the shore.”

“The ocean is a woman?” His eyes twinkled, amused by the story, not disrespectful.

“Of course it is. Think of all the life it gives.”

“I guess I can agree to that. But the water takes life, too.”

“It does what it has to.” I thought about Mom and all the other mermaids, the way they hunted. I turned my face to the horizon thinking about those girls and how they might be getting ready to hunt right now. Instead, in the center of the water I saw a blur of brown. It could’ve been anything, but I knew it was a body.

“Did you see that?” Sam leaned forward and squinted.

“The only thing I see is you.” I kissed him, turning his head away from the waves. I couldn’t let him find it, not when it could be another mermaid. We were about ten minutes from my house. If I could get him to take me home, I could get the body into shore if it was a dry-lander, or take her home if it wasn’t. Part of my mind raced through the possibilities, scared and anxious, the rest of it focused on how good it was to kiss him.

“Are you trying to distract me?”

“Is it working?” I passed his lips and went to his ear, nibbling softly while I looked out at the water. The brown blur, the maybe mermaid, was drifting toward my reef. “Thanks for the wonderful birthday dinner.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I think it’s time I acted like a grown-up and faced my problems.”

“You sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

We walked back to the parking lot hand in hand. It had been a wonderful birthday dinner, and a great afternoon. Now I had to protect my reef, find out if that blur was a mermaid, and do something about it.

Sam dropped me off and I waved good-bye from the top of my stairs. As his car moved out of sight I went straight through the house, shedding my clothes as I moved. Mom wasn’t home, a small blessing. I hit the water and started to swim fast. The sun wouldn’t set for another couple of hours. I wanted to find that blur before it got dark. I didn’t have to swim far, a mile or two away from our beach and there it was, riding the tide, proving me right.

Up close I recognized the body, saw the hair I’d run my hand through, the shoulders I’d rested my head on. It was Ryan, my boyfriend from a summer ago.

I put my hand on his cold skin and thought about how warm he’d felt. Now his skin felt too slick. Small fish scattered as I approached him, more of them nibbling at his face, at the lips I’d kissed once.

I touched him there, my fingertips trailing over his face. I remembered him alive, playing football at school, walking the halls like he was king. He drove a black Mustang. His father owned a bunch of condos along the beach. He liked chocolate ice cream. Once, in the moonlight, I’d pulled him out into the water. Once I’d been scared I would cause his death. Now, someone else had. Someone or something. The thing had gone for his throat.

His throat. I looked at the wavy ribbons of flesh in the water. If I looked only there it might be Tiffany’s throat. The two of them died the same way, a single fierce attack. Not the way Mara died, not a scattering of bites all over. It made me wonder if the killer, the maybe monster, ate humans differently.

I suddenly wished I’d paid more attention when Mom tried to teach me all about ocean life. But would she have told me about something that ate girls like me? I didn’t remember her telling me much, she certainly hadn’t covered salt golems, but then I never wanted to hear it. I made it clear that the only world that mattered to me was the one with school in it. Now that world was on the edge of being lost to me forever.

I looked down at the body in the water beside me. Even with supernatural eyesight, I didn’t think Sam had really seen it. He’d been focused on our date…and on me. He’d been the best part of my birthday. Finding Ryan was the worst. Suddenly, the fight I’d had with my mother seemed childish. My driver’s test felt stupid. Ryan would never play football again. He’d never call me “Babe” again. I’d given all that up for his safety, and it hadn’t mattered. Someone else hurt him. Was he any more dead than he would’ve been if I’d given in to my worst impulses? No, but it hurt that the person I’d tried to keep safe died.

The futility of my efforts depressed me. So, like I always did when I was sad, I concentrated on the facts. I’d swum from home, finding Ryan by the scent of old blood. I realized suddenly that if I could find him, sharks should’ve. It made no sense that he was here, intact.

I stopped myself. Sharks hunted at dusk and dawn. If Ryan was…fresher than that, being whole made sense. Or, I realized, maybe the sharks knew something larger had already claimed it. Sharks weren’t stupid. They’d threaten me when I got a big fish or circle hoping for scraps but I’d never had a shark attack me directly. What if it went that way with other things? What other things were there?

I’d taken a summer session at the community college in marine biology. Unfortunately, they only covered mundane, everyday things. No mermaids. Still, it taught me how sensitive a shark’s sense of smell was. They could smell a drop of blood from three miles away. I forced myself to lean in close to him to see if there was a scent. At first, all I could smell was old blood, and my stomach heaved. Doing this so soon after eating dry-land food was a bad idea.

I pushed past the nausea and caught a tiny whiff of a scent, something like a medicine cabinet. I cleared my gills and leaned closer, practically sticking my face into his wound. Nail polish remover.

I took a deeper breath, this time through my nose. It didn’t make sense to breathe that way under water and it felt irritating. A second later, I realized that it wasn’t the process but the smell. It irritated my throat, like breathing in a chemical cleaner. I moved backward to clear my head. What smelled like that in the ocean? Nothing I could think of.

Ryan floated next to me in the water, his dark hair waving in the ocean current that reminded me of a more immediate problem. If the tide shifted a little more, his body would have almost no chance of being found. Ryan’s parents liked me. They’d invited me to supper at their house and told me to call if I needed someone and Mom was out. They deserved to know what happened to him. I needed to carry his body to shore. But where?

My choices were closer to shore here or back to the beach where Ashley had been partying. I thought about the long swim to that beach, and how long I would have to touch his body. I felt guilty, knowing touching Ryan underwater was something I’d wanted so much once. I’d fantasized about him, having him near me, taking his body. Now I didn’t want it in my ocean. Guilt washed over me, but I couldn’t argue with it.

In about two minutes, I was towing the body closer to shore, closer to the spot where I’d been standing with Sam not that long ago. The beach was deserted, empty under a starry sky. A couple might walk along it, holding hands, and falling in love. A mermaid might rest on that beach in the morning; waiting among the seashells for an early fisherman. A lot of things could happen, but I was making sure that one thing did: someone, that couple, that fisherman, someone was going to find Ryan. And, Mother Ocean willing, someone somewhere would solve his murder.


Chapter Six

I got home later than I wanted to, but Mom still hadn’t shown up. I needed her, wished I could talk this out with her but I suspected she was punishing me. She’d never met Ryan. She wouldn’t mourn his death, wouldn’t understand why it left me feeling confused and upset. I escaped the way I always did, deep into a book. This time I let myself be swept into a fictional world thanks to my literature class. The main character was poor but loved. She trusted the wrong man, though, and ended up raped at a carnival. I thought about it, about the words the book had used to describe it without describing it. He told her he loved her, but then he hurt her. Did he mean it? Could you love someone and hurt them at the same time?

I wondered about men and what it felt like for them to force themselves on someone else. Most women would never feel that, and for me, it was all I could feel. Men didn’t walk away from a night with a mermaid. Sometimes they lived to tell the story, without a leg, half-drowned, everyone thinking they were crazy. One time with me would turn Sam into that, into a guy no one believed who walked with a limp. If he walked. Could I control myself that much? I’d never tried. My plan had always been simple: ignore the hormones, stay as far away from boys as possible. Except now, it didn’t feel like it was possible for me to stay away. Maybe it was getting older. Maybe I wasn’t trying hard enough. Maybe I didn’t want to. Whatever the reason, I wanted Sam in my life. I had to find a way to keep him safe.

I could’ve asked Mom if she was there. But I knew better. She’d mock me and then maybe go kill him. I tried to tell myself that was overly harsh, a mean thing to say, but I knew deep down that if Mom thought a guy was the reason I stayed on land that guy wouldn’t have long to live. It was why I’d never introduced her to Ryan, another way I kept him safe. Not that it worked.

The thought of him brought back the image of his throat and I wondered if mermaids ever killed that way. I didn’t think so, but really, I didn’t know. I wanted to kick myself for never asking Mom or Grandma about it. I’d always been so determined to learn in school that I didn’t care about what I could learn from them. Sure, I swam with them and sung a few songs, but I didn’t ask questions or pay attention when they tried to tell me things. Well, I could pay attention now. I needed answers that weren’t in any book. Tomorrow, I’d go swimming to find them.

****

I woke up before the alarm went off and texted Ashley to let her know I planned to ditch school. I waited for her to text back asking about my plans. A few minutes of waiting got me nothing. With an eye on the clock, I texted Sarah to ask if Heather had turned up, and I got no reply there either. Was it my turn to be kicked out of the cool kids? Did I care? I did a week ago, but this morning it seemed less important. Seeing how a mermaid could die, how it could’ve been me—that changed everything. Still, I gave my cell phone one last look before I headed toward the beach.

The sand still felt cold from the night before, but the water warmed me. I ticked off the things I knew about mermaids in my head while I swam toward the reef. How chocolate made us drunk, how processed food made us sick, how our legs switched back. I let myself settle on the bottom of the ocean. Could I get my legs back here? The same way I’d tried to speed them changing yesterday morning? I tried for an hour and couldn’t.

I thought about Mom, who knew all this…or maybe none of it. She’d never tried to pass for human. She spent an hour or two at the bank, made sure a lawyer was set up to handle the bills, and then went back to the ocean. When I was a little girl, we slept in the ocean. After she’d gotten me to school, she went back to the waves. If the school had called with some problem, if I needed her, no one could reach her. She’d be in the water until pick-up time. I resented her for it, but maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it was just how she was. Maybe it was how I would be soon.

My mother wanted me to hang out with other mermaids, and I figured it was time to try. I swam out, not too far, not too close, and sang. Our voices work under water. They sound high and sweet. Out of the water, the same song could break glass; but under the waves my voice belonged to a diva. My cousins felt like a distant memory to me, but the song of our pod called them over in a matter of minutes. Every mermaid in the pod was my cousin, at least, we called each other that, but it felt like I’d never met the girls who swam up. Maybe they’d been at Mara’s funeral, maybe we were related, but they were still strangers.

“Hunting, cousin? Or fishing?”

Hunting meant finding a man to mate with, then drown. Fishing meant eating. I wanted to be cool, so I played it low-key. “Fishing first, then hunting, if there’s something worth hunting.”

Half the group laughed at this, not a giggle like I might hear at school but a deeper laugh, something you’d hear from an older woman. I looked at them for a minute, the matching group of girls between fifteen and twenty. As far as the dry-landers were concerned, they were children. Out here, they were killers.

“Ondine has never hunted.” The leader of the group, a long mermaid with a deep green tail gestured to a girl who looked younger than the rest. “Have you?”

I decided to be honest. I’d had enough secrets at school today. “Not yet.”

Did I want to? To take some boy? To mate with him the way a mermaid did or even to kiss him and do more the way a normal teenage girl did? Yes. But I didn’t want to kill him. “Can I still come with you?”

Heads nodded in agreement.

“Good. I live on land so I’ve never hunted.”

I felt them draw back, away from me, but the leader didn’t seem to care. “So you’re Danika. I’m Celeste.” She named the rest of them in a rush, but I didn’t follow. “We expected you to stay after Mara left us.”

“I’ll stay someday.”

“When?”

“I’m still deciding.”

Celeste shrugged, and the group moved back to me. She was their Ashley. Once she accepted me the rest of them did.

“There were grouper over there.” She gestured over her shoulder. We swam that way without much discussion. I’d never fished as part of a group, and it took me a minute to figure it out. They all circled the fish, driving them into a tighter and tighter circle. Then, one of the girls would dart in, grabbing a fish with her teeth or hands. Out they’d come, and another would go in. By the time they got to me I figured out how to grab one by the gills and another with my mouth. I came out with two fish instead of one.

“Nice catch,” Celeste congratulated me and the rest of them followed her lead as we settled on the sand to eat. It wasn’t long before Ondine came over. Her hair looked a little darker than the rest of us, cinnamon-tinted instead of just blonde. I offered her some of my second fish.

“Thanks.” She smiled with delight. “I’m too little to get the big ones.”

“You’ll grow.” I smiled back at her.

“Why haven’t you hunted yet?” On land it would’ve been an invasion of my privacy, here it was a totally normal question. Worse, all of them were leaning in to hear my answer.

“I feel like it would make all my choices for me, like the minute I did, I’d be trapped. It almost happened once, but I stopped myself. I knew him; I couldn’t kill him.”

“Never get to know them.” This wisdom came from a girl with pink scales on her tail. “That’s not what they’re for. Don’t even talk to them.”

“Come on, Rose. You don’t even ask them to kiss you?” Another girl, this one with a tail a bit darker than my own, made kissing noises.

“Not worth it.” Rose shook her head but her eyes stayed locked on Ondine. I thought the two might be sisters. I could see hints of similarity between them.

“Do you think the whole thing is worth it?” I asked her. Something about Rose sounded angry, as if she didn’t like that she had to hunt.

“Maybe. If it meant I had a daughter out of it. But how often does that happen? Otherwise it’s a mess and too much work.”

I didn’t know how often you got a daughter out of it, but I didn’t interrupt as one of the other girls, this one with a light blue tail, challenged Rose.

“I think it’s worth it. It feels great. I’d hunt more if I could.”

“It feels great for like ten minutes, then the cleaning fish are picking things out of your scales for hours, and the cramping, the pain. Not worth it,” Rose decided.

“Don’t listen to her, Ondine. It’s powerful and intense, and it’s what mermaids do.”

“Then why don’t we go do it?” Celeste ended the debate by tossing away the remains of her fish. “You don’t have to hunt.”

I think she said it to Ondine, but I decided I was included in the exemption. ­­I expected us to swim close to the shore, by a beach filled with college kids or maybe a resort. Instead they turned and headed out toward a boat. As we got closer, I corrected myself, a yacht. There were some very rich people in Miami. I guess this group had decided to take their yacht out for a spin in deep water. We were miles from land, far from cell phone signals, and even farther from help.

Celeste popped her head out of the water and a few of the older girls followed. I joined in. Three or four girls sat on the deck, white sundresses looking classy in the sun. With a nod from Celeste, everyone ducked under the water again.

“I’ve got them, try the other end.” The group swam off, leaving me alone with Celeste and Ondine. “Want some practice, cousin?”

“I don’t know what you’re about to do,” I admitted.

“The women are useless to us. We could eat them, but we just had fish. Besides, their blood would bring sharks. What we need is for them to go inside.”

“Okay, so do we ask them?”

Ondine laughed, but Celeste had more patience. “In a way. Do you know the song to the sand crabs?”

I nodded. It was a stupid song, about how the crabs should run away sideways because the hungry fish was coming and if they didn’t run away home they’d be all eaten up. Each verse listed a different fish: sheepshead, redfish, flounder, drum. It felt like the song could go on forever. Mom had made me sing it when I was a kid, usually as a way to keep me busy when she needed to do something.

“Sing the part at the end, the part that goes up.”

I sang the line, an increase in notes where each one was held a little longer than the last.

“Perfect. Ondine, go with her.”

Ondine rolled her eyes like she didn’t want to take orders, but she did it. We both stuck our head above the water and sang the tones that signaled it was time for crabs to run away home. On the deck, the girls started to fidget. The longer we sang, the worse they fidgeted until one of them announced she was going inside and another complained about bugs. By the time the song was done, they were all gone.

Ondine and I slipped back under the waves.

“Does that work every time?”

Celeste nodded. “Every time. They can’t really hear the notes, but they don’t like it. You can make them go away as quickly as you can make the boys come out.”

“What song is that?”

“The sailor song,” Ondine declared. “Don’t you know anything?”

“I guess not.”

“Come on, they’ll start without us.” Celeste ended our conversation by swimming off. I always thought I was fast, but I had to work to keep up with her. At the front of the boat, the other girls were waiting.

“Took you long enough.” Rose really didn’t seem happy, but I couldn’t understand why. She’d wanted to go hunting a minute ago. No one was forcing her to do anything.

Everyone popped their heads above the water and started singing. Not high-pitched screeching; not even the almost-impossible-for-humans-to-hear notes of the crab song. They all sang low and quiet, like someone whispering over the waves. I didn’t know the sailor song, but the verses sounded easy enough. A mermaid called out to a sailor, saying, “Swim away with me, swim away, come see the deep blue sea.”

Our quiet voices carried over the waves. In a minute, a group of young men appeared on the boat. They could see us in the water, the golden sunlight on our tails but they weren’t shocked or scared. It was like the song put them into a trance. No one reached for a cell phone or called to anyone else to come see the mermaids. Instead they leaned over the side of the boat, looking at us. I’d been hiding all my life, but the others didn’t seem worried about getting caught. Rose wasn’t worried that they’d see her fins at all. She wanted them to see her. In the middle of a verse she jumped up, her tail coming out of the water, her naked breasts inches away from the guy’s hand.

She started it as she splashed down, then everyone followed her. Each one jumping up, almost close enough to let them touch her, then back down. Ondine even jumped, her body staying farther away than the rest. I stayed in the water, hanging back, but keeping my eyes on the men. I knew which one I wanted, if I had a choice.

Rose looked to me to jump, but I shook my head. I wasn’t used to exposing my breasts like that; I was too modest. She didn’t give me a second to change my mind. Instead she spoke over the song, her voice high and clear.

“Come swim with us, won’t you, please?” She sounded so innocent, and they bought it. Stripped off their shirts and dove off the side of the yacht, falling ten, fifteen, maybe even twenty feet into the water. Not a one of them stopped to think of how they’d get back.

One by one the girls found their picks, wrapping arms and tails around the men. I slipped under the water, feeling more and more unsure of myself. I saw Ondine resting on the sand below. I hadn’t noticed when she left the group, but there she was, her tail folded up, her arms wrapped around it, head resting where knees might’ve been.

“Not going this time?”

She shook her head.

“Me neither.”

She didn’t acknowledge me, just kept watching. The water gave us a crystal clear view of breasts in mouths and hands on waists. It felt wrong to watch, an invasion of everyone’s privacy, but I didn’t turn away. Tails wrapped tighter and swim trunks drifted to the bottom of the ocean floor like petals from a flower. I’d never seen a man naked, now I watched five of them, all erect.

“This is the good part,” Ondine whispered. I didn’t think they would’ve heard her if she shouted. Not now, when the tails tightened and those engorged male organs disappeared. I felt my own pulse start to rise. There might be another man on the boat somewhere, another up there for me. I could wrap my tail around him, feel him hard against me, and then I’d—

The first scream cut through my fantasy, the way scales cut through skin. The couples began to sink under the waves, then come above them barely long enough for the men to get air. They fought to get away, but the tails held them, their breath a rush of silver bubbles under the water. I didn’t think any of the men had even finished, but already there was blood in the water. Ondine had her mouth open, trying to taste it. The look on her face made her an animal, feral and strong. Above us, the others kept moving, their hips thrusting, tails pumping even as the men tried to pull away. The couples began to drop in the water, going low enough that the screams ended and open mouths released only bubbles.

I felt hot shame in my cheeks, shock at what my cousins had done. Worse, shock at how I wanted to join them, how I couldn’t turn away. I shouted at myself to swim away, to go, but it took a pair of legs settling on to the sand beside me for me to move. When they hit bottom, I realized how real it all was, how those men would never see dry land again.


Chapter Seven

I swam fast toward home, all my questions for Mom and Grandma forgotten. I wanted to put distance between the scene and my body. I wanted cold, clean water in my gills. Or maybe I wanted to be there, and swimming fast was the only way not to be. I was out of the water and back to legs without a minute’s wait, shaking and scared at what I had seen and what I had wanted to do.

But an hour later, alone in an empty house, I found myself singing the sailor song under my breath. Practicing it while I studied my favorite subject, humming it while I did my history. After another hour, I knew I needed distraction, human distraction. I snatched my cell phone and checked my texts. Ashley hadn’t written but Sarah had. “Ashley is PMSing. Heather’s still a no-show. Have fun ditching.”

PMS wasn’t something I’d experienced, but Ashley turned pretty evil every month. I’d picked the right day to skip school for sure. Now if only I could forget what I’d seen in the water. But no, every time I closed my eyes, I saw the legs drift down or worse, the bodies moving together.

I checked the clock. If I went back to school now, I could still make the afternoon classes: chemistry, AP English, and driver’s ed. But I couldn’t lie to myself. It wasn’t about a distraction. It was about Sam. Even after what I’d seen this morning I still wanted to see him, even though I knew how dangerous it would be for him.

Yeah, the last thing I needed to do was go back to school. Instead I went for a walk. Our beach didn’t connect to any of the others, but a few blocks away from my house, the public beach did. You could walk from one end of Playa Linda to the other along the water. You’d pass a few restaurants and some parking lots, but the east side would always look at the cool blue water of Mother Ocean. I walked that way now, my feet above the water line.

The beaches were almost empty. September wasn’t the right season for tourists. In January, hundreds of pale-skinned visitors would come, spending money and getting sunburned, none of them imagining the mermaids under the water waiting to hunt them.

I’d walked long enough to sort a few things out in my head, but how I felt about hunting would take more miles than the beach could give me. At least how I felt about the social scene was starting to make sense. I couldn’t be part of it any more. Couldn’t walk the fine line of always having a secret. I had one more year on dry land, probably, and I didn’t want to waste any of it with gossip. I would buy a car, something nice and safe. I couldn’t risk being in an accident. Ashley could either accept it or vilify me. If what mattered to me about school was learning, I could do that without being Miss Popular. I had to get over my childish fear of being locked up in some science lab. There were bigger things to worry about now, like the dead bodies that kept piling up.

I felt the sand under my feet turn cold, and realized I’d walked under the pier without thinking about it. Homeless people stayed here, trying to avoid the cops who would chase them away. Playa Linda didn’t like the homeless; they almost never lasted more than a day or two. You’d see them and then they’d be gone before they ruined our image. I saw one now, a girl sitting on a dirty blanket, her blonde hair lank and dirty.

Then I looked closer and realized that it wasn’t a homeless runaway at all. “Heather? What the heck are you doing down here?”

“Shh,” she hissed the sound and pulled me away from the water. “I saw something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. I think it was a…” She looked at me and stopped.

“You can go on.”

“No-o-o-o-o, I can’t. You’ll think I’m crazy.”

My mouth went dry. There were lots of things I might think, crazy wasn’t going to be the first to come to mind. “Trust me, Heather, tell me what you saw.”

“It was big, and, and yellow. With these long arms.” Her eyes were wide with fear.

“Arms?”

She nodded.

“Or tentacles?”

She slapped her cold hand over my mouth, and for a second all I could smell was that ammonia-nail-polish-remover scent. I gagged as I pushed her hand away. Looking at it in the half-light under the pier it looked stained, like she was wearing thin brown gloves.

“Tell me everything.”

“I met this guy, at a club. He drove a hot car.” She smelled terrible, looked like she’d been living under the pier and she wanted to talk about his car. “He took me on a trip, but I wanted to come back for the second week of school. One week is one thing, but two—”

“The point, Heather.”

“When I got back, I ran into Ryan.” She colored slightly at his name, and now I knew why she’d started with the story of the guy in the club. “He and I started seeing each other over the summer. I didn’t want it to happen, but it did. I felt bad about it, going out with your ex. That’s why I went away with that guy from the bar. I was trying to get Ryan out of my system, but I couldn’t. I never will. I love him, Danika.”

Heather lived for this sort of drama. She was forever telling someone how sorry she was and how she couldn’t change her heart. As confused and upset as I was about finding Ryan’s body, I had no tolerance for her crap. All I could do was nod and try not to smack her.

“We came out on Sunday night. We were out on the beach, hooking up. And then in the middle of it, I saw those arms. They had hooks in the end, barbs or nails or something, and they pulled him off me. Then everything went dark, and I woke up here. I didn’t want to go home, because Ryan might be out there still, and because that thing, it came back.”

“It came back?”

She nodded. “Around midnight, I think. My phone got wet and stopped working. Anyway, it came back, this big thing with giant arms. I think it’s…I mean…I guess it could be…”

I wanted to help her out but I didn’t know myself. If Heather had an idea, I wanted to hear it.

“A sea monster,” she finally spat the words out. I must have looked shocked because she quickly added, “I looked them up. The monsters. It’s not like a mermaid.”

I cringed, hoping she didn’t see it.

“And not a salt golem, selkie, or dryad, not like those.”

“Okay.”

“But like a leviathan, a giant squid, a Cthulhu type.”

“Whoa. That’s a lot of names.”

“I Googled it before my phone got wet.”

“Of course you did,” I said. My sarcastic tone was lost on her.

“So the thing, it might not have come completely out of the water, in which case, it was a giant squid. Because the sea serpents totally come out.”

Whatever she’d seen, Heather had gone way over the edge into madness. Not showering, staying on the beach for days, and Googling sea monsters: all pretty far from normal for her.

She turned back to the ocean, locking her eyes on the water beneath the pier.

“Is your car here?” I asked.

She nodded, not moving her gaze.

“Heather, I know this harsh, but you smell.”

She blinked a few times and turned toward me.

“Also, it’s Tuesday.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. When’s the last time you showered?”

“Sunday morning.” I could see the realization dawning on her face. “I’ve been sleeping out here for two days?”

This time I nodded.

“Oh my God. Swear you won’t tell a single soul.”

“I swear.”

“I’m going home. Will you watch for that thing?”

“Sure.”

“I want to know what it is. It was real. Something pulled Ryan off me.”

“Gotcha.”

She brushed the sand off her skin and walked toward the parking lot. I looked at the water for a few minutes, making sure she was gone. I wasn’t about to go in. I might not crave popularity but I wasn’t stupid enough to grow a tail in public.

Mother Ocean watched me, ever changing but always the same. I thought about Ryan, his last moments on this beach, I thought about Tiffany and her life, and about Mara, who I’d never known. The deaths were a mystery to me, but they were rapidly becoming my problem. Bodies found on my reef, in my ocean, one of them my ex-boyfriend. I couldn’t wait for someone else to solve the problem for me.

I watched the sunset over the waves. When it was dark enough, I slipped into the water. I swam without seeing the world around me, my mind focused on the murders.


Chapter Eight

The next morning, I found myself in my regular spot in Ashley’s car. Only without Jen it didn’t feel so squished.

“Taking my seat back, Danny.” Heather greeted me as if I hadn’t seen her on the beach last night.

“I always knew it wouldn’t last.” Then, for the benefit of everyone in the car, I asked Heather, “So where were you?”

She started in on a long story about everything she had done. She’d been to the Keys, stayed at a hotel near the water. She’d been wined and dined and, honestly, spent most of her time in bed. Heather didn’t mind talking about sex, and the car’s passengers seemed captivated by her words. I knew the rest of them weren’t virginal like me, but I still squirmed a little with how crude it all sounded. I half-expected Ashley to chime in with something, reclaiming her spot as the center of attention. Instead, she kept oddly silent until we pulled into the school parking lot.

“So I guess this means you and Ryan are over,” Ashley said, her words casual.

Heather’s face turned white, then bright red.

“Oh wait, was I not supposed to say anything in front of Danny, still? I mean, you’ve been hooking up with him all summer. You said you’d tell her when school started.” Ashley smiled in a way that was supposed to look sweet. Everyone knew it was pure evil.

“I…I…” Heather stammered for another second then ripped open the car door. “I have to go.”

I don’t know why I expected her to be honest and tell everyone about Ryan’s death, she was still Heather. Sarah bolted out of the car after her, climbing over me while Ashley took her sweet time turning off the engine and taking off her seatbelt.

“Wow.” It was all I could say. On any normal day, Ashley’s words could have set off a storm of accusations and gossip. But today, there were far more awful things to worry about than gossip. Ryan’s body was waiting to be found and Heather was covering up the secret.

Ashley opened her car door and waited for me to get out. I did, not sure how I would handle it all.

“She made me swear not to tell you. It was her huge secret all summer.”

“I had no idea. Ryan and I were…”

“On a break. I know. He told the world.” We’d fallen in step with each other. She gave me a short hug with one arm. “I didn’t think it was right, but I figured Heather would move on and you two would get back together.” She sounded sympathetic. I guess, in Ashley’s world, she’d been defending me. Then her voice turned sour. “Then the new boy showed up and I realized you and Ryan weren’t going to get back together. All those football game double dates we had last year weren’t going to happen. I know you didn’t know about Heather, but still, it’s all her fault.”

I nodded, even though it wasn’t Heather’s fault. I’d moved on from Ryan, cried over him, convinced myself our relationship was too dangerous. Heather didn’t have anything to do with me being a mermaid.

“You didn’t say anything, but I was pretty sure he would be your first.”

“It almost happened at the end of the year beach party.” Ryan, the waves, the way he’d been willing to skip the skinny dipping part of the party for me. We made out on the sand until I told him I changed my mind and wanted to swim. I remembered Ryan’s eager grin when he grabbed my hand and pulled us out into the water.

“Heather should’ve respected that. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” Ashley looked at me and decided I needed a real hug. She gave me one, then had to go because we had different classes. I wished I could tell her the truth about it all, how that night at the party really went, why I wasn’t so upset at Heather’s betrayal, and most importantly, why thoughts of Ryan stung so much. If I looked sad, it wasn’t over Heather’s drama; it was because someone I’d cared about was dead.

I slid into my seat in AP English and looked at Ms. Cohen. Her face seemed troubled. For a second, I could believe that everyone in the world was upset for different reasons. I was ready to have a normal day when the bell rang and Ms. Cohen ended all my normal thoughts.

“We’re having a school-wide assembly. I need everyone to head to the auditorium. Danika, will you stay behind for a minute?”

I cringed, wondering what I’d done wrong. Sure, I’d skipped school; but I had a note with a realistic-looking signature in my pocket. I sank down in my seat as everyone else walked away, wondering what new problem this would bring.

Ms. Cohen gestured to the chair by her desk, then took a second studying her grade book. I watched her while she looked at it, with her brown hair in a cute bob and her flashy gold jewelry. She was the youngest and prettiest of the teachers. Ashley adored her, but not enough to risk flunking an AP class. I’d always thought Ms. Cohen liked me.

“I know most of you think I’m hopelessly out of touch.” She closed the grade book, but not before I realized it wasn’t our class’ book. “But I know you and Ryan were an item last year.”

He’d walked me to class each morning, of course she’d noticed. I nodded.

“The assembly…” She stopped and looked at me, her eyes going into my soul. “Your mother is gone, isn’t she? Off on some art thing?”

I nodded again, too confused by the change in conversation to figure out what would come next.

“I’m not stupid. I know she leaves you alone more than she should. It’s probably not a big deal to her; after all, you’re pretty grown up. But there are times when a girl could use her mother.” She ran a hand through her hair. “How about I stand in? If there’s anything that happens today or tomorrow and you need another perspective, treat me like your mom.”

“What’s going on?” I couldn’t take the confusion any longer. Was I being picked up as a mermaid? Were FBI agents going to swoop in during the presentation?

“Ryan is dead, Danika. I’m sorry.”

My mouth fell open in shock. I turned my head a little, trying to catch her eyes, to see what she knew.

“The police found his body on the beach early this morning. They’re going to be at the assembly asking for help. Teachers weren’t supposed to say anything, and there will be grief counselors but I didn’t want you to be blindsided by the news.”

“Thank you.” I sat back in the chair. I hadn’t expected him to be found so quickly, hadn’t expected this. Maybe I was wrong to take so much on. “How did it…do they know what happened?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Did you know Tiffany Moore?”

I shook my head. I barely remembered the girl but the image of her body was fresh in my mind.

“Do you know if Ryan and she hung out over the summer?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t remember them being together.”

“Well, Tiffany died the same way. Now Ryan…” Ms. Cohen glanced at her watch. “We need to get going. I’ll leave the classroom unlocked. If you need to leave, tell someone I sent you back to get something, okay?”

“Thank you.” She’d gone out of her way for me. She was my favorite teacher, but she’d never done anything to make me think I was her favorite student—nothing like this. “Thanks for telling me and…for everything.”

“You’re welcome. And remember, even though Ryan’s gone, you’re not as alone as you feel, Danika.” She gave me a warm smile and opened the door of the classroom.

Our auditorium served as the theater half the time. It was too soon in the school year for any set pieces to be up, but the grand piano shared the stage with a podium and two men in suits. The principal watched us all file in, his expression sour. Ashley and Sarah sat together, while Jen and Heather walked down the aisle. I expected Heather to take one of the seats next to them but instead Ashley called out to Jen. Heather stopped in the aisle, aware of the snub but not sure what to do. Ashley ignored her and called me over to a second seat next to them. Apparently Heather wasn’t going to be acknowledged. She took a seat on the aisle. I stepped around her to sit next to the group.

“Did you hear Jen got a new car?” Ashley squealed the news.

“It’s not really new,” Jen said, beaming anyway. “It’s three years old.”

“But it’s a convertible,” Sarah sang.

“That’s great!” I mustered up as much false enthusiasm as I could.

“Yeah, my parents wanted me to drive myself for a few days before they’d get me a car.” Jen offered what had to be the lamest excuse ever for ditching Ashley. But with Heather on the outs, Ashley accepted it.

“We’re going to—”

“Students, please take your seats.” The principal interrupted Ashley. Since she thought she was in charge, she glared at him. I wondered if he could feel it all the way on stage.

As we all settled back in our seats, I offered Heather a smile. With how I found her on the beach, she needed a safe place to run to. Instead, she’d been shut out.

The projector screen lowered from the center of the stage, slowly making its way down with a metallic grind. Our principal was in his mid-fifties. He didn’t bother to cover the gray hair at his temples. For a while, Sarah had a crush on him. She told us all he looked like George Clooney. From my seat in the middle of the auditorium, I didn’t see George Clooney. I just saw someone who looked upset.

“I need to talk to you about something important, something hard. I need your complete attention.” He gestured to the blank screen behind him. Above us in the tech booth, some unseen person put up a picture good enough to be a magazine cover, featuring a girl with long legs and perfect skin. I recognized her instantly, even though she’d been dead when I found her.

“Some of you may remember Tiffany Moore, from volley ball or her time in the chorus. She graduated last year and went on to Playa Linda Community College.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “Tiffany’s body was found last Monday night.”

“Old news,” Ashley yawned.

“Many of you probably heard about that from your parents or your friends. The administration and the teachers decided to let that be a private matter. But something has happened…something that we need to address.” He stopped again and the picture changed. I felt Heather grab my hand, her fingers like a steel vice. When I looked up, I saw Ryan in his football picture smiling back at me. Ryan, healthy and whole, alive like he never would be again. “Ryan Rodriguez, our star quarterback, was found dead last night.”

A gasp went out through the crowd, a sound of shock and upset. Our principal waited while it died down.

“Ryan did not die of natural causes. There’s no explanation for what happened, not yet.” He pointed behind him. “These men are detectives. They’re trying to find out what happened. I want each and every one of you to help them. We’re not going to punish anyone for anything they say. If you were skipping school when you saw something, you’re not going to get called out for it. What matters now is stopping this killer before we lose anyone else. I’m going to turn things over to the detectives.”

Hands shot up in the air, a dozen questions at least. Everyone started talking at once—everyone except Heather. She kept holding my hand, hard. Her eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t blink, didn’t move to wipe them away. She stared straight ahead and I didn’t know how to help her. Instead, I listened to the principal tell everyone to hold their questions until the end.

“I’m Detective Wilson.” The man who spoke wore a pressed suit and stylishly gelled hair. I hated him the minute I saw him. How dare he look so pretty when everyone else was so upset? “My partner, Detective Mason.”

Mason was more sober. Unlike his partner, he didn’t look like he would leave the assembly and hit a nightclub. If I had to deal with one of them, I wanted it to be him. Then again, the person who needed to talk to them was Heather. I snuck a glance at her; she looked white as a sheet. When I looked back, Ashley was staring at me.

“Don’t worry about her,” she whispered. “Take care of you.”

I nodded. Ashley didn’t know the details, didn’t know that Heather had a right to be more upset than I was.

Wilson was still talking, but I’d missed what he was saying. “We’re going to interview people who knew Tiffany and Ryan,” he continued. “We’re especially interested in anyone who saw Tiffany on Sunday night, before she died. It would’ve been the Sunday before the first day of school. Ryan went missing a week later, on Sunday afternoon. We need to know where he was that day. All his mother knows is that he went to see a friend from school.” Wilson leaned into the microphone, making his voice louder, more dramatic. “One of you was that friend. One of you knows what Ryan was doing.”

Heather dropped my hand and bolted up the aisle. Her footsteps were loud and everyone stared. Detective Mason immediately left the stage, no doubt to follow her. Wilson kept talking.

“Whatever you know, no matter how small, we need to know it. We’re going to be taking some of you out of class. We’re asking for your full cooperation. If you don’t want to talk here, if you’d rather meet us after school someplace where no one will see, we can arrange that. Two of your friends are dead. It’s up to you to make sure no one else joins them.”

Overly dramatic and completely accusatory, I hated his speech. I guess he thought the only way teenagers would help is if he scared the crap out of them. Jerk. The whispers I heard around me proved I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

“Are you okay?” Ashley asked me, her concern clear.

“I think,” I stopped and took a deep breath of my own. “I think so. I’m…stunned, I guess.” I was stunned, but I’d dealt with the worst of my feelings when I found him. This all seemed like a play—not even a play, a dress rehearsal, some stupid imaginary thing that wouldn’t mean anything in the end.

“You don’t have to be strong.” Ashley hugged me. Sarah followed her lead. Alexis, ever above it all, gave me a sympathetic pat.

The principal introduced a trio of grief counselors who spoke for a few minutes. When they were done, he directed us back to class. On the walk back, I saw Ms. Cohen looking at me from the doorway. I shook my head and walked back with my friends. I didn’t need a place to run to, at least not yet.

****

“Danika DelMar?” The office worker came for me just after I sat down. Ms. Cohen had handed out a poem, To An Athlete Dying Young, and we were all supposed to read it and then discuss it. We’d really be discussing Ryan because the poem wasn’t on our required reading list. I didn’t mind getting out of the whole charade.

“Danika, would you like me to go with you?” Ms. Cohen’s offer shocked me. More surprisingly, though, I did want someone along.

When I nodded, she turned to the office worker. “Please cover my class,” she said. “Instead of discussing the poem, I’d like everyone to write their thoughts. Have them turn their work in at the end of class if I’m not back. At least five hundred words each.”

The class groaned as we walked out of the room. I expected us to head to the principal’s office. In my nightmares, that was how it happened: the principal called me down to his office and men in suits were waiting. They told me they’d discovered what I was and slapped handcuffs on me. Sometimes those nightmares took place at the pool; somehow someone pushed me in. I’d scramble to get out, but end up flailing, trapped on the pool deck with a tail while everyone watched. I shivered as we passed the gym entrance.

“You okay?” Ms. Cohen noticed my apprehension.

“Nervous. I’ve never talked to a cop before.”

“Try to remember that you don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to. I’ll jump in if they ask anything that’s really out of bounds.” She shook her head, a little upset. “I hate to say it, but your birthday came at the worst time. Three days ago, they couldn’t have asked you anything without your mom present.”

“That would’ve been worse. Them locking me up, holding me in a cell until they found her.” My stomach flipped at the thought. How long could they hold me like that? An hour? A day?

“No one’s going to lock you up, Danika. You haven’t done anything wrong. Besides, there are a lot of people at this school who would protect you. You know that, don’t you?”

We’d reached the library door. I guessed the interviews would take place in one of the meeting rooms. I put my hand on the door handle, then hesitated. People would protect human me; but if I was true to myself, a mermaid, wouldn’t they change their minds?

“Danika DelMar?” Detective Mason appeared on the other side of the door.

“That’s me.”

“I was about to get some coffee. We’re in Meeting Room 2.”

“No coffee in the library.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized they probably didn’t apply to him. “I’m sorry, ignore me. That’s for students, right?”

Ms. Cohen grinned at me. “Nope, rules are for everyone. I’m sorry, Detective.”

“Oh well, you’ll just have to live without my witty banter. I can’t manage that without coffee.”

The school’s meeting rooms were fairly boring: a cheap wooden table, six chairs, a glass wall covered with blinds. It was easy to feel like I should dump some books in the center of the table and work on a report. Instead, I took a chair and shifted awkwardly for a few seconds.

Detective Mason flipped some pages on a legal pad, then looked up at me with a smile. “How’d you meet Ryan?”

“Ashley, of course, everything is always because of Ashley.”

Mason half laughed. Ms. Cohen looked annoyed. “Ashley Warner. Her father is Rod Warner, the rock star?” Mason asked. “Ashley seems to think she runs things around here.”

“Because she does,” I confirmed. “At the beginning of junior year, Ashley started seeing Justin. Her dad’s super strict, so she needed someone, a girl, to go to the games with her so she could see him but not get into trouble.”

“Justin is on the football team?”

“Justin Duquette; he’s on the offensive line,” Ms. Cohen supplied.

“After Homecoming, Ashley wore her dad down and she got to go on dates, but only double dates. So I had to date someone. Ryan told Justin to set us up, so we did double dates for a while.”

“For a while? Had your relationship changed recently?”

Ms. Cohen looked at me, but I didn’t mind answering this one. It stung, but as long as we weren’t talking about Ryan’s body, I didn’t mind.

“We broke up after the end-of-the-year beach party. I mean, Ryan said we were on a break, but we were done. I found out this week that Heather dated him all summer. She’s the one you want to talk to.” I hesitated, not sure if I should mention finding her. I didn’t want to throw her under a bus, but Heather didn’t have as much to lose as I did.

“I’m going to give Heather’s name to Detective Wilson. Is there anything else we should know about her?”

His eyes drilled into me. He’d caught my hesitation. I was stuck. If I didn’t say anything and gossip got around that Heather was with Ryan on Sunday, they’d want to know why I covered it up. Panicked, I decided to channel Ashley. “Supposedly she saw him Sunday. She ditched the whole week of school to spend with another guy, but on Sunday she was back to Ryan.”

Ms. Cohen raised an eyebrow at me but the detective only noted it and stepped outside.

“That didn’t sound like you, Danika,” Ms. Cohen said. “You don’t usually repeat gossip.”

I shrugged. I couldn’t explain it to her. She could never understand how much trouble I could get into; how bad it would be for me if I got locked up. Heather might be embarrassed, she might end up having to move, but if you took a mermaid away from Mother Ocean, what happened? How long would I survive? I struggled not to think about how horrible it could be.

We sat in silence for a few minutes before the detective came back. “So why’d you and Ryan break up?” He was friendly again, casual. It bothered me that he’d turned that on and off, like it wasn’t genuine. I guess it was better than being mean, but I still didn’t like it.

He waited for me to answer and I thought about it, about the real reason and why I would never say it out loud. I decided to go with a lie everyone would believe, rather than a truth no one would. “He wanted more than I wanted to give.”

“That’s a pretty grown-up answer.”

“If there’s nothing else, Detective, Danika needs to get back to my class.” Ms. Cohen was clearly pissed on my behalf. I liked it enough that I forgave her for her comment earlier.

“Just a few more questions. When’s the last time you saw Ryan?”

“Not since the summer.” I decided to keep things short. I wanted to get out of the room and away from all this prying.

“You weren’t at the party where they found Tiffany’s body?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I had school work to do. I’m in lots of AP classes.”

He nodded and looked down at the legal pad. “Did you know Tiffany?”

The thought ran through my mind—“Not until I found her dead body”—and I hoped no one could see it on my face. “Not really. I might’ve seen her in the halls.”

“Well, I guess that’s it then.” He grinned good-naturedly and told us we could head back to class. I was halfway there when I remembered that Tiffany and I had chemistry together. We hadn’t talked, hadn’t hung out, but if the detective found out it might look like I was hiding something. I cursed under my breath, hoping they didn’t find out.

Gossip focused on the detectives. It was like no one wanted to talk about Ryan. Well, except one of the football players, who lost it in the hall screaming about how he’d kill whoever did it. Oddly, no one talked about that either. The teachers tried to bring it up in roundabout ways, to get us talking, but no one did.

The day dragged on. When it was finally time to go to driver’s ed, I almost cheered. Not because of Sam, not because I’d be driving, but because it meant in an hour I could be in the water, swimming away from all this.

“I looked for you at the assembly.” Sam smiled at me.

“I was with Ashley, Sarah, Jen, the usual bunch.” I felt angry—not at him, but I couldn’t keep it inside. There was too much to hold on to, too many questions without answers, too much I didn’t know.

“Isn’t there another one?”

“Heather.” Her name came out with a bitter tone, though I didn’t have that much against her. I wasn’t upset about her being with Ryan. They’d been friends forever. Their fathers even worked together. It made sense that the minute someone else had him Heather would want him. It was how she operated. But if all that was true, why was I in such a mood?

“The one who ran out of the room. She looked pretty upset.”

“She’s got a right to be. She was Ryan’s girlfriend.” I narrowed my eyes, looking at him and not the road in front of me. I needed driving practice if I was going to get that car and separate myself from Ashley, but at that moment, I needed someone to talk to more. I couldn’t risk telling anyone about finding the bodies, but I wanted, no, I needed to talk it through. Sam had opened up to me with his secret, and that made me think I could trust him with how I’d found them. Then there was Heather’s crazy internet search for sea monsters. I’d always ignored my mom when she talked about that stuff. Now I regretted it. Maybe Sam could help me with the sea folk. He was one of them. “I want to tell you something, something big.”

“Bigger than being a freak of nature that doesn’t age, right?”

At first I thought his comment was about me, but then I realized otherwise. “Is that what you think about yourself?”

“I look about eighteen.”

“Maybe nineteen, maybe twenty, or sixteen.” Every time I said another number, his face got darker.

“Exactly. The guy that died, Ryan, he’d lived eighteen years, but he’d always been in the right place at the right age. I’m always the wrong age. I’m always repeating things I don’t want to repeat, whether it’s driver’s ed for the fourth time at the fourth school or trying to remember what it felt like the first time a friend died.”

“Do you remember?”

He sounded angry enough for me to believe he did.

“His name was Shane. He got cancer. The whole school did fundraisers for him. He was a pretty good person. Not that it mattered.”

“Ryan was a pretty good person,” I said, but I caught myself wondering. I turned the car around the track, feeling the wheel glide under my palm. Had Ryan ever done anything really good? Or even really bad? He got me flowers on Valentine’s Day and talked about us going to college together. He talked me into taking my SATs. Was that good or bad?

“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re hurting. It sounds like you knew him.”

“We dated last year. Most of the year, anyway. He saw me from the football field and told his friend how pretty I was.” I smiled to myself and decided that was a good thing he’d done. Ryan was the first person to tell me I was beautiful. Mom didn’t say it. All mermaids were beautiful to her, so why say anything? But Ryan said it a lot.

“I didn’t realize you were that close. I’m sorry. And you just lost your cousin.”

Mara. Her face came back to me, her pale hair that looked so much like mine, her green tail. I hadn’t thought about her since I found Ryan, he’d taken her place in my consciousness.

“They died the same way.”

“Your cousin was killed like Ryan?”

I nodded. I had to be careful what I told him, what I said and how I said it. I trusted him, but I wasn’t ready to risk telling him I was a mermaid.

“Do the police know?”

I shook my head. “My family wouldn’t report it. It’s not what we do.”

His eyes grew wide with shock. “So you just buried her? What about justice?”

“I don’t think it’s something they care about. Not in the way you’re thinking. I mean if they found the person who did it, I think maybe they’d want retribution.” Would they? I didn’t know. If a man had killed Mara and he showed up in their ocean, they would kill him. But it wouldn’t be much different than them killing the men they killed anyway. I mean they probably wouldn’t seduce him and kill him with sex, but they would drag him under the water to drown, cutting him with their tails, or biting him. “Maybe not, though.”

“I’m amazed at how calm you are.”

I focused on my driving, trying to parse through too many thoughts in my head. “It’s not something I’ve given a lot of thought to. What I want to ask you about, the serious thing, that I’ve given more thought to.”

“Right, sorry. Got distracted. What was your question?”

“I found Heather on the beach on Tuesday. She’d been there since Sunday. She and Ryan were hooking up under the pier. She said a sea monster took him.” My words came out in a rush, like a mouthful of air let go under water. For a second I could picture how they would look: fat silver bubbles racing toward the surface. Instead, my words raced toward Sam. In the silence that followed, I had to stop myself from cringing. “I saw the body. I saw all of them actually. Mara, Tiffany, Ryan. I don’t want to talk about how; I just did.”

He stayed quiet.

“I didn’t tell the police, because sea monsters, that’s crazy, right? Except you’re a salt golem and…”

“And that’s a type of sea monster. Is this why you asked me how I killed people last week?”

“I was hoping you forgot that.”

“It’s not the kind of question you forget.”

“Well, that’s why I asked. Tiffany had her throat cut.” I thought about it for a second. Cut didn’t begin to describe the ragged flesh I’d seen. “More like torn, torn open and I was afraid…” I let my voice go quiet.

“I don’t like to think about it, but you’re right. We leave a throat pretty torn up.” He looked at his hands for a minute, then when he spoke his voice sounded sad. “I don’t have any way to prove I didn’t do it. If you go to the police about me, I’ll have to run.”

“I…”

“Don’t feel guilty. I understand. You’ve known these people all your life and I’ve been here for like two weeks. Not even that.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I stopped driving to turn to him. I thought about slapping him, a light playful slap, but he might not get that either. “I trust you more than I trust these people. That’s why I’m telling you about finding the bodies. I’m asking you about it because I hope you’ll be able to tell me about sea monsters, dummy.”

“Oh.” He looked up and grinned. “Oh, okay.”

“Really?” I rolled my eyes at the ceiling of the car. “Can I go back to driving or are you going to keep being stupid?”

“Go back to driving, you need the practice. And hey, it wasn’t being stupid. I’ve had to run before.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but you’re not going to run now. You’re going to help me figure this out. So…sea monsters?”

“Right. What don’t you know?”

“Everything? My mom tried to tell me sea stories when I was a little kid, but I never listened to them. I only wanted to hear about real life.”

“Okay, well there are lots of things we could call a sea monster. What else do you have to go on?”

“Heather said it had two arms, long yellow arms. She saw hooks in the end of them. Does that help you?”

“Hooks?”

“That’s what she said.”

“Like a fishing hook? A metal hook? That doesn’t make sense. Maybe she saw someone in a suit?”

“It’s Heather. I don’t think we can rule anything out.”

Mr. Whosley called us all to go in. I parked while Sam stayed deep in thought. “Well?”

“I need to look at some books. Want to help me research?”

I thought about it. Digging through books and hunting down answers was usually the sort of thing I liked, but tonight I wanted to wrap myself in Mother Ocean and never come out. I might even sleep on the sand, far away from detectives and murders. “I’m not really up for it.”

“But you trust me, right?”

“I do.” I nodded and half laughed.

“And you don’t think I did it?”

“I know you didn’t.” Because if he had done it, if he’d killed Mara, he’d know I was a mermaid. And Sam had never done anything that even hinted he knew the real me.


Chapter Nine

The car was quiet as we rode home. I’d planned to run out of the car and dive right into the water, but when I got there, I changed my mind. I’d found Mara at my reef. Maybe the ocean wasn’t the safest place for me. I hated feeling that way, but I couldn’t get in the water after thinking about finding the bodies. Instead of swimming, I went inside and locked every door and window. I put on the security alarm and locked my bedroom door, determined not to think about the world around me.

I’d always loved school. As a little kid, I packed my book bag and sharpened my pencils with glee. The smell of fresh pencils still ranked as the second-best smell to me. The best smell ever was a new book, the crisp crackle of the spine, the sound the pages made as you turned them. I could escape into any book as a little kid: mystery, fantasy, fiction, anything. As I got older, it got harder for me to believe in books. When you’re a mermaid, when the world thinks you don’t exist, it’s hard to be surprised at the things that happen in books. But non-fiction, things that happened in real life, things I might never see because of my ties to the ocean—that never bored me.

I went on a history bender in ninth grade. I read nothing but historical fiction novels for months, devouring three or four of them each week. I read about wars in Russia and famine in Ireland, places mermaids in my pod had never been. I read every book in the historical fiction section, then I read history books. When school let out that year, I couldn’t stand the thought of another history book. Instead, I wanted biology. I wanted to know how things worked, where they came from, how people predicted them. There’s weather under the ocean, but no Weather Channel for mermaids. I studied the tides and pollution, things that could change my future home. Then I read about the things I’d never have in that home: elephants and microscopes.

The dry-lander’s world is huge. For a mermaid, the world is small. We don’t like the cold, and I’d never even heard of a pod farther north than Bermuda. Maybe there are pods in India and off the coast of Africa, but I’ve never met anyone from there, never heard their songs sung. Going hunting with the other mermaids had been fun, but I wasn’t sure what it said about me, the girl who loved learning and books, that I’d been so fascinated by the hunt. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. Staying away from it meant things would stay the same, right?

Except that I knew that wasn’t true. I’d read up on hormones and fertility. It might not work the same as it did for a human, but I couldn’t put it off forever.

I closed my book and leaned back looking at the ocean. When all this was over, all the murders figured out and the danger passed, what was left for me? Hormones forcing me to hunt, to kill. Could I fight them forever? Did I even want to?

I put my book away, feeling silly about all the locked doors. Maybe Mara had been surprised, and maybe there was a giant sea monster out there; but the odds were much higher that I would end up killing someone before I got killed. Killing lots of someones. I didn’t have to hide to be safe. I only needed to swim.

I walked to the beach and stripped down. I didn’t pause and I didn’t wait until I was hidden in the water to take off my top. My cousins had made me bold. My usual twenty minutes of checking, double checking, and triple checking that no one would see me didn’t happen. Instead, I swam out to the tide and let myself drift. I’d learned the sailor song yesterday, learned that the tones of the crab song aggravated humans. What else did Mother Ocean have to teach me?

I closed my eyes and felt the rhythm of the tide move my body. It would carry me out to Grandma’s, carry me to my mother, or carry me back home. Tides were tricky that way. I didn’t know which one I wanted.

“Danika?”

My eyes popped open. “Rose!” I didn’t want to sound so surprised so I tried again. “I’ve never seen you out here.”

“We don’t usually come this way. You live here though, don’t you?”

I nodded. I wasn’t too far from home yet.

“I wanted to talk to you, alone.”

“About what?” I couldn’t imagine what she wanted from me. She looked strong and confident, hanging in the water with her pretty red tail wrapped up under her.

“I want to see things, go places, meet another pod. Celeste and I don’t always get along.”

“I don’t know any other mermaids.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think you did, but you know directions. So is there a way that I could get to another pod without asking everyone? Because I don’t want the whole world to know I’m thinking about leaving.”

“If we knew where another pod was, sure. I mean, you couldn’t use a GPS, but maybe with a map or…”

“There’s one by Key Largo, and one off Key West. There’s a small one starting by Duck Key. And I heard about a big one by Jamaica.”

“How big do pods get?” I hated admitting my ignorance, but Rose didn’t seem to notice.

“Anything bigger than two hundred and they break off to start a new group. That’s what’s happening at Duck Key.”

“So you’ll go there?”

“Sure. Unless I’m pregnant. Then I’d have to stay. It’s no good trying to see the ocean when you can’t fish for food and you have a baby to feed. But if not, Duck Key.” She seemed to have it all planned out.

“Okay, what do you need me for?”

“Where’s Duck Key?”

“Oh. It’s south of here, well south and west.”

Her frustration with my vague directions showed on her face.

“Why don’t you come up with me and I’ll get a map, with coordinates and…do you know how to use a compass?” I asked.

“I don’t know what a compass is.”

“Swim back with me. I’ll show you.”

“Wait. Have you eaten?”

“A little. Why?”

“I don’t want to be in your debt. I’ll catch your dinner.”

“Fish isn’t the same as knowledge.”

“Fine. Name something else.”

“Tell me about hunting. Tell me everything about hunting.”

We talked while we swam back, Rose telling me everything she knew. It was a lot. I felt impressed and a little scared at the same time. Mermaids were killers—very good ones. But the more Rose told me, the more I thought maybe we didn’t have to be. With the knowledge Rose gave me, I thought that maybe, just maybe, I could make it work. If I found the right person—say, someone like Sam.

Rose swam up to our beach, her body barely floating in the last foot of water. I pulled myself on to dry land and got my legs back without much of a thought. It was easy once you learned the trick. I went half way up the beach when I saw Rose hadn’t learned the trick.

“You’ll get legs when you dry off,” I explained.

“I know. I just haven’t done it before.”

“Really? Never?”

“What is there up there that’s worth leaving the ocean?”

“Mangoes.” The word slipped out before I thought about it, then a few tumbled after it. “Books. Music.”

“Never heard of any of them. Don’t think I need them.” She pulled herself on to the beach and wrapped her arm around her tail. She looked helpless, a sharp contrast to the powerful hunter she’d been yesterday.

“Well, what about…” I started the list with fruits, like coconuts and bananas, then talked about things like clothes and colors and TV. By the time she got legs, I realized she didn’t care about texting or the Internet. She’d never had any of those things and couldn’t see a need for them. “Okay, well, whatever. Let’s go inside and get you hooked up with a map.”

Rose nodded and tried to stand, promptly falling down. She tried a few more times but her legs couldn’t get it. I was glad we were on our private beach, if anyone had been around we’d look drunk or worse. I thought maybe it was all in her head, that she’d never tried to walk so she didn’t know how, but her exasperation made it clear she didn’t want to know how.

“Okay, I’ll go get the compass. Wait here.”

“I’ll wait in the water, thanks.”

“By the reef, on the right.” Far away from my private spot. Even if she was leaving, I wanted it to stay private.


Chapter Ten

I woke up to the sound of a car horn blaring. The anger in the sound meant it had to be Ashley.

I got out of bed at light speed, my body moving before my mind woke up. I found my cell phone, threw on a skirt and a shirt, and got out the door in less than two minutes.

“Nice hair,” Ashley said as I opened the door.

“Where is everyone?” I took a glance in the rear view mirror. I looked like crap. Thankfully, Ashley was the only one around to see it.

“Heather’s dad is driving her to school. He’s pissed because the cops worked her over without him. He’s going to blast the principal. I’m kinda hoping we get to see it.”

I nodded, a barrette caught between my teeth and a brush in my hand. I tried talking around the barrette. “Sa-wah?”

“Riding in with Heather and her dad. I guess Heather is all screwed up, needed the moral support.”

“I know what that’s like.” I took a glance in the mirror on the sun visor. I needed makeup, more than a little. Rose didn’t have a clue how to use a compass. We’d been in the water way past midnight.

Ashley watched me apply my makeup through a series of side-glances. “Are you okay about Ryan?”

“Define okay.” I stopped working with makeup and sat back in the seat. “Because I don’t know what I am right now.”

“He was your boyfriend.”

“Ex-boyfriend. We were on a break. Heather’s got more claim to him than I do.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to be stoic about it.” She pulled the car into the parking lot, and turned toward me. “You don’t have to be a hero. You can lean on people.”

“Thanks, but I keep thinking this is something I have to figure out for myself.”

“Well, at least you look better.” She shrugged and got out of the car, once again leaving me completely perplexed. But that was Ashley. Cold and mean, then supportive. Crazy aloof, but scared and alone too. It was like she enjoyed being a contradiction.

Ashley was only the first of many confusing things that day. My teachers were nicer than usual, but other kids treated me like nothing had happened. It didn’t make sense that the people who were usually completely out of touch understood something, and the people like me were clueless. Then there was my own inability to concentrate. Maybe it was the things I’d learned from Rose, but my hormones kept me thinking about men: Ryan, Sam, all sorts of men, all day. I couldn’t concentrate, and when I did, when the world came back into focus, I remembered everything that had happened and felt guilty. How could I think about sex at a time like this? How could I think about anything when my friends were dead?

I saw Heather at lunch. Clearly she was only thinking about how bad she felt. Her father had come to school and chewed out the office staff. The student workers heard all of it.

When I asked her about it, Heather didn’t comment on the scene. She didn’t comment on anything, really.

“Why aren’t you home?” I asked her after a few minutes.

Ashley congratulated me with a grin, expecting to see a fight. But Heather only shrugged.

“No, really,” I said. “Ryan’s dead. You were with him that day. You should be home, dealing with that, not in the cafeteria picking at your food.”

“Like you know anything about food; you never eat.” Sarah replied. I glared at her for a second. “Well, you don’t.”

“This isn’t about me. It’s about Heather. She should be home.” It felt important, like if I could get her to admit she was being silly and head home I’d make up for telling the police she’d been with Ryan. Not that I felt that guilty, I mean, they would’ve found out anyway.

“I want things to go back to normal,” Heather whispered, her eyes on everyone else in the room. We ate at a table in the center of place, commanding attention; and we ate alone, no boyfriends, no hangers on, just Ashley’s super cool inner circle. Alexis sat at the other side of the table, and Jen. The six of us fit perfectly where there should’ve been eight.

“Heather?” I asked.

She finally looked at me.

“Things aren’t going to be normal for a while. Why don’t you go home and process all this?”

“You don’t understand.” She shook her head twice, then looked at me with longing in her expression. “Ryan’s dead, and everyone at school thinks it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have even been with him. So I need things to go back to normal. Even if it means I keep smiling and acting like Ryan never existed.”

Tears were forming in the corner of her eyes. Heather always overreacted and brought drama to anything but today I could tell she was really hurting. Before I could reach out to her, to comfort her or even give her the truth, that she wasn’t smiling or acting normal, she got up and left. I expected someone to follow her, Sarah maybe, or Jen. Heck, I was about to follow her myself when Ashley spoke up from the other side.

“So Danika, what’s going on with you and colleges?” And just like that, I knew no one was going after Heather. She was on her own.

I answered Ashley, and our shallow conversation, the fake-not-nearly-as-important-as-our-friend conversation, kept going until the lunch bell rang. I wish I had followed Heather, but not so much that I stopped talking and went after her.

By driver’s ed, I was feeling pretty guilty. I’d seen Heather in the hall and tried to offer her some comfort. She told me she shouldn’t have said anything, and to please act like the whole thing never happened. I wasn’t sure if she meant Ryan dying or her leaving the lunchroom. It didn’t matter, because she left in a matter of seconds. I’d never been close to Heather, so it didn’t make sense that I was upset about her, and yet, I was.

I got into the car with Sam hoping we could talk it over. It’d be nice to get a guy’s perspective about everything. “Can I talk to you about something?”

“Sure.” He smiled. “But you should watch the road.”

“Right. I will.” I looked out at the track in front of us. “This thing with Heather and Ryan.”

“I heard about it.”

I glanced at him, but he looked away, his body closed off to me. He’d heard about it? Yeah, he had. I’d told him. “I was hoping I could talk things out with you, a little.”

“Yeah, of course, but hey before you talk about your boyfriend…”

“Ex-boyfriend,” I corrected.

“Why did you two breakup? Was it Heather? Everyone seems convinced she’s evil and she stole him.”

“It wasn’t Heather at all. You know my mom’s lifestyle?”

“Militant feminist Amish?”

I nodded. “It didn’t agree with Ryan. I mean, I liked him, we were having fun, but I knew that eventually things wouldn’t work out.”

“So you walked away from him?”

“Pretty much. Heather didn’t steal him or anything.”

“But you liked him?”

“I thought I loved him.”

“And yet, you walked away.”

“To protect him.”

“From your mom?” He raised his eyebrows at me, like that was the craziest thing he’d ever heard.

“Yeah, sort of. It’s complicated.”

“It always is.” He sounded super casual, but something was bothering him.

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t want you to walk away from me.”

“Oh.” It hit me that I’d been unconsciously cruel yesterday, telling my new boyfriend about the old one, expecting him to comfort me. “I’m not going to walk away from you. In fact, I think maybe you could handle my mom’s culture.”

“Really?” He looked shocked.

“Well, you’re older.” He started to correct me, but I beat him to it. “Sort of. You’ve got more experience in life than Ryan, anyway.”

“Probably true.”

“So maybe it could work out.” Now it was my turn to sound casual, because in my head I was thinking about all the things Rose had told me, about mermaids and how they took men. If I was careful with my tail, and somehow got Sam into shallow water—enough water that I had a tail, but not enough for him to drown, if I paid attention the whole time and made sure his head never went under the water—this could work. I wouldn’t have to walk away from him.

“I hope so.” He smiled at me and took my hand. His fingers traced patterns on my flesh for a second until I needed to steer again. “Do you want to talk about sea monsters?”

“Maybe we could do that tonight? Like after school, at your place? Or you could come over to my house,” I suggested. I wanted to get him alone. The more he touched me, the less I cared about everything else in my life.

“Uh, I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“I’m busy after school. There’s a thing I said I’d go to.”

“Oh, okay. Well, maybe tomorrow?”

“Yeah tomorrow, it’ll be a Friday night date.”

“Great.” I pulled my hand away from him again, not sure when he’d taken it. Was he pulling back from us, worried I’d dump him? Had I shared too much? But he’d shared that he was a salt golem. I didn’t understand why he didn’t tell me what was going on tonight, or skip it to spend time with me. Had I misunderstood something? Missed some sign? I tried to push it all away and concentrate on the road.

“What did you want to ask me about?”

“Oh uh, it’s about Heather,” I started. And I kept it up, talking about Heather until the bell rang. I wished I could ask more about us, and why he was suddenly busy tonight, but it didn’t feel like a good idea.


Chapter Eleven

On my way to the parking lot, I caught Ashley in the halls. I hadn’t noticed it this morning but she looked rough. Dark circles hung under her eyes and heavy makeup had settled on her skin in a weird smoothness, making her look like a badly frosted cake. I walked next to her for a few feet before she even noticed me. When she did, she didn’t say anything.

“Are you okay?”

“What?” She blinked a few times, then realized it was me. “Oh hey, Danny.”

I smiled at the nickname. She only used it when we were alone, and it’d been a while since I heard it. “Hey back. You’re practically sleepwalking. Bad night?”

“The worst. I don’t know how I’d function without caffeine.” She opened the car door, cranked the air conditioner, and pulled out a diet energy drink all in one motion.

“How many of those have you had?”

“This is the last of the six-pack. It’s tragic, I tell you.” She took off out of the parking lot as if we were running late for something. I checked my watch. We’d gotten in the car just ten minutes later than usual.

“What about Sarah?”

“She caught a ride with someone else. To be honest, I think she’s avoiding me because I’m PMSing.”

“What’s it like?”

“What?” Ashley looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

“PMS. I never get it.”

“Seriously?”

I nodded, because I wasn’t about to tell her that I didn’t get a period at all.

“It’s like I’m going crazy.” She sounded different from her usual-Ashley-self. I realized this might be the real Ashley. “I hear music in my head all the time. I can’t sleep at night because it’s so loud. The lyrics keep repeating over and over again. So I think, I’ll sing the song and then it’ll go away but I can’t.”

“You lose your voice?”

“No, it’s not that.” She looked in the mirror, her eyes worried. “I just suck at it, you know. No one wants to hear me sing. It’s not like I’m my dad.”

She’d gone back to being Miss Popular, the rock star’s daughter, speaking in that shallow tone of voice. I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to hide whatever it was, that I knew all about secrets. “I think everyone has a little crazy,” I said. “You should consider yourself lucky that yours follows a schedule.”

She laughed, but when she stopped, her voice was sad. “You’re a good person, you know. You deserve better than that new guy.”

“Sam’s pretty awesome, actually.”

“I figured you’d say that, so I invited him.”

“To what?”

She gestured out the car’s window to the beach in front of us. “To your birthday party!”

“What?”

“I know the big day was Monday, but you were off with lover boy; and besides, who parties on a Monday?”

“Wow.” There was a “Happy Birthday” banner stretched across the sand. It should’ve been hung from something, but the beach didn’t have any buildings. Instead, there was ocean, sand, a line of dunes, and my friends: Sarah, Jennifer, a bunch of girls, and some of the best-looking guys in school. All the people who had seemed so distant that day were standing out on that beach.

“They were keeping it a secret,” I said.

“The whole school practically knew.” Ashley grinned at her triumph. “With the thing with Ryan, we were going to cancel, but everyone wanted to blow off some steam anyway. Besides, you deserve a party.”

Someone pulled up in a tripped-out car and turned up the music loud enough to fill the parking lot. A couple of surfers caught the last rays of afternoon sun, and some guys played a rousing game of beer pong around a cooler.

“Wow.” No one had ever thrown me a surprise party before. I was stunned.

“Happy birthday.” Ashley almost whispered it. “Eighteen is huge. After this, everything changes.”

I looked at her, wondering what she wasn’t saying out loud. “Thank you for all this.”

“If you’re really grateful, you’ll eat some cake.”

“There’s cake?” We climbed out of the car and were greeted by at least fifteen people. One of the boys handed me a drink, and I took a few sips. Alcohol didn’t taste great to me, but I wanted to join in. A beach volleyball game started up, I watched for a few minutes before Sam found me.

“So, today in driver’s ed…” I let me voice trail off.

“I’m the world’s worst liar,” he admitted. “I didn’t know what I could say that wouldn’t end with me blurting something out about the party, and then what I did say…”

“You threw me for a loop.” I laughed and he joined me. I felt his hand on my shoulder, then his fingers tracing my ear. I stopped, scared he would see my gills, but wanting him to keep touching me all the same.

“The only thing you need to remember is that I don’t want you to walk away from me. I’ll give you all the time you want to mourn Ryan, but I don’t want to lose you.”

I turned my face close to his, my lips almost kissing him. “You won’t.”

“Hey, birthday girl! Come play!” I joined the volleyball game but Sam hung back, content to cheer me on. We played until sunset, then someone started a fire. They were going to roast s’mores, but Ashley wanted us to eat cake first. She brought out candles and made everyone sing to me. I blew out the flames making a birthday wish not to worry so much, not to think about the murders, killing some guy while making out, or hiding who I was. Tonight, I wanted to enjoy myself.

When I cut the cake, the interior oozed with chocolate. Buttercream frosting hid a core of devil’s food cake filled with fudge. I’d never had that much chocolate. I remembered my mom after the cup of cocoa on Monday morning, and further back in my memory, all the times she got drunk on chocolate milk or candies. It wasn’t always pretty, but I thought I could handle one piece. Indulge a little. After all, it was my birthday. Besides, I had Sam around, didn’t I?

“Hey, can I talk to you?” I took my plate over and sat beside him on the sand. His eyes were on Mother Ocean as the twilight began to cover Her.

“Always. Well, unless I’m trying to keep a secret, but I think we covered that.”

I laughed a little. “I’m afraid I might get a little…inebriated tonight.”

“Someone pulled up with a keg about twenty minutes ago.”

“Yeah,” I pulled the word out into three syllables. “It’s not really alcohol I’m worried about. It’s chocolate.”

“Chocolate?”

“It gets me drunk. Don’t ask me why; just trust me. It makes me do stupid things.” I looked down at my plate, the piece of cake that had a little bit of my name written on it in frosting. It felt special. “I want to indulge in this. I want to eat it and enjoy it and maybe have a tiny second piece, just because I can. The thing is, you’re the only guy here I trust, so will you watch out for me?”

“Completely. You didn’t even have to ask.”

“Thanks. I’m not going to do anything stupid, but I thought it’d be a good idea.” I hesitated, not sure what else to say. Finally, I gave up on finding the words and kissed him, tasting salt on his lips. “What’d you eat?”

He tipped the red plastic cup to me, then whispered in my ear. “It’s ocean water.”

I laughed at the idea of him filling his cup with the waves. “Don’t worry; I won’t tell.”

“I knew you wouldn’t.”

“Am I interrupting anything?” Jennifer plopped down on the sand next to us.

“Not really. I was about to enjoy my birthday cake.”

“Oh my, you’re eating carbs? It’s official; you’re going crazy. I guess I shouldn’t even ask about Whosley and driver’s ed?”

Sam talked while I ate, and while I should’ve been listening really I was too busy experiencing the high that chocolate gave me. It crept up on me, so subtle I didn’t notice it until my arms felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each. My legs went the same way, heavy, while my head got floaty. I felt my awareness expand. If I closed my eyes, I might fall into my head as my soul stretched out all along the ocean. I felt it push at the waves.

“Skinny-dipping time!” Ashley screamed from behind us.

“You coming?” Jennifer stood up with a grin on her face. She half-turned toward the girls running behind the dunes.

“I think so.” I started to get up, but only made it half way, falling on to my butt with a laugh. Sam offered me a hand and I tried again, only to fall a second time, taking him with me.

“Are you that gone?” Jennifer sounded a little worried.

“No, I’m not.” I had to gasp the words out between giggles. “Go ahead. I’ll be right there.”

“You sure this is a good idea?” Sam looked positively worried. I felt a thought in the back of my head, a general nagging, but I didn’t pay it much attention.

“I’m eighteen, and every time they skinny-dip, I hide in the car. It’s pathetic, really. I don’t want to do it this time.”

“Why do you hide?”

“I don’t want them to see me.” My fins. That’s what that nagging thought was. Oh, wow. That could’ve gone really badly. I thanked Mother Ocean for Sam and how his worried look stopped me.

“Why don’t we take a walk instead?”

I nodded, silenced by the disaster that could’ve happened. This time, when Sam pulled me up, I went with him. With each step, I felt a little more grounded, a little less drunk.

“Is skinny dipping usually part of these things?”

“Pretty much. The party starts after school; everyone eats, drinks; then when it gets dark, they’re out in the water. They shouldn’t be, though. There are dangerous things out there.”

“Like me?”

He pulled away from me, and I fought him, coming in closer. “You’re not dangerous. You just stopped me from making a really dumb mistake. You’re a great guy, Sam.”

“Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound convinced.

“You’re a great guy for a vampire?”

He glared at me for using the wrong word, but there was no real anger in it.

“You should kiss me, you know. It’s my birthday.”

“You’re drunk, remember?”

“I’m not that drunk. In fact, I think it’s passing.” It was. My arms weren’t nearly as heavy and my head felt screwed on tight. A pleasant tingling came from my limbs and I was still smiling, but feeling happy. When you’re at your birthday party with a cute guy holding your hand smiling doesn’t mean you’re drunk.

“I wouldn’t take advantage of you, not like that.”

“You wouldn’t be.” We’d walked away from the party and the noise seemed to fade as I looked into his eyes. I kissed him, my mouth covering his. I slipped my tongue into his mouth, tasting more of the ocean salt on him. I wanted more of that taste, and my tongue got bolder, one kiss coming into another, until he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me closer.

“Tell me to stop.” His voice sounded rough, like he didn’t mean it.

“I don’t want you to stop.” I kissed him more, my hands on his back, running over the muscles under his skin. Half the guys on the beach were in nothing but shorts, but he’d stayed covered. In a second I changed that, pulling his shirt off. He let me do it, let me strip it off and keep kissing him. My mermaid side wanted me to pull him in the water but I fought her. Instead, I pressed him down to the sand, taking off my shirt and bra in one quick movement.

“Danika.” His voice was still wary, a warning that we should stop.

“Trust me?”

“Of course.”

I nodded and pulled his hands up to my breasts. For a second he hesitated, but then, finally, he gave in, his hands gently cupping my breasts. His thumbs moved over my nipples slowly, barely brushing them until I leaned forward, into his hands.

He moved with a speed I hadn’t expected, one hand grabbing my waist while he rolled us over on the sand. I liked being under him, feeling the weight of his body on mine, the way the hardness between his legs pressed into me. He kept kissing me, but now his mouth left mine and trailed down to my breasts.

“Sam,” I moaned. “Please don’t stop. Please.”

He didn’t, not even as my hands reached below his waist, trying to grab what I’d already felt on my thigh. I remembered my cousins with their mates, remembered those hard organs in the sunlit water. Sam felt longer than that, harder and bigger. I wondered how Mother Ocean could ever open me enough to let him enter. I wanted to see, but I couldn’t risk hurting him. Instead, I pulled and stroked him beneath the fabric while he kissed and caressed.

Before long, a heat grew between my legs along with another more familiar feeling. Somewhere in my head I worried about that second feeling, but with the sensations running through my body, the heat of his mouth on my breasts, his arms around me, the salt I tasted whenever I found a place on him to kiss, there was too much to think about.

I felt the waves hit my feet as the tide came on to the beach. Mother Ocean calling me home, telling me to trust Her and take Sam out into the water.

“Oh no!” I sat up and pushed him off, finally realizing what I was feeling.

“What? What’s wrong Danika, did I do something or—”

He glanced down to where my legs should have been and stopped.

“Shit. Oh shit. Oh no,” I moaned. The tide came up on the beach a little higher, swirling water lapping over my tail. But the water wasn’t high enough, not at all, I was stuck in the sand without legs. I might be able to wiggle my way down, but if someone found me now, I was dead.

“You’re a mermaid?”

“Get me in the water. Please. I have to get in the water. They’ll see me.”

Sam didn’t argue. He picked me up and carried me into the waves. I spent the whole time crying against his chest.

“You’re fine. I promise no one saw. You’re safe with me.” His comfort almost worked. The rest of the party was pretty far away.

“I can’t believe I forgot about the water. I wasn’t even thinking about it. I’m so stupid.”

“Or you were distracted. I’d like to think I had something to do with it.” He grinned at me and I laughed despite everything.

“You have no idea how much trouble I almost got in.”

“Really?”

“They’d report me. They’d ship me off to a lab somewhere and I’d never see the ocean again.”

“I would never let that happen.” He tilted my head up so he could look me deep in the eyes. “I swear to you, Danika, I will never let that happen.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I kissed him, just once, a very chaste kiss. I pushed away from him almost immediately, for his safety, because I really, really wanted to keep kissing him but now…there was no way I was going to risk it now.

“Thank you.” I reach down below the water and pulled off my skirt. “Guess I don’t need this anymore.”

I tried to throw it on the beach but it landed about two feet away in the water. He grabbed it and hefted it on to the sand near both our shirts with one smooth movement. “Better?”

“Much. But you need to go with it.”

“Really?”

“Do you know anything about mermaids?”

He shook his head, treading water to get closer to me. “I’d like to learn.”

“We’re really dangerous.”

“You don’t seem dangerous.” He reached out and put his arms around me. I knew I should push him away, for his sake, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to grab him and take him. Make him mine.

“I could drown you.”

“I’m not afraid of drowning.” He kissed me, moving his body against mine, and I lost every bit of sense I’d ever had. I wrapped my tail around him, and kissed him back. In a second my scales had his shorts off, the buttons torn to shreds on the sharp edges. I kept my arms around him, holding him up in the water. My tail twisted tighter, opening my scales to him as we dropped in the water. He kept kissing me, and I was kissing back and nothing else mattered in the world. Then, just like it was meant to happen, it did. He was inside me, and the way it felt pushed everything out of my mind.

The second I came to my senses, I loosened my tail and pushed us up to the surface. We’d only been under a minute or two, maybe five at the most. I might still be able to save him, if I got him on to the sand and did CPR if I—

“I’m fine. Danika, don’t freak out. I’m fine.”

I stopped, not believing he’d even spoken. I blinked twice, but he was still smiling, his head bobbing above the waves.

“I can’t drown.”

“What?”

“Salt golem, remember?” He grinned almost a mile wide and pulled me close to him to whisper in my ear. “We don’t need to breathe. As long as I’m in salt water, I can’t drown.”

“You can’t drown?” I asked, incredulous. Mother Ocean had made a man who couldn’t drown. Could that really be true? “So you’re okay?”

“I’m awesome. I’m amazing. I feel great. How about you? I hope you feel great too.”

I laughed. “I can’t believe you have to ask.”

We kissed floating in the water, but the kisses felt softer now, calmer. I wasn’t a virgin anymore and I hadn’t killed anyone. Sam couldn’t drown, so finally, finally there was a boy I could be with and not hurt. He hadn’t even mentioned if my scales cut him. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling over how good it was to know I hadn’t hurt him. It felt like part of my birthday wish had come true, like at least one of my biggest problems had disappeared. I was trying to decide what to say next when I heard Ashley scream. We’d drifted away from the party, but not so far away that we couldn’t see the flashing red and blue lights of a cop car.

“Can you get your legs back?”

“In a minute or two.”

“Okay. We’ll go back to the beach. I’ll make sure no one sees you.”

“I can swim home from here. I can swim you home with me. It’s not that far. We can—”

“You, in the water, please swim in to shore.” The cop on the beach shined a flashlight on us.

“Turn around,” Sam shouted back.

“What?” The cop didn’t like that idea at all.

“We were skinny-dipping. We’re not coming in unless you turn around and let us get our clothes on first.”

The cop seemed to think about it for a minute, and then decided it probably wasn’t worth fighting about. “Fine.”

“I’ll go in first. I’ll distract him while you get your legs. If anything happens, swim home. He didn’t see your face. I’ll point some other girl on the beach out and say that was you.”

I nodded, scared and glad he was thinking straight. I didn’t know how long it would take to get my legs, so I started concentrating on them when I saw Sam come out of the water. Through the grace of Mother Ocean, my tail shifted just as Sam handed me my skirt. The fabric had dried, but it clung to me and the cop wasn’t above staring at my legs. My tail had left my underwear a shredded mess of fabric on the beach. I hoped the cop didn’t recognize it. He kept looking at me like he could see through my clothes.

Sam noticed and didn’t approve. “Keep your eyes off my girlfriend.”

“We found a body in the water not far from here. You’re lucky you’re not dead. Come with me.”

We followed him down the beach and the cop left us with a bunch of the other kids. Sam didn’t leave my side, even as Ashley came over and hugged me.

“Are you okay? Did that creep do anything to you?” She stared at the cop’s back, her eyes filled with hate.

“Creepy looks, but he didn’t touch me.”

“This isn’t happening. He clearly doesn’t know who I am.” Ashley was getting worked up. Soon she would start screaming. Usually that embarrassed me, but tonight I planned to enjoy the show.

“Not just who you are,” Sarah said, her voice eager. “But who my dad is.”

“Who’s your dad?” Sam asked.

“Sheriff,” Sarah told him with glee. “The guy who signs that jerk’s paycheck. So when he stared at me getting out of the water, that pretty much cost him his job.”

I looked at her, dripping wet with her clothes hastily thrown on but so furious. Sarah didn’t usually brag about her dad. At election time, she actually took some heat for having to do campaign stuff. Tonight, for the first time, all of that would be a blessing.

“Have you called him?” I asked the question I knew she was dying to answer.

“Oh yeah. In fact, I think Officer Creeper just figured it out.”

Twenty yards away from us, the cop who’d stared at me so hard didn’t look happy. Another officer had pulled him aside for a serious conversation. I couldn’t hear the words but enjoyed the looks and the finger shaking. We all watched as the guy took his lumps. Then, when I thought it was over, a sheriff’s car pulled up and Sarah’s dad got out.

I expected screaming or yelling; but instead her dad said something to the officer, with an angry look but complete control. The other man slunk away, defeated. Less than a minute later, Sarah’s dad stood in front of us.

“Ashley, Danika, Jennifer, you three are free to go. I can vouch for you. The rest of you, the officers are going to talk to you for a little bit and then, if you’re sober you can leave. Sarah, you’re coming with me.” He didn’t look too proud of her, and Sarah didn’t reply. She fell into step behind him, walking away from us without a backward glance.

“I’ll get you home,” Sam said, taking my hand.

“No way.” Ashley stepped in front of him. “I brought her, I’m taking her home. Sorry, Sam.”

I looked between them, completely not sure what to say when pain laced across my belly. I didn’t think that chocolate cake agreed with me. “She’s probably right, Sam. You don’t know how long it’ll be until they let you go. I’ll call you later.”

He was about to protest when yet another police officer walked over and asked his name. Sam ignored the guy and spoke to Ashley. “Get her home safe, okay?”

“Promise.” Ashley led me up the dunes. We were in her car before she spoke again. “I’ve been watching him drink all night. I mean, everyone is drinking but he’s probably not sober. I know you two were off on your own, I wasn’t trying to break you up.”

“That’s really sweet. Thank you.” I sat with my legs curled up to my chest, hoping it would make the cramps easier, and hoping too that Ashley wouldn’t notice my underwear-less state.

She shrugged. “I’m not evil, you know. I mean, I know I’m queen of the world, but it doesn’t make me a bad person.”

She blinked hard, like she was going to cry.

“Is something going on with you?” It was hard to concentrate on her with the pain in my middle, but I knew this wasn’t normal.

“Too much caffeine, not enough sleep, who knows. Mostly, I’m glad you live close to the beach.”

A few minutes later when she pulled into my driveway, I knew I should invite her in and offer to talk, but I could barely breathe with the pain. As I opened the car door my body started to cramp, and I realized this was something worse than an upset stomach, something a thousand times worse. I ducked out of the car half-mumbling a goodbye to Ashley. Each time I tried to talk hot pain cut across my belly. My legs felt weak as I stumbled to the ocean. I needed to get into the water. I noticed the blood when I got my skirt off, more of it as I got my tail. By the time I was under the waves the blood had turned thick.

It looked black and tar-like in the moonlight. It didn’t wash away, not even as I sank deeper. For once, I didn’t notice my gills coming out, didn’t notice the ocean around me. I hit the sandy bottom ten feet down and curled on my side. The cramping went on forever, but eventually it got less and less painful. Finally, I was able to sit up.

The dark stain in the water, floated away, embraced by Mother Ocean. I knew what it was then, or what it could’ve been, if someone, Mom or Grandma, anyone had told me what to do. If I had known more, it could have been a baby.


Chapter Twelve

The pain exhausted me and the waves rocked me to sleep. Somehow in the night, Mom knew to come find me. She lifted me up and pulled me to the shore. We sat on the rocks, our tails drying in the night air.

“I think we need to talk about some stuff,” Mom started, but then she stopped. I cried and for once, Mom held me close. Rubbed my back as if I were a little kid, telling me it was okay. I didn’t know how to tell her it wasn’t, how to tell her about any of it. She didn’t push me, but by the time our tails dried to legs, she propped me up and took me into the house.

“That’ll get me drunk.” Okay, not the best way to respond when your Mom offers you a cup of hot cocoa, but it would and I didn’t think being drunk would help the situation any. It sure hadn’t helped on the beach.

“Not this much. This will just help you relax.”

I looked at the steaming mug warily.

“Trust your mother for once.”

I took a sip. It did taste good. In fact, it tasted great, but I knew all about what chocolate could do to mermaids. Like make us forget what it felt like to get our tail.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Mom said her back toward me. She was cleaning the kitchen, something she never did. Heck, I didn’t even know she knew how. “Every time you have sex, I mean every single time, you’re going to get pregnant.”

My mouth hung open in shock. “But, what about protection or…”

“Birth control pills won’t work. Nothing that’s developed for humans does—well, except condoms. But no one brings those out into the water.”

I nodded and sipped more cocoa. If we were finally going to have the big talk about the birds and the bees and mermaids, I was going to need it.

“But it’s not so bad, because most of those pregnancies won’t last.”

“Most?”

“Ninety-five percent. I’ve been pregnant like a hundred times, and I’ve only got you.”

“But you lost all those babies.” Tears came in the corners of my eyes and I had to blink a lot to stop myself from crying.

“It’s easier if you don’t think of them as babies. They’re not yet, not really anyway, and usually it’s only for a few hours. Your body takes what it needs from your partner, but if something goes wrong, it ends the pregnancy. It’s not something you have to get upset about.”

“Not something…to get upset about?” I couldn’t speak. My mother had just told me I was going to miscarry nearly every time I got pregnant. How could I stop myself from getting upset about that?

“It’s our way.” Mom faced me now, putting her own mug down. She came around the counter and looked me in the eyes. “I know I spoil you. I let you play human, but you’re not. You’re a mermaid. This is who we are. This is what we do. You need to accept that.”

“I…” I swallowed hard. What could I tell her except the truth? “I don’t know if I can.”

“You will. Tonight was your first time but it gets easier. I should’ve talked with you sooner but I never expected you’d be ready to drown someone so quickly.” Her mouth quirked up in a smile, a little proud.

“I didn’t.”

“What?” Her smile evaporated.

“He didn’t drown. I, uh, I mean he…” I was about to say he was a salt golem, but I didn’t want to. Not yet. I wanted that to belong to me.

“He didn’t drown. But you cut him with your tail, right?”

“We weren’t in the water long enough.” I blushed. Somehow, the conversation had gotten away from me. I didn’t want to tell her about Sam. I didn’t want to talk to her about what we’d done. Sure, I was desperate for facts; but Sam was mine. I didn’t even want her to meet him.

“Oh honey.” She ran her hand down my arm, trying to comfort me. “I forgot how scary and crazy the first time is. Your hormones drive you insane and you don’t even know what you’re doing. It gets better.”

I almost choked on cocoa. It wasn’t just hormones. I had known what I was doing. And now that I knew Sam wouldn’t drown, I intended to do it again. “So, condoms or a miscarriage, that’s how that works?”

“And normally, he’ll drown. Let the body go; Mother Ocean will take care of it. The same way She’ll take care of your blood afterward.”

“That’s why you’re here.” It hit me. “That’s why you’re home. You smelled my blood in the water.”

She nodded, took a long sip of her drink.

“You weren’t worried about me, or checking to see how school was going—at least, not until you smelled it.”

“Why would I worry about how school was going? In another few months you’ll be done and you’ll come home with me. I’m sorry I ever promised your father I’d let you graduate high school, but now that you’ve gotten over your prudishness, you’ll have a baby of your own. Are you really going to let that little girl risk going to school?”

“That little girl? What if it’s a little boy? What happens to the boys, Mom?”

She shrugged, not caring. “There are no mermen, just mermaids.”

“Never a boy?”

She exhaled, exasperated with me. This was how our conversations always went. “Never. When will you accept what you are?”

I wanted to ask her a thousand things about having children and being a mother, a thousand questions she’d never answer.

“How did Dad die?” I’d never asked her, not like that, straight out so she couldn’t lie.

“He drowned.”

“During sex?”

She folded her arms and looked at me like she was being incredibly patient. “Of course.”

“The sex that caused me?”

“This isn’t any of your business. I came home because I knew you were hurting. It seems you’re better now. If you need me, leave a message with your grandmother.” She started toward the French doors.

“Just like that? I lost a baby and you’re going to leave like that?”

“I told you, it wasn’t a baby. And you don’t seem to want me around.”

“I do. I’m sorry. I just…I’m sorry.” I started crying, because I was. I was sorry I couldn’t be the mermaid daughter she wanted, the one that drowned every guy she slept with and didn’t get upset about the babies she lost. Sorry I wanted to go to school. Sorry I wanted to know things. Sorry I couldn’t accept my place with Mother Ocean and live the life she’d lived. “I’m…so…sorry.” I managed to get the words out between huge sobs.

Normally she looked at me and said, “You should be.” That was how our fights usually ended. But this time was different. Maybe because of what I’d experienced tonight, I don’t know; but for whatever reason, she came over and gave me a hug.

“You need to get some sleep. I’ll catch breakfast for you in the morning, okay?”

“Okay.” My voice sounded small, like I was a little girl. But I didn’t mind it, not right now. My head felt strange, my body felt worse, and my emotions were a mess. I let Mom lead me to bed, and when I slept I didn’t dream.

****

True to her word, Mom left me a wahoo that had to be thirty pounds. It was in the fridge, gutted and cleaned so I only had to eat the best parts. There was a note on the fridge door: “Eat it all; you need your strength. I’m with Grandma if you need me.” I didn’t think I could eat it all but after three bites, I realized I was famished.

The fish disappeared, but I still felt hollowed out emotionally. I wasn’t bleeding any more when I took my shower. Looking at myself naked, I saw I looked the same. I still had long blonde hair, sea green eyes, and tan skin. I was still rushing through my shower to make sure I didn’t get a tail. Except now, I’d had sex. I’d found out that anytime I had sex there would be a baby, well at least a pregnancy. I wished I could talk it over with another girl, but the mermaids probably wouldn’t understand my confusion and there was no way any of my dry-land friends could ever know. Thankfully, the one person I wanted to talk to most already knew my secret.

****

Sam pulled me into an empty classroom before I even realized it was him. “Are you okay? Last night, you didn’t look okay. I was worried but the cops wouldn’t let me leave, and when they did it was too late to come by. I called and I texted. Are you okay?”

“I’m okay.” He looked totally freaked out, so I almost didn’t want to tell him. But I didn’t want to be like my mom either, closed off and full of secrets. I told him about the miscarriage, and about how every time I had sex I would get pregnant. “So that means condoms,” I finally said.

Instead of replying, he pulled me into a giant bear hug. “I’m so so sorry. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have let it happen. How can I help? What can I do?”

“Well, next time condoms and otherwise…I don’t know. I think I’m okay with it.”

“Really?” He didn’t look like he believed me.

“Maybe not one hundred percent okay with it, but my mother tells me it’s normal for mermaids, so I think maybe I need to be okay with it.”

“So you’re a mermaid, huh?”

“Thought you figured that out last night.” I tried to look innocent. I liked it better when he was hugging me and asking to help. Was he going to run away? Freak out?

“You didn’t have a tail last night, not at first.”

“Uh, it takes a little while.”

“And then you changed back to legs in less than a minute?”

“Not really. I mean in theory my tail has to dry, but lately, I think I can control it. I’m not all that great at it yet.”

“Interesting. What color was it?”

“My tail?”

He nodded.

“You didn’t notice?”

“I was busy.”

He tried to play it off but his ears turned pink again. I took pity on him. “Green.”

“What shade of green?”

“Pale green, like the top of ocean water, near the sunlight.” I waited for him to ask the next question but he didn’t. “Seriously? I tell you I’m a mermaid and all you want to know is what color my tail is?”

He laughed, then hugged me again. “You were pregnant last night, maybe only for an hour, but that’s still a big deal to me. And we slept together. So the mermaid thing doesn’t seem like the most important part.”

“Well, it is to me.”

He nodded. “So show me then.”

“Show you?”

“Take me swimming. You know I can’t drown. I mean, I’ll be slow, but it wouldn’t be so terrible, would it?”

“No.” It would be awesome. I’d never had a friend to swim with. Sure, there were other mermaids; but they all lived in the ocean, they didn’t go to school, and they weren’t my friends. Sam knew me. He was part of my life, and now he could be part of my other life. I didn’t have to keep who I was a giant secret anymore. “Let’s cut class.”

“Really? The girl who loves school books?”

“One-time offer, come on! You’re driving.”

He shook his head, gave me a quick hug before we sprinted out to the car. We were halfway to my house when Sam brought up the mermaid topic again.

“So militant feminist Amish is really mermaid?”

“Yep.”

“And your mom wouldn’t have gotten along with Ryan because…”

“Because mermaids kill men. They don’t date them.”

“But she married your dad, right?”

“She said so, but I’ve never seen a marriage certificate.” Marriage was one of the many things Mom refused to talk about no matter how many times I asked. I didn’t know if DelMar was Dad’s last name or hers. Probably his; mermaids don’t have last names.

“But she has to understand that it happens.”

“It?”

“People fall in love.” He looked out the window when he said it and I noticed the tops of his ears were pink.

“And is that what we’re doing? Falling in love?”

“I don’t know.” He pulled the car into our driveway and parked. He pulled me closer to him, brushing his fingers down my cheek. “I hope so.”

“Then you really need to come see my reef.”

“I’m about to. There’s only one problem.”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t have a swim suit.”

I laughed at him. “We’ll swim naked.”

It was hard not to watch him get naked on the beach, hard to keep my eyes on the ocean or the sand, on something other than his body. I watched him in quick glances though, seeing the smooth skin on his stomach, the hair on his legs. His skin looked tan in the sunlight, a soft brown I wanted to touch. He walked into the water for a few steps then ducked down, letting the waves cover him.

“Warm enough?”

“Doesn’t matter: hot, cold, as long as it’s salt water I’m happy.”

“I hope that’s not the only thing you’re happy about.” I dropped my shorts and underwear on to the sand and watched his eyes light up.

“Wait.”

“Wait?” I raised my eyebrows at him.

“I want to watch you get your tail. Where should I be?”

“You’ll see from there,” I laughed. But then I walked out to where he was, and let my legs drift in the water in front of me. “Are you watching?”

He kept his eyes on my legs and nodded.

I hadn’t really watched the way it happened since I was a kid, it was my tail, not magic. But with him watching, I thought about it, about the way the skin turned color from tan to light green. A second later, the green had depth. It sparkled. Then the color seemed to shift. It wasn’t a change in color, but in texture, from smoothness to scales. If you weren’t looking at the seam between my legs, you’d never realize it was changing too, smoothing out until no one would ever find where my right leg ended, and my left leg started. The whole transition from legs to tail went faster now that I knew I was in control. It took a minute, maybe two.

“Amazing.”

“Thanks.” I blushed at his astonishment. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay? That you don’t need to breathe?”

“Positive. I’ve stayed under for three hours before without any problems.” He put his hand out, reaching for mine, but then he stopped. “How fast do you swim?”

“Really fast.”

“Then I have to do this before we go.” He reached over and stroked my tail, his hand gliding over the slick scales. “It feels so strong.”

“Because it is. No one’s ever touched my tail before.”

“Thanks for letting me be the first.” He leaned forward and kissed me, gently, like I’d given him some great gift. Then again, maybe I had. “Ow!”

He jerked back and yanked his hand off me.

“How bad is it?” I cringed at the sight of his hand dripping blood.

“That’s my magic trick. See the cut?” My scales had sliced deeply into his palm. “Put it in salt and…” He dropped his hand under the waves. I saw the water wash the blood away and I realized that he’d stopped bleeding. When I looked again, the cut was gone. “Voila.” He held his hand up for me.

I took it in my own hand, looking for a mark, a line, some indication that it had been there; but there was nothing. No way to tell that I’d cut him a second ago.

“That’s pretty amazing.”

He shrugged and said, “It’s who I am.”

“Let’s swim.” I grabbed him by the shoulders before he had a chance to say anything and dove into the water with him the way a mermaid was meant to. My reef started miles away from the shore, but we were there in a matter of minutes. I’d gone fast, loving the feel of the water flowing through my gills. When I stopped, pulling us down the thirty or forty feet to the bottom of my reef, I looked at Sam. I’d pressed him up against me during our swim; but now that I wasn’t focused on swimming, I noticed a thousand little things about him.

Suddenly, I wanted him. I wrapped my tail around him, pushing his body beneath mine. Knowing he would be okay and I wasn’t hurting him made it better, a thousand times better. I kissed him, letting air into his mouth, my tongue playing with his. He kissed me back, but then I felt his hands on my chest pushing me away. He was strong, but my tail was stronger. I held tight, but he stopped playing and gave me a hard shove. I ended up ten feet away on the ocean floor, looking at him as he shook his head.

He tried talking but his voice didn’t work under water the way mine did. He made an angry thumbs up sign and another second later our heads were above the waves, floating.

“What the hell?” I demanded.

“No.”

“No?”

“No. Not without protection. I’m not hurting you that way.”

That stopped me. I was ready to get angry, to get mad at the way he’d shoved me, but he was right. I was only thinking about how much I wanted him, not about what happened last night. I didn’t want to go through that again. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

“Okay.” I shook my head, looking for more water to clear up my thinking then realized I was out of the water. Fresh air across my gills wouldn’t help me think. “You’re right. I got caught up in…things.”

He laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I’ll keep my hands to myself for the rest of the day. I promise.”

“What about that tail? It’s pretty strong.”

I splashed him with it, letting the big wave of water smack him in the face. “How’s that for an answer?”

“Very funny.” He swam over to me. “What else is there to see around here?”

“Let me show you.”

I took him down about half way, and let him swim next to me as I pointed out the shape of the reef. It came out of the ocean floor in a lollipop shape, an almost straight line and then a circle. In the center of the ring of coral was white sand. I’d slept there more than I’d slept in my bedroom when I was young. The line of coral coming out to that spot was high enough to be a wall, fifteen feet tall and thick. The top almost curved like a bowl turned upside-down.

After we explored the coral, I showed him the wildlife. The eels that stuck their heads out when I came by, the bright tropical fish darting in and out of the rocks. At the cleaning station dozens of tiny fish swam in and out of the mouths of other fish, living off the little pieces of old food they found there. The cleaner fish tried to taste every hair on Sam’s head. He liked them for the first few minutes, then pushed them away like they tickled.

It was hard being underwater with him, being able to talk about things and have him nod or shake his head but not reply. A few dolphins came by, and we sank to the bottom to watch them. The pod moved fast, swimming around us. They looked familiar, like they might’ve been the same pod that swam with me the night I took Mara home. Thinking about her in this place changed the mood for me, and I pulled my tail to my chest, wrapping my arms around it and resting my head where my knees might’ve been.

Sam saw my mood change and put his arm around me. He kissed me to comfort me, a gentle kiss. When I kissed him back I wanted it to be about comfort, but it only took a few more kisses for me to forget about the promise I made not to push him into sex. My body seemed able to jump from normal to lust-filled in no time at all. I struggled with it, kissing him and feeling my tail move as if it had a mind of its own. It was wrapped around him in a second, pressing him into the sand. I expected him, half-wanted him, to shove me again. Instead, he pushed us both up off the ocean floor. We drifted toward the surface, still close but not kissing. It helped clear my head so that when we talked, my first words weren’t crude but honest.

“I’m sorry. I am trying to fight it.”

“Maybe we could try something else?” He cradled me, the two of us drifting in the water.

“What else is there to try?”

He stroked his hands down my sides to the top of my tail. The skin gradually changed to scales there, a few on my belly, and then getting closer together until there was no skin left.

“Careful. Some of those are sharp.”

“I remember.” He stroked them a little, tracing them with his hand. Instinctively my tail wrapped around him, gripping just a little. The muscles moved and the scales opened. “So that’s how it works.”

I might’ve nodded, I might’ve moaned, but mostly I was too caught up in how good it felt to answer. Before long the movement of his hand made me scream into the waves, but the minute it ended, I worried about him, and pushed us to the surface. “Are you okay? Can you breathe? Are you—?”

“Shh. I don’t need to breathe, remember?” He held on to me. We floated together in silence for a while, my head resting on his shoulder, my tail keeping us from going too far.

“That was…it was…” and I didn’t know what to say, so I went with, “Thank you.”

He smiled and kissed me, his fingertips resting on my chin. “Anytime.”

“I never thought someone could do that. I mean, because of my scales,” I whispered, not sure how much I should tell him. I didn’t want to scare him, not now, after he’d made me feel so good. “Normally the scales are dangerous to men, slice their legs off. Not that it matters. Other mermaids aren’t really into the legs anyway.”

“Well, they might not be, but I’m happy to keep mine.”

“I’m glad you did. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You didn’t.” He looked deep into my eyes for a long minute. “Haven’t you ever tried any of this on dry land?”

“No.” I shook my head, and thought about it. “I get legs and all the other parts, but pretty much when I start getting into things, my first thought is to head to the water.”

“So it might work?”

I blushed, and then thought about how silly it was to blush when he’d just done what he’d done. “Maybe, we should try it.”

“I’m free tonight.”

He sounded so eager that I laughed. “Me too.”

“How far out are we?”

“About five, maybe six miles?”

“We should go in. It’s getting late.”

His words reminded me that there was a world around us, one with school and homework, and all those other things that didn’t seem important now that I learned what he could do with his hand. Still, the afternoon sun reflected off the water with a bright glare. It probably was time to go in.

“Swim on the surface, or under the water?”

His grinned so widely it looked like it might hurt and he replied without hesitation. “Under.”

I grabbed him the way mermaids had grabbed men for a thousand years, binding his body with my arms around his chest, and propelled us forward with my tail. I swam for speed, loving the way it felt, glad that I could kiss him, deep under the waves, and not worry that he’d die in my arms.

****

We were a few minutes from shore when I brought him up to the surface to ask a question. “Are you hungry?”

“I’ve been in salt water all day. I’m good.”

“Okay, hold on. I’m going to catch myself some dinner.”

I left him treading water and turned around to fish. I wasn’t in the mood for anything in particular, so I grabbed the first snapper I found and headed back to him. I found him under about ten feet of water watching me. With a grin, he pointed up.

On the surface, he complimented me. “You’re beautiful when you fish.”

“Really?”

“Fierce and lovely.”

“Also hungry. Come on.” We made it to shore in a bit of an awkward swim, his arms around my waist, the fish in my hand. I tossed it on land, letting it flop a bit while I pulled myself on to the still warm sand. With one hand on its mouth, I turned it over and bit into the belly.

“Yuck. That’s raw.”

“So?” I didn’t stop eating. Between the sexy stuff and swimming, I’d gotten hungry.

“You’re supposed to clean the guts out first.”

“Said the salt golem.”

“Harsh.”

“Truthful.” I grinned and went back to my fish. Mangrove snapper were an easy catch. After about three pounds of fish, I was ready to talk again. Even better, I had legs and could walk again.

Sam handed me my shorts. “I guess you don’t have to worry about shaving.”

“No body hair.”

“I noticed.” And his expression told me he liked the idea.

“How about you? Do salt golems get beards?”

“Not really. I can get a little one to grow, eventually. It takes a while, though.”

“Just like it’ll take a while before you can buy beer.”

“Buy beer. Get a job. Be treated like an adult.” He looked up at the house. “Is your mother ever home?”

I stretched a hand out to the ocean. “Her home is out there. This is just a house she keeps on land.”

“For when she wants to go hunting, I guess.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t like to think about it that way, but you’re right. Sometimes she comes out to find a mate. There aren’t always boats with men on them, and your hormones make you pretty focused on that. It’s enough to drive you on to dry land, even if you hate it like she does.” All at once, the moment turned melancholy. As much as I liked Sam, I couldn’t see where this would go, what would happen next. Was I going to turn out like Mom? Only spending time on land when I couldn’t find a sailor to take? It didn’t seem like a great way to live your life.

“Well, I’m hoping you don’t need to find another mate.”

“Another mate? So you’re mine?”

“For as long as you’ll have me.” He put his arms around me and kissed me gently. It felt too serious, like something people a lot older would say. But then, we weren’t like other teenagers and having him feel so sure about us was a great feeling. I tried to hold on to it when I saw the cop car out on the road.

“I think we should head inside,” I said.

The cop car hadn’t stopped, but it made me nervous. Sam’s arms felt too perfect around me, as if somehow this would all come crashing down soon. I sank into his kiss, trying hard not to worry about anything else.

I pulled him into the house through the kitchen doors. “You’re not hungry, but I think I should fix you something.”

“The only thing I want is you.” He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me on to the counter top. He kissed me while his hand moved down to my belly. Now that I knew what was coming next, I found it hard to sit still. I leaned back in anticipation, when the doorbell rang.

“You expecting someone?”

I shook my head. “Maybe they’ll leave.”

There was loud knocking on the door.

“Or not,” I said. “I’ll tell them to leave.”

“I’ll go with you, just in case.”

I opened the door to not one, but three police officers. The first two were in suits—I recognized them instantly as the detectives who visited the school—while the third was in a uniform.

“Can I help you, officers?”

“Is your mother home?”

“No. Is everything all right?”

“Can we come in?”

Behind me, Sam shook his head, but I opened the door. “Sure, but what’s this about?”

They walked in, looking around. I’d never thought having an entry way separated from where I lived was a blessing before, but I sure did now. I didn’t want any of these creepy guys going near my bedroom.

“You’re Danika DelMar?”

I nodded.

The detective kept talking. “I’m Detective Wilson. You already know Detective Mason. You turned 18 last week, didn’t you?”

“I’d really like to know what this is about.”

“You were at the beach last night, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“We both were.” Sam stepped almost in front of me. “Is this interview part of your investigation?”

They exchanged glances but didn’t answer.

“Ms. DelMar, your beach is west of Shoreview beach, isn’t it?”

Sam stopped me from replying with a look.

“Because those bodies, the two that turned up on Shoreview, after looking at the tides, they probably came from someplace west.”

“So?” Sam couldn’t stop me from asking it.

“Are you usually alone?”

“Gentlemen, I think we all know that you can’t interview a minor without a parent present.” Sam stepped up again, protecting me.

“Then it’s a good thing your girlfriend is 18, isn’t it?” Wilson sneered. “I think we should conduct this interview at the station. Why don’t you tell her mother to call us?”

He flipped a card at Sam, who let it fall to the floor.

“Am I being arrested?” I asked.

“This is only an interview.” He paused long enough to make me nervous. “For now.”

“Sam?”

“Don’t say anything,” he said. “I’ll get a lawyer. Don’t answer any questions.”

The cops glared at him, then pulled me out the door. The next thing I knew; I was watching through a cop car window as Sam dialed his cell phone.


Chapter Thirteen

We went into a small room with no windows and a video camera in the corner. When they shut the door, I broke out into a sweat. I was trapped. I couldn’t get to water, couldn’t get away. If they figured out what I was, I’d have no chance to get free. Walking into this little room might be the last thing I did as a free person. With all of that on my mind, I completely forgot about Sam’s warning not to say anything.

“Tell me about the girl.” Detective Wilson looked at me while he pulled out photos of the first body I’d found. Jen’s friend; I couldn’t remember her name.

“I think she went to the community college. I know she graduated from my school.” I kept trying to look away from the pictures but I couldn’t. Under the water, her hair had spread out around her face like a halo. In the photos, it was dry and lank. I never realized Mother Ocean made people look alive even when they were dead.

“That’s all you know?”

“I’m sorry. One of my friend’s knew her. I heard her name, but I can’t remember it.”

“Really?” He leaned forward; almost close enough to touch me. I could smell the stale coffee on his breath. “She’s been in the news and on TV, and you don’t even remember her name?”

I shook my head.

“Can you see why that’s a little hard for me to believe? Your interview with Detective Martin was two days ago, and you knew Tiffany Moore’s name then. And when you had class with her last year, I’ll bet you knew her name.”

“I did. I’m sorry. I’m nervous.”

“Why? If you haven’t done anything wrong, what’s there to be nervous about?”

I ran through all the reasons I could never tell him: I’m a mermaid; my mother the mermaid wasn’t going to rescue me from this anytime soon; if I went to jail, someone would find out the truth about me. I stopped myself, that wasn’t helping. “I’m in a police station. I’ve never been in one before. That would make anyone nervous.”

“Only criminals get nervous or the people who have something to hide.”

“I don’t have anything to hide.” I tried to sound normal but my rushed words betrayed me.

He leaned back and stared at me.

“Tell me about Heather.”

“Heather?”

“How’d you feel about her? You hate her, don’t you?”

“No, I mean, I don’t always love her drama, but that’s the way she is. She watches too much reality TV.”

“She watched.”

“What?”

“Heather’s dead.” He flipped the photo onto the table in front of me: Heather, lying on a slab, her throat torn out.

I couldn’t talk for a minute, looking at the raw meat where her throat had been. Heather was gone. Ryan was gone. How many more of my friends would die? Why didn’t anything I did stop it? What kind of a monster would keep hurting people like this? Nothing in the ocean killed for fun, but this thing, it had to be in my ocean. My whole world didn’t make sense any more.

He ignored my panic and kept talking. “It happened last night. She went to school. Apparently you two had quite the fight in the cafeteria. She ran out crying. But you must have made up, since she went to your party. And then she went skinny-dipping.”

“Everyone went skinny-dipping,” I told him, my head spinning even as my eyes stayed locked on the picture.

“You didn’t. I heard you were too drunk.”

I jerked my head up to meet his eyes. “I wasn’t…I mean…”

“Maybe so drunk you did something you’re ashamed of?”

He took another photo out and lined the three of them in front of me, Tiffany, Ryan, Heather. The only one missing was Mara. She deserved to be there, to have someone searching for her the way the cops were searching for my other friends. Instead no one on dry land would remember her. My stomach churned, wondering how long they would remember me if I left. Did I matter? Did anyone?

I turned to his partner, Mason, who’d been very quiet this whole time. “I didn’t do anything to them,” I said. “They were my friends. I don’t deserve to be treated this way.”

“Oh really?” Wilson said sarcastically.

I flinched, but I kept my body turned toward Mason. “I’m done talking with Detective Wilson. I don’t want to be yelled at any more.”

“And you won’t be, Danika,” a female voice said.

I turned around and watched as a woman walked into the room. She looked tall and slim, with dark hair and dark skin like Sam had. My first thought was salt golem, my second was lawyer. I couldn’t tell which made me happier. “Detectives, I’m Rebecca Rosenwood, the attorney that’s been provided for Ms. DelMar. While she is officially 18, I think the courts will agree with me that interviewing her when you knew her lawyer was coming, without her mother present, was a bad idea. Nothing she’s told you so far is going to be admissible.”

Wilson suddenly looked like he’d swallowed something bitter.

“And unless you have actual evidence that Ms. DelMar was involved with the bodies in any way—”

“They were found in salt water,” Wilson said. “You know that ruins any bit of evidence we can find.”

“That’s not my client’s problem. It’s yours. We’re leaving now.”

She pulled my chair out and I stood up automatically. I’d been breathing easier since she opened the door, now, with her escorting me out of the room, it was all I could do not to gulp down air.

By the time she put me into her car, a respectable four-door sedan, I was practically hyperventilating.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I will be when we get out of here.” I opened the window and took a few more deep breaths.

“Text Sam. Tell him you’re okay and we’re going to talk for a bit.” She handed her cell phone to me.

I texted for a minute, then got a text back telling me Sam would wait at my place. “How long will this talk be?”

“A few minutes? Maybe thirty?”

“Can we head to the beach?”

My attorney nodded. I didn’t know how to think of her yet. I didn’t know what to think about any of this. Heather was dead and the detective said he didn’t have any evidence. When she drove us to Paradise beach, I sighed, grateful that it wasn’t a beach I’d put a dead body on. Before the engine stopped running, I was out of the car, standing on the boardwalk, breathing in that wonderful salt air.

“Guess they freaked you out.”

I nodded. She’d come up behind me almost silently. Now, she looked out at the water. She asked, “Want to go for a walk?”

“Sure, just…not too close to the water, okay?” I was barefoot. I hadn’t thought about it during the whole ordeal, but now I did. Bare feet and water could be a bad combination.

“So for the first little bit, how about I talk and you listen?”

“Okay.”

“Sam’s family has been close to mine for a while. I know that he’s a special guy. I figure you must be special, too.”

She glanced over at me for confirmation of this. I was glad I could keep my eyes on the sand, watching where the waves came in. I didn’t know if she meant mermaid—and salt golem—special. I didn’t want to give anything away.

“It doesn’t matter much, except I need to know now if you had anything to do with this. I’m your attorney, so I can’t tell anyone what you tell me. You can be completely honest.”

“I found the bodies.”

“And?”

“And made sure the police would find them. Nothing else.”

“If they had physical evidence tying you to the murders, you wouldn’t be out walking around right now. So you have to be really careful not to say anything that would give them a clue that you saw the bodies up close.”

I thought about the smell from Ryan’s body, the chemical scent that clung to his wounds. That was definitively something I shouldn’t mention, other than that I couldn’t think of anything.

“I should be okay.”

“You will be, because you’re not ever going to talk to the police alone. Actually, you’re not ever going to talk to anyone about this without me standing next to you. Is that clear?”

I nodded.

“I’d like to hear you say it.”

“It’s clear.”

“Good. So before I ask you about Sam and how long you two have been dating, I want to be sure there’s nothing else you need to know.”

There were so many things I needed to know that I doubted she could answer it all, questions about sea monsters and things that killed for fun. Maybe she knew all the details but I doubted it. Really I needed to talk to Mom or Grandma, some wise older mermaid who would tell me everything. I’d never met a mermaid like that though. Talking to Mom usually ended in a fight, talking to Grandma might be better but she was a long swim away. My attorney was right here, but even if she wanted to help, I didn’t know if I should let her.

“I…I’m sorry, I don’t think there’s anything you can answer for me.” She seemed to be like me or maybe like Sam, but I had to be sure before I said anything. Otherwise, I might end up locked in a room again. I couldn’t risk that.

She looked at me, her eyes sympathetic. “You need to remember that seeing the bodies means you saw things, little things, that the police probably missed. I notice a lot of things other people don’t. So does Sam. I suspect you’ve got talents like that.”

“More than a few.”

“But the police, at least as far as I know, uniformly do not. Whatever you do, don’t say anything that makes people ask questions. I know it’s hard to keep stuff inside but you never know what little thing will trip you up. It’s best to say nothing at all.”

“Okay. Thanks.” I swallowed hard, feeling a lump in my throat. Another batch of secrets I had to keep, another thing to remember never to mention.

“No problem. Now tell me all about how you met Sam.”

****

I couldn’t stop myself from running up the stairs, even though Sam was running down. We grabbed each other in a fierce embrace. I think I heard Rebecca say she’d call me. I might’ve heard Sam ask if I was okay. I didn’t pay a lot of attention. All that mattered was holding onto him and hearing the ocean behind us.

“Let’s go out by the water.” I spoke the words with my lips near his, practically kissing him the whole time. When I finished speaking, I kissed him for real. I kissed him hard enough to stop the world, and for a few seconds it worked.

He waited to talk until we were sitting on the sand, looking at the waves coming in and out of my beach. He said, “The police were totally out of line.”

I shook my head. I trusted Sam—after everything that had happened, how could I not? But since I trusted him, it was time to come clean. “No, they’re not.”

He raised his eyebrows at me, asking the question without words.

“I found the bodies first. I touched them. I pulled them to shore.”

“That’s not true. You were with me in the water when one of them turned up, remember?” He spoke softly, as if he was afraid I’d gone insane.

“Okay, all of the bodies except for the body at my birthday party.” I turned to him, and realized he didn’t know. “It was Heather. They found her last night. She was killed during the party.”

Sam hugged me close. “I’m sorry.”

“And there’s another body, one the police don’t know about, a mermaid. I found her, too.”

He kept his arm around me and pulled me to his chest. “That’s a lot to handle.”

“It is, but it’s not the hardest part. The hardest part is constantly wondering, why me? Why am I finding them? The first girl, Tiffany, I found her right by my reef. The mermaid, Mara, I found her there, too. But Ryan, he was in the water by the sushi place.”

“That’s why you ended our date!”

I nodded, a small smile formed on my face despite the way the day had gone. “Did you think you did something wrong?”

“I thought I tasted too salty or smelled or said something stupid. Then, out in the water, I thought I saw something; but when I came back, it was gone.”

“You did see something. When you got back, I’d taken him toward the beach. I didn’t realize I was taking them all on a line from the house. I honestly thought I’d taken them away from the house. I don’t think the tides lead from my reef like that.” I knew the ocean. It didn’t work that way.

“Maybe they don’t. I’m a salt golem. You’re a mermaid. What’s the chance that we’re the only two people in town with secrets like ours?”

“I always thought I was the only one. When I met you I thought, ‘Okay, I’ll go along with it. Maybe it’s a joke or maybe not.’ But you’re real, and I’m real, so I’d say the chances that someone else like us is out there are pretty good.”

“Exactly.” Sam looked out at the water for a while. “Whoever they are, they’re killing people pretty nonchalantly.”

I thought about my cousins and the way I’d gone hunting. “That’s what some people do,” I said, feeling guilty.

“It’s not what I do. It’s not what you do. Most of the people in this town don’t kill others.”

I chewed on my lower lip.

“You disagree?”

“How are we defining this town? Just the land based parts of Playa Linda? Because my pod, my mermaid family—they kill men all the time.”

“We need to figure out who the real killer is so you don’t end up in jail. Could it be a mermaid?”

“We don’t usually hunt women.”

“But they could?”

“Sure. But the bodies weren’t cut with a tail. They were bitten.”

“And mermaids don’t bite.”

He said it like a fact, but I couldn’t let him believe it was true. “We do.” I tried to think of how to say it nicely, but I couldn’t. “I know this is hard to hear, but we do. We can bite through a lobster’s shell if we want to. The police really weren’t wrong. They don’t know it, but I could’ve killed those girls. If I were hungry enough or angry enough, it wouldn’t have been hard at all. Strange? Sure. Impossible? No.”

“But you didn’t. It doesn’t matter if their bodies showed up next to your place. No one here killed them.”

His words rang inside my head. I wasn’t the only person here. He’d forgotten someone: someone who didn’t mind killing and who wouldn’t think twice about leaving bodies behind for the cops to find.

“What if…” I stopped myself. I couldn’t say it.

“What?” He looked at me and I wondered if could admit it to him.

“My mother,” I finally said, feeling disloyal. “All of the bodies were dumped by our house. What if it was Mom?”

“Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the girls were too close to our house. Maybe she thought they’d seen her. It could have been anything. Most mermaids don’t have a very high opinion of regular people.”

“But have you ever seen her hurt anyone?”

“Not another woman,” I said, trying to sound hopeful. It wasn’t much of a leap from her openly admitting to drowning men to her possibly biting women. Except that maybe it was. I didn’t know. But I didn’t trust Mom that well.

“Heather saw something that probably wasn’t your mom.”

“Unless Heather was drunk or high.”

He looked at me in me disbelief.

“You don’t know Heather. It’s possible.”

“And the smell?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that’s something else. Something not involved with the murders, but eating the bodies. It could be a squid, something that’s just feeding. You have to admit, it’s odd that two bodies had bites to the neck and then one of them was bitten all over. Maybe the squid came along after Mom killed them.”

“I don’t think it’s your mom. You two might not get along, but I really doubt she’d kill girls you know.”

I sniffed unable to contain my sarcasm. “You think she knows who my friends are?”

“Maybe not, but I don’t think she’s the monster you’ve always made her out to be.”

I wanted to hate him for saying that, for taking her side and not mine. But I didn’t because, oddly, what he said made sense. I’d never agreed with Mom, never felt she loved me the way other moms seemed to love their children; but this seemed to be past even her.

“I wish I could know. Not think, but really know she wasn’t the one.”

“People don’t do things like this without leaving a trace. Whoever is killing these girls is leaving signs, tracks, something that ties them to the people they’re killing.”

“So?”

“So search your mom’s stuff. Check the house. See if you find anything that links her to this crime. Because if you don’t, we could really use her help.”

“All right. That makes sense, but I want to do it alone.”

“That makes sense, too.” He pulled me into a hug that ended with a kiss. He made me promise to call him if I found anything that bothered me. I made the promise, but when I started up the stairs to Mom’s bedroom, I knew I wouldn’t keep it.

****

I hesitated when my hand wrapped around the doorknob. I rarely went in Mom’s room. She never let me sleep in bed with her or hang out with her while she got dressed. Mom was private, or maybe aloof. As much as she didn’t really care about the stuff behind the door, because she didn’t really care about anything on dry land, she’d be furious if she knew I went through it. Oh well.

The bedroom hadn’t changed during my lifetime. The king-sized bed was still the only piece of furniture in the room, barely making a dent in the space. Mom’s room took up the entire third floor, with a wide wraparound porch and views of Mother Ocean from the glass doors. I started out there, checking every spot to see if there was blood or a piece of hair. I’d watched enough TV to know anything I could find would be small, and I didn’t want to miss it.

The porches were completely clean. It looked like Mom hadn’t even walked out there in weeks.

Back inside, I checked the bed, the sheets, under the pillows, as if Mom might steal jewelry or clothes. The idea sounded stupid even inside my head, and I began to think that this whole thing was stupid. I might not get along with Mom, but that didn’t make her a murderer. Well, a murderer of women, anyway.

I stood in front of Mom’s closet, not even sure I should open it. I saw my reflection in the glass doors: a woman, a young one, but a woman now for sure, with long blonde hair and sea green eyes. I looked out of place in Mom’s room, like an intruder. I felt like one, too. But looking at myself reminded me of Heather and the other girls. I always thought of myself as different, separate, but we were the same in a lot of ways too.

I pulled the closet doors open and started to search. A small collection of fancy clothes hung in front of me, and I checked all the pockets before I pushed them to one side. On the bottom of the closet were shoes in neat pairs, but I didn’t see anything that looked wrong. I finally stood on my tiptoes to check the top shelf. Clear boxes with more shoes and a few winter coats, but nothing odd until I noticed one pulled farther out on the shelf. A small shoebox pushed to the side, standing on the edge as if Mom had tried to hide it.

I took it down and sat on the floor with it in my lap. Once I opened it I’d have violated Mom’s privacy completely. I might find something I really didn’t want to know about. But I had to open it, and when I did, when I finally lifted that lid, what I saw blew me away.

The picture in front of me didn’t make sense. I slumped back on the floor and looked at it. There was me, in a bathing suit top, and there was…a man. Probably my father. That much I could comprehend. But there was my mother floating in the water by the boat, tail hanging out for all the world to see; and there were dolphins, lots of them, all around her. Sure, you might see a dolphin or two come by a boat, but five or six? And who was taking the photo?

On the back, scrawled in an uneven hand, was a caption: “A perfect family portrait!—Edgar”. Mom, Dad, and I were a family. But the dolphins: why were they there?

I dug through the rest of the box. There were lots of photos of us on our boat, Dolphin’s Folly, and I could see how the towels from one picture aged in another. I was two, then three, then four, five, and then no more photos. And in every photo, every single one, a pod of dolphins surrounded the boat. It reminded me of when I’d brought the first body to the beach, and a dolphin had pulled me home. Why were dolphins there?

I searched through Mom’s closet, digging into boxes. There wasn’t anything else, just that box, that one pile of photos with all the questions it raised and no answers.

I was walking downstairs before I realized why, out the door and on to the beach. We lived on Porpoise Point. How many references to dolphins were there in my life that I’d never noticed? Like the stuffed dolphin I’d slept with as a little kid, or the dolphin T-shirt I loved so much in elementary school?

I stripped off my shirt and shucked off my shorts, stepping into the water naked. I didn’t stop to think about a bathing suit.

My tail came quickly. It took me twenty minutes of swimming before I found them: a small pod, but one I recognized, almost the same size as the photos. I swam with them, going in and out of their fast gray bodies. They were fast, but so was I. And I had an advantage: I had gills. The rest of them would need air soon enough.

When the first one went up, I caught it, wrapping my tail around its back fin and keeping it near the surface. Up close, the dolphin was scary: black eyes with no pupils and a mouth filled with sharp teeth. I stared at it, wishing I could understand from looking at it what the answer was. Dead girls in my ocean, dolphins in my life, and somehow I had to figure it all out.

In my frustration, my tail tightened and the dolphin clicked at me. I jerked back, only to bump into a second one. Suddenly, they were all around me, and they stayed that way, nudging me and pushing me on to a sand bar. I couldn’t stand, not with my tail, but they all stopped there and waited in a few feet of water, looking fierce in the moonlight.

Then one of them began to change.

It almost molted, smooth skin rippling and shifting, stretching until I was sure it would tear. The process took forever, but eventually a woman sat on the sand bar in front of me, breathing hard. She was naked, with steel gray hair that barely covered her skull.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“It takes a bit.” She tried to smile but couldn’t stop breathing long enough to do it properly. Behind her, I saw another one shift: this time, a man. He sat behind her, and put his arm around her chest. Looking at them, I guessed they were older. I didn’t know how long dolphins lived, but if they were people, I’d say they were close to sixty.

“Who are you?”

The man looked surprised and the woman blinked rapidly.

“You should tell her, Serena.” He nodded like this was some huge concession.

It took her another minute to catch her breath. “Well, honey, I’m your grandmother, Serena. This is your grandfather, Dylan.”

I shook my head. “My grandmother lives by a reef not far from here. My grandfather is dead.”

“We’re your father’s parents.”

My jaw dropped and I looked at them. It clicked inside my head, the perfect family portrait. “My dad was a…what are you?”

“Were-dolphins, if you like, or dolphin shifters. The name doesn’t matter much. We’re dolphins first though, with two legs when we have to have them.” This from the man, from my grandfather I guess, Dylan.

“I thought my dad’s parents didn’t want anything to do with me.” I barely whispered the words. Why would Mom lie to me?

“I wouldn’t say that’s the truth,” Dylan responded.

“Well, I would,” Serena corrected him. “Truth be told, we didn’t approve of your father’s last wish: that you’d be educated and grow up on dry land. Your mother agreed to it, and we didn’t. We always hoped you’d come stay with us, and we liked seeing you out here, but we weren’t going to take part in some crazy idea to raise you out there.”

“Why did Dad care about me living on dry land so much?”

Serena looked at Dylan, then he looked down.

“Why?”

“Not that long ago, there was a council.” Serena paused. “Every group in the ocean sent a representative. That’s how Noah fell in with the mermaids.”

“Never approved of that,” Dylan put in.

Serena shushed him. “Your father wanted you to be on that council, and he wanted the council to work with the dry-landers.”

“He wanted me to…to be some sort of go between?”

“Exactly. You would grow up with them and understand them and help keep the peace.” Serena seemed satisfied with that idea, but I still had questions.

“So why aren’t I then? When’s the next council meeting?” I half-laughed. The idea that my father, my dead, never-in-my-life father had these plans for me—it was ludicrous. I couldn’t wait to share the joke with Sam.

“There is no council,” Dylan’s voice sounded angry. “Not anymore.”

“What happened?”

“It got out of hand. Humans beat up some of the other members; the members went after them. Some died. After that no one trusted each other and the council disbanded.”

“Humans knew?” I’d spent my whole life hiding, how could they know?

“Some of them. They don’t like to accept it and we don’t like to advertise it, but some of them can be trusted.”

“Wow. In Playa Linda.” The idea blew my mind.

“Playa Linda? This is Salvaje Playa. The ones on land might have changed the name and told some lies, but this will always be Salvaje Playa.” Dylan sounded gruff almost angry. Part of my mind translated the name: savage beach and I realized he fit the description, savage. I wondered how he’d gotten along with his son, my father.

“I thought you might be ready to stay with us,” Serena offered.

“I…I’m not sure. I found some family photos and I—” I what? I wanted answers? I’d stormed out of the house? Not a good thing to tell them. “Who took the photos?”

“A council friend of your parents’.”

“Did you know his name? Or anything about him?”

They both shook their heads.

“And the bodies, the one that I found, and the others…what about them?”

“What about them?” Dylan demanded.

“It’s not up to us to judge,” Serena soothed.

“But…someone is killing people!”

“Dry-landers, sweetie. Not our kind.”

“But we’re all people.”

Dylan snorted, clearly not impressed. “That’s what the council thought, too. Now where are they? No, we’ll stay right here and mind our own pod.” He gave Serena a look, then turned back toward me. “We should go. We’ll stay close in case you need us.”

I had a thousand questions, but I didn’t get to ask them. Serena and Dylan didn’t wait for me. They dove off the sand bar and into the deep water. I thought about swimming after them, even though it seemed they didn’t want me to. Not unless I was going to stick around for a good long time, anyway. I swam home alone, with a few answers and a lot more questions.


Chapter Fourteen

I was determined to find out more about the council. I went through everything I could find in Mom’s room. It was slow going. I moved hampered by guilt and a thousand thoughts about all the things I’d learned. Dolphin shifters existed. My dad was one. I tried to force myself to think about other things, about the council but I kept coming back to the vastness of Mother Ocean and the creatures that must live with Her.

Sure, I’d spent a ton of time in the water as a kid, but I’d never seen a salt golem or a dolphin shifter. Why not? What else was out there? Were mermaids isolationists who never wanted to know the other groups? If that was true, why was Mom on the council? And if the dolphin shifters were all against the idea the way Dylan was, why was my dad on the council? What was the point of the council? How many dry-landers knew about it? Could one of them be the killer? One of them or one of us? Someone close to me?

As I went through Mom’s dresser drawers a second time, I realized how impossible it would be for her to be the killer. She wasn’t on land enough; like she wasn’t home enough to wear most of these clothes or keep a diary. Mom probably felt exactly like Serena and Dylan did—what happened to humans wasn’t her concern. I’d sung beside my mother at Mara’s funeral, but she hadn’t mentioned it to me since. Granted, we hadn’t talked a lot since then, but she hadn’t seemed concerned about justice or retribution. Maybe those weren’t mermaid ideals. I knew there was no mermaid jail, no court system. A pod might kick someone out, leaving her to hunt and live alone, but shunning seemed to be the worst thing anyone could imagine.

I took one last look around the room, making sure I’d put everything back in the right place. Satisfied, I clicked off the light and headed down to the desk we kept on the first floor. Wooden and not too big, the old roll-top desk was where I wrote out parental excuse notes when I needed them. Mom barely used the space and I’d perfected her signature back in junior high. Still, I never went through the desk drawers, never searched through the file folders.

The first folders I came across were all bank records, for Mom’s account, an old business account labeled Neptune’s, and deposit slips from the few art galleries that actually sold Mom’s photos. I dug around farther into the back, going into folders that probably would never help: the property taxes, the electric bills. As I unfolded a map of Playa Linda, a business card dropped out. The card came from Edgar Fischer and listed Ocean’s Oeuvre Gallery on Fifth Street. I turned the card over trying to guess its age. I knew Fifth Street, but I’d never seen any galleries. I fired up my computer and confirmed it. But on King Street, in the middle of our main tourist district, I found Maritime Masterpieces. The two names weren’t close, but the meanings were almost exactly the same. I tapped the card on my keyboard, wondering if Edgar Fischer was the same Edgar who had taken our picture. As soon as I could, I intended to find out.

****

When the text messages woke me up, I felt grateful. Sleep brought me a disjointed jumble of images and emotions. All I wanted to do was crawl under the covers and not think about the puzzle of my Mother, Edgar, the dolphins, and the deaths. Instead, I’d gotten into bed and thought about it until I finally fell asleep, only to dream about it. Getting woken up was the best thing that happened to me all night.

I scrolled through my messages, noting the time on my phone. Ryan’s funeral was in two hours.

I dialed Ashley first. She picked up on the third ring.

“What?”

I said, “Good morning to you too. I know I skipped school yesterday, but what’s the deal with the funeral?”

Ashley took a second, and I coughed to prompt her.

“Sorry. I had a weird night. Um, okay, the funeral. I’m driving. I’ll pick you up around 9:30.”

It didn’t sound like I had a choice, so I didn’t say anything. Ashley didn’t notice.

“Wear black.”

“I know that part. About yesterday….”

“Yeah?”

“The police brought me down to the station. They questioned me. I had to get a lawyer.”

“Oh my God. How could you not tell me?”

“Afterwards I wanted to be alone.”

“Did it help?” She sounded genuinely curious.

“A little,” I admitted, more to myself than to her. “I figured some things out.” But only some of them. Not the important parts.

“My dad says sometimes you just need a good cry.”

I laughed at the idea. “I can’t imagine you crying, Ash.”

“Yeah, most people can’t.” She sighed, no doubt looking in the mirror, probably playing with her hair. Ashley had long brown curls she was forever winding around her finger. “So the funeral starts at 10 a.m. I’ll be there at 9:30.”

“Got it.” I hung up and texted Jen back, thanking her for the offer of a ride but declining. I told Sarah that I’d heard and would see her later. Then, almost as an afterthought, I texted Sam about the whole thing. He was new enough in town that he might not know about the funeral. Then again, he didn’t know Ryan, so he might not want to go. He replied that he’d go to support me, but otherwise would spend the rest of the day looking up sea monsters.

I walked outside to look at the ocean, thinking. What did I want more: answers to the many mysteries in my life, or someone to hold my hand?

The sun blazed over the horizon, strong even though it wasn’t quite 8 a.m. The rays dropped over the ocean like liquid gold, and in the middle of it, swimming, was my mother. Seeing her in the water made me think about my grandparents, Serena and Dylan, about the deaths, Edgar, all of it. She’d kept secrets from me and dragging the truth out of her would cause our worst fight yet. I thought about Rose going off to join a new pod, and the way pods broke up when they got too big. Is that what Mom and I would do? Would I go my own way and never see her again? It seemed impossible, sad, and exciting all at once. Eventually we were going to have that huge fight, but I wasn’t ready for it yet. I didn’t want what it could bring.

I texted Sam back, saying his day was better spent in research. After a shower, I put on much less makeup than usual. Then I went looking for funeral clothes. I owned plenty of black, but none of it felt right for a funeral. Finally, I picked a slim black dress with spaghetti straps and put a sweater over it. The sweater helped tone it down. With twenty minutes left before Ashley would arrive, I headed to the kitchen for something to eat.

“Going someplace?” Mom stood in the kitchen, her hair dripping water on the tile.

“Funeral.”

She raised one eyebrow at me. “Anyone I know?”

“Ryan Rodriguez.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Hector Rodriguez’s son?”

I nodded. I’d met Ryan’s dad a few times. He always seemed like a nice guy. “Can’t say that’s a loss.”

“We dated, Mom.”

“You did?” Her tone took on an almost studied casualness, which meant a fight was coming. Maybe now was the time to have it, even if it changed my life forever.

“He told me I was beautiful. We went out for almost a year. Don’t worry; I dumped him so I wouldn’t kill him. Not like that saved him. I found his body in the water near the pier.”

“How close to the pier?” Her indifference disappeared, replaced with a worried interest I’d never seen before.

“Half a mile away. Maybe a mile. Is that really the most important thing? Your daughter told you her boyfriend has been murdered, and you’re worried about where they found the body?”

“None of that matters, you’ll be leaving soon.”

“I am? Really? Because Ryan wasn’t the only body. There was Mara, and Tiffany, and my friend Heather. They all died the same way, and most of the bodies showed up at my reef. So I don’t think I’m going anywhere until I find out what’s going on.” My voice kept getting louder until I realized I was shouting at her, practically screaming in the kitchen.

A car honked in the driveway, Ashley, early for the first time in her life. Mom stared at me, the look of concern gone, her face as unreadable as a stone. When she finally spoke, her words came with a measured calm, as if this was an order she wouldn’t let me defy.

“Stay away from Hector Rodriguez. He’s not safe.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m still going to Ryan’s funeral.”

“You don’t understand what’s going on.”

“Then why don’t you tell me?” I looked her dead in the eyes and waited, waited for her to break down and open up to me, to tell me about Serena and the dolphins, about my father’s death, about everything.

The car honked again.

“Because you’ve got to leave for the funeral.”

It was an excuse. We both knew it. I almost told her I would stay, almost admitted that hearing her open up would be worth missing every funeral ever. Instead, I watched the stubborn angry look in her eyes for a minute and then walked out the door.

****

By the time Ashley told me all the gossip from Friday, I was kicking myself for not staying home and dealing with Mom more. Three couples broke up after my party: two of them because of cheating, one of them because of the police involvement. It seemed the girl, who I might’ve had math class with once, was grounded for life.

As we drove to the funeral, Ashley told me there would be a reception at Ryan’s house afterward. Then she added, “Oh and the most important thing: Heather didn’t show up at school on Friday. She’s not even answering texts. I’m pretty sure her parents have shipped her off to a mental institution.” Ashley spoke with a hushed sort of reverence. I knew this was meant to be the juiciest gossip of the week.

“No, they didn’t. And you don’t want to say anything like that today, in case her parents are around.”

“Why would they be around?” Ashley pulled up to a stoplight and looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

“Because Heather’s dead. The police told me yesterday. They suspected me.”

“Wow.” Ashley was stunned into silence, her face a mix of emotions. Tears filled her eyes, but the rest of her looked scared as if the situation, the deaths, had only just now hit her. “Really?”

“She’s the body they found at my party.”

“No, wait, that can’t be right. Heather didn’t even go to the party, did she? I barely remember seeing her that day.”

“She was there, keeping to herself. I think she wanted to act like everything was normal.”

“Except it wasn’t. Nothing’s ever normal around here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” It was a strange thing for Ashley, the popular spoiled girl, to say.

“I meant with the murders and all that…” She let her voice trail off. “Are you hungry?”

“I guess so.”

“Good, I’m going to grab some fast food. What do you want?”

Nothing on the breakfast menu appealed to me but I made do with some eggs. Obviously Ashley wanted the food to shut us both up, and while I wanted to call her on it, I didn’t have the energy. I’d had one fight already this morning, the one with Mom. That’d been a disaster, I didn’t learn anything and I upset her. Why bother having one with Ashley too?

****

Rough pink concrete swirls decorated the outside of the funeral home. Inside everything looked and felt beige, bland. I knew Ryan’s body lay still inside the casket but I couldn’t picture it. I wanted to look anywhere else, to see anything else, but my eyes kept going back to the smooth wooden surface. Ashley and I put our bags down on a pair of chairs Sarah had saved for us.

“Have you seen Heather?” Sarah’s whisper seemed to bounce off the silence in the room. So many people were there, but the quiet made it feel like we were alone.

“Oh my God, you’re never going to believe it!” Ashley whispered, but I grabbed her arm and squeezed.

“She’s not here,” I finished for Ashley. “We’re going to get in line.”

Ashley stared at me. It should’ve been a dirty look, one of her patented Ashley death stares, but instead I felt how cold her arm was, the goosebumps on her flesh. Ashley, queen of everything, was scared. I didn’t drop her arm until we were in the long line of people advancing toward the casket.

“This is Ryan’s funeral. It’s about Ryan and his family, not about Heather. She’ll have her day soon enough.”

“This is my first funeral.” Her words came out in a tiny whisper that barely sounded like her voice. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“It’s just…not now, okay? No gossip, no texts. This is serious.” I dropped her arm and tried to sound reassuring. “You don’t have to whisper, though.”

“Okay.” Her eyes moved to the front of the room and she turned a little green. “Do we need to do this? Pass by the casket and everything? It’s not like he’ll know.”

“We’ll know,” I told her. She looked like she might be sick and scared instead of just scared. No wonder she wanted to think about something else. Guilt washed over me and I tried to reassure her. “It’s not so hard. Shake hands with his dad, hug his mom, then pass by the casket.”

“Pass by the body, you mean.” Her voice filled with dread.

“You’ll do fine.”

When we stepped forward to console his parents Ryan’s mom remembered me. She cried into my shoulder, telling me how happy I’d made him. That took less than a minute. His dad shook our hands and stepped away. Then we were there, in front of the casket, staring at him.

“Should we kneel? Other people kneeled down.” Ashley asked me.

“They were praying.” I knew I should comfort her but I couldn’t take my eyes away from him. A makeup artist had done one hell of a job on his throat. You could barely see where it’d been sewn back together. The tie he wore helped cover the wound, of course, and I was probably the only person in the room who saw how he looked before. Still…

“Are you praying?” Ashley whispered, interrupting my thoughts.

“Kind of,” I lied. Mother Ocean didn’t have anything to do with this. She might’ve seen it happen, felt his death beneath Her waves, but I didn’t think all the prayers in the world would help Ryan now. No, the only thing left was to stop this from happening again, and it felt like I was the only person who could do that. “Ashley?”

“Mmm-hmm?” She stared at her shoes, trying to look right but not looking at him.

“Do you think Ryan cares about what happens now? Like do you think it would matter to him if they found the person who did this?”

She glanced at me, then her eyes went to him. “Remember the game against the Hornets, when their team TP’d the stadium?”

I nodded, half remembering.

“Ryan wanted to kill them. I mean, all of them. He talked about it like it would be easy, like everyone hurt people when they got mad. I don’t know. I got the idea though that Ryan’s family wasn’t always the greatest.”

First my mom, and now Ashley saying things about Ryan’s family. I’d eaten with them, hung out in their home, and I’d never gotten a bad impression about them.

“So if you’re asking if Ryan would want revenge? Oh yeah. I can show you the locker he beat after that game. He ripped the door off and punched in the side.”

“I heard about that but I never thought it mattered, like it didn’t seem like it was really him.” The people behind us moved forward and I felt a little glad. I didn’t want to stand next to his body wondering what I really knew about him anymore.

Ashley kept talking as we walked to our seats. “He had a temper. Not around you or me, but with the team. Justin told me about it.” Ashley sat down, checked to make sure no one could hear her and went on. “He had bruises, too. Justin thought his dad hit him. Ryan said it was boxing practice, making sure he could fight, but….”

“Yeah.” I’d never seen bruises. Was it Ashley’s usual gossip or the truth? How could I judge? How could Ryan be dead in a wooden box ten feet away from me and still have new things for me to learn about? Shouldn’t I have known all of it? Little things trickled back to me, memories from when we’d been dating, comments and things he didn’t say. Maybe Ryan’s life hadn’t been wonderful. Maybe I’d missed something important.

“Ladies and gentlemen, if you’d take your seats.” And then the funeral started for real, with people talking about Ryan as his body lay in the casket. It felt like it took forever; but every time I checked my watch, only a few minutes had passed.

****

Almost two hours later, we’d watched Ryan’s mom cry and seen his dad choke up until he couldn’t speak. Their grief felt so real and so endless. I worried about saving the next person, about getting the kind of vengeance Ryan would want; but I knew I couldn’t do anything to help them. The football team was there. They’d worn nice suits and black armbands. They told Ryan’s dad that they planned to retire his number. Their gesture seemed empty, it wouldn’t bring him back, but it was more than I had done. The whole event made me feel helpless, frustrated, angry, and unsure of myself all at once. I wanted to go do something, anything, but at the same time, I knew there wasn’t much I could do.

“The family would like to invite everyone to their home for a final farewell,” the funeral director intoned, his voice somber. Even as my mind balked at the idea of more of this unending grief, I knew we’d go. We’d all go.

Ashley drove. Jen decided to leave her car at the funeral home and ride with us. The four of us climbed into the car just as we’d done on the first morning of school that year.

“Heather’s going to be so bummed she missed this,” Sarah sighed.

“She’s dead, jackass,” Jen said without any sympathy.

“What?” Sarah wailed.

“She died at the party on Thursday night. My parents found out last night. Your dad called them.”

“He didn’t tell me that!” Sarah went from crushed to huffy in a second, in another second she was on the phone with her dad. Unfortunately, his confirmation brought tears. I put my arms around her, offering what little comfort I could.

“You okay, Jen?” It wasn’t like her to be cruel. That was Ashley’s thing.

“No. I’m so angry about it all. This whole thing sucks. It’s supposed to be senior year filled with parties and college applications, not going to funerals.”

“Life doesn’t always give you what you want,” Ashley said, her words somber. “You imagine how something will go, how it’ll feel, you think you know and you’re sure, then you get there and it just sucks.”

I wondered if Ashley was talking about Ryan or something else. Somehow, I’d become the most emotionally stable person in the car.

We drove the rest of the way in a silence only broken by Sarah’s sobbing. I’d always thought crying must be therapeutic for dry-landers, a wonderful release of emotions. I held her while she cried, realizing how wrong I’d been. It was like Ashley had said, sometimes things don’t go the way you’d expect them to.

Ryan’s house always looked huge. His dad owned a construction company and he’d built it big. But for the first time, knowing that Ryan wasn’t in there, it looked empty. We’d been right to leave Jen’s car at the funeral home; the driveway, sidewalks, and all the side streets were filled with cars.

As much as I wanted Sarah off me and to run away from the emotion in the car, I hesitated to get out. I didn’t know if I wanted to walk into Ryan’s house without Ryan being there. I’d thought I was over him, that I didn’t care about him anymore now that I had Sam. Maybe that was true, but all of this still felt wrong.

“Come on, Danika.” Jen offered me a hand out of the car. “The faster we get in there, the faster we can get out.”

“So we’re not staying long?” Sarah sniffed.

“No way,” Ashley decided. “I’d love to, but I have to get Jen back to her car.”

Jen added, “And I’m really sorry, but with the murders my parents want me home.”

“I don’t want to walk in there,” I told them.

“But we’re going to, right?” Sarah questioned us again.

“Uh-huh,” Ashley decided, again. So we walked in, the four of us. I kept secrets from them and I didn’t always trust them, but we walked into that house together, as friends.

****

Inside felt like a party—a bad one where no one was really having a good time. We all sat in clumps talking about Ryan. Somehow his mom had gotten the idea that people would want his things. Groups of people were talking and going through his room deciding what they wanted to take home. It felt gross to me, and I couldn’t handle the conversation. His parents had ordered food, a platter of sandwiches, and trays of cookies, but I didn’t want any of that. I didn’t even want a soda, just a glass of water.

I excused myself and headed toward the kitchen, walking the way I had all those times I’d watched movies with Ryan or hung out doing homework. Ryan hadn’t been that into homework, but his mom liked having us there with our books opened. When he got in trouble, he invited me over for homework help, usually in the kitchen.

I pushed opened the door now, thinking about the things I knew about this family. Ryan’s dad was a runner; the two of them constantly competed to see who was faster. It bothered Ryan a lot when he lost, like somehow being younger automatically meant he should win, except that Ryan wasn’t into running the way his dad was. Ryan didn’t practice. He just wanted to win, mostly because the winner wrote his name on the chalkboard inside the kitchen door. It stayed up all week. Ryan hated the weeks his name wasn’t up there.

It was up there now. His name, the time, and the distance. They raced each other every Saturday morning, so technically as of today his Dad could win again. Except that his Dad never would, not any more.

“Danika?”

I knew the voice without even turning around. When I did, I tried to see what my mom saw. He was fit, but with a little bit of a potbelly; clean-shaven; older but with dark hair. Ryan’s dad, the way he’d always been. “Hi, Mr. Rodriguez.”

“I didn’t know you’d come. I thought you two had broken up.”

“We had, but I still thought…I guess I wanted to see who won the last race.”

His dad’s face crumpled in on itself, his chin reduced to a bunch of hard wrinkles, his eyes squeezed shut. I wanted to help but I didn’t know what I could do. It wasn’t like I could go get Ryan. Really, there wasn’t anything anyone could do to help. I mumbled something useless and slunk out of the kitchen, taking the side door through Ryan’s dad’s den.

“Hector?”

“Um, no. Sorry.” The man who’d asked hadn’t looked up at me before he spoke. He did now, and I judged him to be the same age as Ryan’s dad: late forties, early fifties.

“Do I know you?” He looked me up and down.

“Danika DelMar?”

“Oh. You’re one of Heather’s friends. You rode to school together in the morning.” He nodded even though I hadn’t asked him a question. “I’m her father.”

“Hi.” What could I say? Was I supposed to know she was dead? Did he know the police had questioned me?

“I was hoping Hector could explain it all to me, how three kids who grew up together, who had such a great future, could be cut down like that.”

“Three?”

He blinked, not expecting the question. “Ryan, Tiffany, and my Heather.”

“I knew Ryan and Heather were dating, but I didn’t realize they knew Tiffany.”

“Her father was on the county board. He helped Hector and me get started. Tiffany, Ryan, and Heather used to play together at county meetings. About a million years ago, back when this was a hick town and we never thought our children would ever be hurt.”

He stared down at the empty glass in front of him and I realized he’d been drinking. I wasn’t sure what to say or how to help him. I muttered useless words of apology and left.

I found Ashley and Jen outside on the patio where Ryan had told me about going away to college. He’d picked out a school in the center of the state. He kept trying to convince me to go with him even though I’d told him I couldn’t handle being away from the ocean. “Can we go?”

“Oh hell yes,” Jen answered. “I’ll find Sarah.”

Ashley nodded, her eyes red with unshed tears.

“Are you okay?”

“No. Not really. You?”

“No, I guess not.”

She grabbed her car keys and started juggling them from one hand to the other. “No one’s okay and no one wants to talk about it.”

“Can you blame us?”

“No.”

Jen and Sarah came back before I could think of something else to say. I felt like I should talk to Jen about things. Find out what she was thinking or feeling, but in the car, all I did was look out the window, my head a jumbled mix of crazy emotions.

When we got back to Jen’s car, I asked her for a ride home. As she drove, I realized there were things I wanted to know that Jen could help me with. “Where’d you buy your car?”

“My mom knows a guy who works at a dealership. I wanted to get something off the Internet, but she didn’t trust it.”

“Could you get me his name? I think I’m going to buy a car.”

“You can’t drive.”

“I’ll learn. I don’t want to be forced to get rides from Ashley forever.”

Jen snorted. “She treated Heather like shit on Thursday.”

“No doubt about that.”

“So it makes sense you want to be free of that.”

“It’s not like I’m going to abandon her. I just want to have an option. Like you’ve got an option.”

“And Sarah?”

“Sarah can take the bus.” We both laughed, but the sound was hollow.

Jen pulled up at my house and looked at it for a second. “Are you safe here? Alone, I mean? My parents wouldn’t care if you crashed at our place.”

“I don’t know. Is anyone safe anywhere?” I didn’t think whoever killed Heather and the others would respect a locked door, and I was probably stronger in the water than any of them. Since all the deaths seemed to take place there, I felt like I should be the one inviting Jen to stay with me.

“Well, if you decide you want some company, call me.”

“Sure thing.” I got out of the car, waved good-bye, and walked up the steps. When her car was gone, I turned around, walked down the stairs, and headed toward Maritime Masterpieces. I’d spent the morning feeling like I couldn’t do anything; now that I could, I didn’t hesitate for a minute. My emotions were a mess; but if Edgar was the guy who’d taken my photo all those years ago, he might have some information for me. I couldn’t think of anything I wanted to do more with my afternoon than learn the truth.


Chapter Fifteen

Maritime Masterpieces sold the kind of things people bought on a trip to South Florida. Glass fish the size of my fist, paintings of dolphins in the sunlight, and sculptures designed to look like coral reef. I could imagine my mother’s photos being sold here, decked out in artful frames and destined to sit on some northerner’s wall as a completely out-of-place reminder of their trip. Did the artists mind that their pieces were only appreciated as mementos and not for the work and creativity they represented? Perhaps, but maybe the high price tags made up for it.

The slow season meant I stood alone in the space, surrounded by souvenirs-to-be. I browsed for a few minutes before a man came out of the back. He was around my mother’s age, mid-to-late thirties, fit but not healthy or strong. He looked like he needed a few days of good rest. I noticed his blonde hair and broad chest, registering it as desirable, but not my thing. He looked a bit too perfect, like a Ken doll that walked.

“Can I help you with something?” Apparently, the Ken doll also talked.

I’d been facing a glass dolphin statue, studying the man out of the corner of my eye. When I turned around, his face changed, blanching white. He recovered after a few breaths. Before I got a chance to say anything, he took a few steps toward me, holding out his hand. “Edgar,” he said with a smile.

I took his hand, expecting him to shake my hand and let go. Instead he covered my hand with his for a second, looking into my eyes. I wasn’t sure how to interpret the gesture. It bordered on creepy. I felt relieved when he let go.

“No last name?” I asked.

“I use one, but people like us don’t really have last names, do we?”

“People like us?” I raised my eyebrows worried what this stranger knew.

“You’re Danika DelMar, right?”

I nodded.

“I know your mom and dad. You take after your mom, right? Either way, you’re people like me.”

“Oh.” I shifted my body back a little, shocked. I’d never been recognized before.

“What brings you up here?” He gestured around the gallery, but I was pretty sure he meant dry land.

“I live here.”

“Really?”

“I go to school and everything. I’m a senior this year.”

“Fitting in okay?” he asked with studied indifference that hit home.

“Sure am,” I lied. He didn’t need to know about the precarious edge I walked every day, the way I had to hide from my friends.

He laughed, but when I didn’t join him, he stopped. “Well, you’d be the first. Most of us spend half our time feeling alone and the other half worried someone will find out what we are. I guess you’re not having any trouble with that.”

“I wouldn’t say that. No one mentioned the council to me until yesterday. I thought I was the only…” A bell chimed in the front of the shop and a tourist came in to look around. “The only person like us in the place.”

He said quietly, “I have a feeling there’s a whole generation of people who think the exact same thing. That’s what the council was supposed to prevent, but…” He let his voice trail off.

“But what? What actually happened?”

“You don’t know?”

“Would I ask if I did?” I didn’t bother to hide the frustration in my voice.

“I guess not.” He glanced at the tourist, who seemed headed toward the door, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “Well, how can I put this? There were two factions in the council. One group wanted peaceful coexistence.” The door opened and he stopped while the tourist left.

“And the other group didn’t?” I spoke in my normal voice.

“The other group felt strongly that we owned this place and we shouldn’t have to share it. The rest of them have the whole country; why can’t we have one place?”

“Guess you were part of the second group, huh?”

“Actually, I wasn’t. I was with your parents in the first group. We all thought everyone could get along.”

“And what happened? Some big council fight?”

“No.” He shook his head, clearly surprised. “Your dad was beaten to death by a bunch of dry-landers. He stopped them from getting to your mom and you, but they killed him.”

Stunned, I couldn’t speak. Edgar waited while I got myself together. When I found my tongue, I could only ask, “Were you there?”

“They put me in the hospital.” He put his hand on my arm. “Danika, I’ll bet you like school. I know you did when you were young. But dry-landers don’t respond well to people who are different. Is it worth risking your life?”

I didn’t know what to say. Was he telling the truth? Was that why Mom never answered my questions about Dad? “I don’t know.”

“It sounds like you’re like your dad, part of a bunch of different groups. He had his family, your mom’s family, and the council. All those people wanted a part of him. It killed him. Now you’re part of a lot of different things: school, your mom’s people, your dad’s people. That’s got to be exhausting. Why not make a choice, a safe one, and stop torturing yourself?”

“I’m not torturing myself.”

“Are you sure?” His voice had shifted from comfort to condescension, immediately offending me. How dare he decide what was best for me? How dare he give me this information and then obviously try to influence me? He didn’t know me. He wasn’t part of my life. I had a right to know the history of my family, the stories of my town. Edgar didn’t get to be in control.

“I need to get to my homework. Thanks for the history lesson.” I grabbed my bag and walked out of the store as proudly as I could manage.

****

At home I went up to my room and tried to read for AP English. Two paragraphs in I threw the book against the wall. Hefting it with all my strength I sent it flying into the drywall hard enough to leave a dent. But after a loud thunk, there was nothing left to distract me.

If fiction wouldn’t work, I hoped my anatomy and physiology classes would. I grabbed my workbook, the famous A&P coloring book, and started in the endocrine system, repeating the names over and over to myself. Only, when I leaned back to look at what I’d done I realized how stupid it was. I was learning about body systems for a body I didn’t have, wondering how much of it applied to me. Did the ammonia in my blood change the way my lungs worked? Did my cells store oxygen the same way? More questions I didn’t have answers for.

I struggled to keep it together for another few seconds before I finally gave up and screamed. The sound echoed in the empty room, rolling out the door into the empty house. This is what I’d chosen for myself, an empty house filled with books when I could have an ocean filled with cousins and sisters.

Silence came back at me, as cold as Ashley’s face when she’d been mean to Heather. I could have a normal eighteen-year-old’s life: the drama and the fun, partying, school. And I could be with Sam, under the waves with a lover I wouldn’t drown. I could have all of it, live between the worlds for a little bit longer. But was it worth it? What Edgar said about trying to fit in being too much work—did I believe him? I’d told everyone I wanted time alone but that wasn’t right, not exactly. I was restless and I wanted to do something, to make a choice and not just wait for some magic moment when it would be clear what I should do.

I paced in my room, walking fast until I practically ran in a circle. Something inside of me felt trapped, and I had to let it out but I didn’t know how. Usually I could swim my anger away, but this felt different, like all the things I usually did were part of the problem. I needed something new, something that would make me feel strong and powerful, like I could decide my future.

When it came to me the answer sent chills down my spine. Oh sweet Mother Ocean, I wanted to hunt. I’d never wanted to hurt before but now being in control, being the one in charge, and winning a fight, I wanted all of that. I wanted to wrap my tail around something and squeeze with all my strength. I wanted to be stronger than someone, anyone. I wanted to be ferocious.

I stopped pacing and let out my breath. Sweat started to form on my arms and my stomach balled itself into a tight knot. This new feeling, the need to dominate, scared me but the more I thought about it, the more hunting made sense. I felt powerless, so why not seize what little power I had?

Well, other than that it could ruin my relationship with Sam, make me no worse than the murderer, and, oh yes, the little matter of ending a life. Other than all that, hunting was perfect.

I walked out on to my balcony, hoping the cool breeze would help calm me. Instead, I saw fins in the sunlight. Dolphins probably, or maybe a shark. A shark!

Oh yes, I was going to go hunting. Not for a man, not for a mate, I was going to hunt something bigger and scarier than that. I hoped for a hammerhead, a big mean shark, and I hoped once I got this stupid urge out of my system I could go back to my normal life.

The ocean turned into liquid gold in the afternoon sun. Warm water rushed over my gills as I swam, fast into the center of the sea. My thoughts moved as quickly as my tail. Instead of trying to focus I decided to let go, to let myself feel everything, but hold on to nothing. I’d been through so much; but the faster I swam, the more it seemed to fall away. I could feel it all but none of it touched me.

My stomach rumbled. The little bits of food I’d eaten were nothing compared to the bounty Mother Ocean offered me. But when a school of silver mullets passed by me, I ignored them, wanting something bigger.

I found the nurse shark outside of my reef, gray and long, its body a tube of pure muscle. Nurse sharks aren’t fierce. They’re skittish creatures that eat lobster and only attack humans who acted stupid. Even as I thought about finding something meaner, I shadowed the six-foot shark. Stalking it felt natural to me. I stayed behind my prey, waiting for it to be distracted.

The shark sensed my presence and took off, swimming fast to deeper water. I chased it, my tail going faster. Soon we were side-by-side, coal black eyes staring at me as the beast turned to bite. I threw my shoulders back and sent my tail forward, wrapping around it like a lover. I squeezed and my scales released blood into the water with a thousand small cuts. The shark thrashed, fighting against what it must’ve known was coming.

I felt my teeth grow in my mouth, sharp fangs coming forward. When the shark came forward to bite me, I moved quickly and bit it first. My teeth sank into gills, the flesh rough like sand, the slits in the skin moving between my teeth. I kept biting, my tail pushing the life out of the beast.

Around us, other sharks gathered, large and small, brought by the smell of blood. I ignored them; focusing on the death I intended to deliver. The creature in front of me had seconds left but I knew it could still hurt me. Fighting off my hunger, I drew back, ducking around the mouth. My arm moved too slowly and I felt the intense pressure of its bite. Pounds of pressure started to come down, enough to crack a lobster’s shell, enough to break my bones. The pain left my vision red and my tail moved in deadly instinct.

A tight squeeze with a sideways motion, one I’d never made before, and half the shark fell away. Even in death, it was reluctant to let go of my arm.

When the pressure eased, I looked into the depths of the water around me. Sharks. Everywhere. I was surrounded by hundreds of them. I let the body hang from my arm and swam fast, headed toward safety. Beneath me, the battle began, menacing gray bodies fighting for the bottom half of my prey.

I pulled myself on to the beach, feasting on the flesh of my victim. Primal joy spread through me with each bite. No fish had ever tasted so good. Going up against something that could bite back, against something almost stronger than me, winning made it seem like I could win at anything. I called myself a shark-killer, saying the words out loud to no one. A shark killer who could take on the ocean, a powerful mermaid to be feared and admired.

Whoever was going after my friends should be afraid, because they were next and they’d end up as defeated as the shark I bit into. I ate until my tail dried to legs, delighted that the guts of it were behind me in the ocean somewhere. I ate as I savored the strength I felt, even though my arm hung almost useless with pain.

Satisfied in a way I had never felt before, I curled on the sand next to the remains of the shark. Staring into those dead eyes, I realized this was how the murderer must feel: powerful, strong. I wondered for a second if my mother felt this when she killed, this mixed with the powerful pleasure of sex. I shivered at the thought, because it enticed me and I knew how brutal I could become if I gave in to that urge.

Instead, I stood up, and carried the remains into the house. I used a sharp filleting knife to separate the skin from the meat, cut steaks and cubes of the creature I had killed until I filled the refrigerator. By the time I finished, my arm sang with pain; but when I checked it, nothing felt broken.

My grandmother and my mother both agreed that a mermaid’s best medicine is swimming. I went back to the water and turned away from my reef, the scene of my hunt and toward the beach where I’d celebrated my birthday. The shark’s death brought me clarity and I wanted to use it to consider everything, Sam, me, the murders, my life: I wanted to examine my world with the pure thoughts of a predator.

****

Saturday night, a full moon above me and high tide lifting me up. Normal girls would be out on a date or even stuck inside studying, but I floated on the waves, watching the stars. I’d already found a mate I didn’t have to worry about hurting. A magical partner who wouldn’t drown. And while mermaids lived for a very long time, Sam aged very slowly. We could be together for a long time.

I opened my gills taking in the warm, rich water. I could find Sam now, talk to him and get his help with everything. For the first time in my life, I had someone I trusted completely. It felt amazing. I hadn’t solved anything, the police probably still thought I was killing people; but tonight, as I hung in the ocean, it didn’t matter.

My body drifted on the waves, and I didn’t pay much attention to the world until I heard the crying. At first, I thought it was a bird, maybe a gull. But the longer I listened the worse it was, horrible gut wrenching sobs sounding like they were ripped from someone’s very soul. Mermaids didn’t cry easily, and I’d always wished for the relief that tears brought. These tears didn’t sound like that. They sounded like pain, raw pain.

They drew me to the beach, the one where Heather’s body had been found, the same beach where I’d let Tiffany wash up. At first, I couldn’t see anything, and then slowly I realized a tiny ball on the shore was a person, a girl. She curled up on herself, arms around her knees, knees tight to her chest. The opposite of how a mermaid sits, she looked like she wanted to make herself the smallest thing in the world. Her tears were a haunting melody and before I realized it, I’d drifted too close to the beach. Then, without thinking, I switched back to my legs and went closer. Close enough to see the crying girl was Ashley.

I walked out of the water naked, but didn’t feel ashamed. All my thoughts were on her and what I could do to help. I sat down next to her in the sand and put my arm around her.

“Ashley?” I whispered her name. “What’s wrong, honey? What can I do to help?”

“Oh no. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It was crying, it’s not the same,” she wailed, making no sense.

I ignored her confusion. “What happened? Did someone hurt you?”

She stopped crying and sniffled, her breath coming after a long hitch. “Not really.”

“Not really? Tell me.”

“There’s this guy. I met him and we talked. He seemed like a really nice guy but then, he asked me to do some stuff. I thought it’d be fun, I mean, I knew I shouldn’t, but I kinda wanted to. But then, when it was over, I knew it was wrong.”

“Oh no, Ashley, what happened?” I thought of rape and all the ways a man could’ve hurt her.

Her voice dropped to an almost inaudible whisper. “He wanted me to sing for him.”

“What?” Her answer didn’t make any sense. Worse, I realized how crazy I must look sitting naked on the beach, trying to comfort her. Me, comfort Ashley? The idea sounded insane.

“I’m not…I’m not normal.” Her voice sounded so tiny. “I’ve never told anyone but him. It felt like he knew, like he knew the real me, and then when he asked it didn’t seem like it was such a big deal. It was going to happen someday anyway, why not now? I mean, he wanted it and I wanted to do it and…”

“Ashley, are you really talking about singing?”

She nodded, tear tracks on her bright red face, her nose swollen from sniffling.

“That doesn’t make any sense. Singing?”

She nodded again. “I’m a…a…” She shook her head. “Oh hell.” And then she sang the words, “Raise your hand.”

I moved my arm, my hurt arm, like I was in school and desperate to give the answer. I didn’t even think of how stupid it was I just did it. I wanted to do it. It felt like the right thing to do.

“I’m a siren,” Ashley explained, and then she fell into a crying jag. I comforted her with one arm, because even though I knew it was a siren’s song that compelled me to keep my hand in the air, I still wanted it there. It throbbed with pain but I kept it up.

“Come on, Ashley. Don’t you think that’s a little crazy? You don’t even look Greek.”

She kept her eyes fixed on the ocean, speaking in a wooden tone. “My people were some of the first settlers on Savage Beach. It was a place where we could stay, be accepted. Instead, I walk around all day knowing if anyone knew, they’d hate me. They probably hate me anyway, or worse, they love me and they don’t know why. It happened all the time when I was kid. I’d say something in a singsong voice and people would fall all over themselves for me. Except they really didn’t care. It’s just what I do, which is why I made the rule of no singing ever.”

She looked at me and hummed a little, then sang, “Put your arm down.”

I dropped my arm immediately, rubbing around the shark bite to get to sore muscles. Pins and needles had set in and still I’d kept my arm up. Crazy, but then again, not as crazy as a mermaid or a salt golem.

“But this guy—he made you break your rule?”

She shrugged. “He seemed so sweet. He told me I should celebrate my voice, let the world hear it. I mean, my dad’s a rock star. He gets to sing.”

“Yeah, how does that work?”

“Boys suck at compelling people. Dad could sing all day and you’d maybe want to do something. I sing for three seconds and you’ve already done it. Edgar made it sound like that was a good thing, something I should be practicing.”

“Wait. Edgar?”

She nodded. “He’s a gallery owner. I sketch a little. I mean, I’m sure it’s bad, but I wanted someone who knew to say that. Only when I showed up, he didn’t really look at my artwork. He just locked the door and said we needed to talk.”

I thought about Edgar’s comments to me and how they’d left me feeling angry and confused. I bet he twisted Ashley’s head around without even trying.

“So what you’d sing for him?”

She blushed beet red and buried her head between her knees. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Was it something about the murders?”

“No!” She paused, bending her head even farther down. “Not at first. At first, he just wanted to see what it felt like, and I’d never had someone give me permission like that, but then, when that was over… He wanted us to go out and play a joke on one of his friends. All I had to do was call the guy out the car. I didn’t want to, but he said if I didn’t, he’d tell the world.”

She looked up at me, her eyes wild. “You can’t tell anyone. No one! Danika, you have to promise! You don’t know what they’ll do to me.”

“Take you away to a lab, vivisect you to figure out how your gills work?”

“What? No. They’ll force me to work for the government or they’ll cut out my tongue. I don’t even have gills.”

“I do.” I hesitated, not sure how to tell my secret. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m naked on the beach?”

“Oh, um, yeah. Why are you?” She obviously hadn’t noticed.

“Come to the water with me.” I walked out to where the waves came up on shore and sat down on the wet sand. A week ago, it would’ve taken twenty minutes, but now my legs were wet and I willed them to change.

Ashley gasped. “You’re one of the mermaids!”

“One?”

“Yeah. My dad says there used to be a huge pod around here. We’d go out on the water and try to find them. I always wanted to hear them sing. I never thought I’d meet them.” She put her hand over my tail, far down where my knee might be. “Can I?”

“Yeah, it’s not sharp there.”

Her fingers traced the scales for a second. “I never suspected.”

“Neither did I.”

“It’s hard keeping it buried all the time. For me, it’s music, constant music inside my head, like it’s begging me to sing along. It’s gotten worse as I get older. Sometimes I think it’ll drive me crazy, but then I can come out here, to this beach, and sing a little. Dolphins listen, maybe sea turtles, but I don’t have to worry about people.” She sighed and rested her head on her knees.

“I never knew there were people like me here,” I admitted.

“Really? Your mom didn’t tell you?”

“Maybe. I didn’t listen to her much. But then, she doesn’t like to talk about stuff either. I think it’s a mermaid thing.” I stared out at Mother Ocean, watching the moonlight reflect on the waves. “My reef is out there. It’s safe to swim here, no one’s ever seen me, and if I come up to the beach I can hear everyone partying.”

Ashley nodded. “I’m sorry if I treated you bad. I know I do that. I just can’t… I can’t help it. There’s the music in my head, driving me to sing, but I’m fighting it, and then I remember that if you knew who I really was you’d hate me and then…then I act that way.”

“I know, and I don’t hate you.” I gave her a quick hug, feeling a little awkward touching her without a top on.

“Yeah. Mermaid. Wow.” Ashley shook her head. “There are others, you know: selkies, hydra, and scylla. My dad says we used to all hang out together, like a giant family.”

“I’ve heard the same thing.”

“It’s too bad it’s over.” She sat next to me on the sand. “Thanks for…well, for talking. I feel a lot better.” She started to get up, to walk away. “I guess I’ll see you in—”

“Ashley, wait. Edgar, the guy that—I need to talk to you about him.”

“The guy that wants to date me?” She frowned at the idea. “No way, I want to forget the whole thing ever happened.”

“But you can’t. You have to confront him. Have to prove to yourself that he can’t hurt you anymore.”

She stopped, looked at me, then out at the ocean. She’d never really said what happened between them, but to use her gifts that way, for the first time to be something like that, it had to hurt. “I’ll think about it.” She turned around again.

“And the guy? The guy that he had you play the trick on?”

“Some old guy. Lewis Cogan.”

“You know him?”

“Only his name. I had to use it to sing him out. If you don’t use someone’s name, you get everyone, all at once.” She sounded upset still, hurt. “Thanks for everything, Danika, but I just want to be alone and not think about it.”

“If you decided you don’t want to be alone anymore, text me?”

“Sure.” She headed up the beach where her car was parked and I slipped into the waves. I kept repeating the name she’d said, Lewis Cogan. When I got home I Googled him and found out he was the town tax assessor. With the way Edgar had treated Ashley, I thought for sure he had something to do with the murders, that he was using her to lure another teenager, another victim. Now I wasn’t so sure that Edgar was involved at all.

Confused, I headed back to Mother Ocean. I slept on the sand of my reef, my belly full of meat from my kill, and I slept well.


Chapter Sixteen

I woke up with my arm healed and my head clear. Ashley was a siren. I turned the thought over in my mind as I swam to shore. I felt a kinship with her, and pity, too. She’d been manipulated into giving her secret away, into letting someone use her power.

Thinking of how evil Edgar had been to her made me think about how good Sam was to me. I called him as soon as I got into the house, and he was there by the time I got dressed.

“So, sea monsters,” Sam said as I opened the door. “Or do you want to talk about the funeral first?”

“I don’t want to talk about the funeral.” I stopped, wondering if that was true. “Okay, maybe I don’t want to, but I think I need to.”

“Okay.” Sam looked confused. I could understand why. It’d taken killing a shark for me to make sense of it all.

“I was upset about Ryan. I still am. But when I look at you, I stop feeling upset. I feel, well, all I want to do is make out. I know I should think that makes me a horrible person, and how can I be so upset about Ryan on Saturday and want to kiss you on Sunday, but…I don’t.”

“Maybe it’s part of being a mermaid, maybe it’s part of being human.” He put his arm around me for a second. “There’s no law that says you only get to feel one thing at time.”

“Good, because I don’t. I want you. I don’t want to worry about sea monsters or murders. But at the same time, I want to end this, to find the killer and make them stop.” I struggled to put all the different things I was feeling into words. “Two weeks ago the biggest problem in my life, my greatest fear was someone finding out about me. Now you know, and Ashley knows.”

“Ashley knows?”

“Yeah. And she doesn’t care. And I don’t think someone’s going to cart me away to a lab anymore. Or maybe they will, but I’m not scared about it. If it happens, I’ll deal with it. There’s so much more going on. It’s not about sex, or falling for you, or about friends, or dealing with death, it’s all of that, and more than just each one together.”

“Sounds rough.”

“Gee, thanks.” I punched him lightly on the shoulder.

“But um, are you falling for me?”

“Isn’t that obvious?” I leaned up against him, pushing his body into the wall. Through our clothes, I could feel heat coming off his skin. I kissed him once, wanting it to be chaste; but instead my tongue explored his mouth, eager for more. “So are we going to make out now or what?”

He pulled me even closer to him and held me tight to his body before he spoke again. “You’ve been through a lot. You didn’t even talk about the child you lost.”

“Right, yeah. That’s important, too.”

“Danika, I wasn’t trying to make you feel guilty. I wanted you to know I understand how much you’ve had going on. And if being with me makes you feel better, that’s what I want.”

“Being with you makes me feel great.” I smiled at the memory of how good it felt to be with him. “I never dreamed there would be someone like you.”

Instead of replying he kissed me, his lips light on mine, his fingertips on my face. I moved closer to him, wanting the kiss to last. He changed it instead, opening his mouth to mine. I took the invitation and touched my tongue to his. Excitement coursed through me, and I knew I wouldn’t wait long to take him into the water, to touch him.

“Sam,” I whispered his name, my voice deep and seductive. I grabbed his hand and pulled him through the house, both of us laughing and smiling. Outside, my feet ran across cold sand into a gray sea. Morning sunlight, no boats on the water. Just the two of us. I couldn’t ask for a better time. “Swim with me.”

His answer was a kiss, a long deep kiss with his tongue against mine and his hand wrapped in my hair. He barely stopped to breathe, kissing me again and again, moving our bodies toward the water. Before long my tail wrapped around him, drawing us both into deeper water. Waves washed over us. I felt the water rush over my gills and for a few seconds our kisses became something more as I gave him the air from my mouth. He took it for a few breaths, but then tugged us above the water. “I can’t drown remember?” He smiled at me, then whispered in my ear. “You can slow down.”

“Why?” I pulled him under, not wanting to go slow, not wanting him to stop me. I was happy when he pressed the condom into my palm, even if I didn’t know quite what to do with it. Happier when I could stop worrying and go back to exploring him. Nothing else, just him, and the way it felt when he touched me.

When it was over our bodies sank to the ocean floor, resting on each other. We stayed close for a long time, watching the fish come and go. When he pointed to shore, I knew we needed to go in; but I left slowly, wishing we could stay wrapped in the arms of Mother Ocean a bit longer.

“So, sea monsters?” I prompted Sam. We relaxed on my bed, sunlight streaming in through my windows. I worried that Mom would show up, but that thought was easy to chase away as Sam licked the last bits of salt water from my skin. His tongue tickled and I kept wiggling away a little.

“Most of the myths are sea serpents. Think big snake.”

“I’ve seen the drawings.”

“And that’s pretty much all there is, drawings. No one’s seen a sea serpent for a really long time. Even among the oceanfolk.”

“Oceanfolk?”

“That’s what salt golems call, um, everyone.”

“Huh. I like it. Go on.”

“Among the oceanfolk, though, you’ve got lots of creatures that could be called sea monsters, mermaids for instance.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Do I look monstrous to you?”

“I’m trying to be analytical about this. There are salt golems, selkies, pretty much any of the usual type of oceanfolk. But we can’t rule out the regular kind of sea monster like a large shark or giant squid.”

“Oh right!” I smacked my forehead in embarrassment. “There was a smell, like ammonia, and Heather’s hands were stained brown, like squid ink.”

“But giant squid aren’t normally found in these waters.”

“Could they live here? If someone brought one?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“So it could be a giant squid.”

“Except that means the killings would have to be random. Do they seem random to you?”

The four victims were each young, fairly attractive, and found in about the same place. That didn’t seem random to me. “No. I don’t know how Mara fits, but I know the other three knew each other. They were friends.”

“Dating?”

“No, actual friends. Their dads all worked together. Ryan’s dad is in construction. Heather’s dad is a real estate guy. Tiffany’s dad was on the city council. They would all hang out during meetings.”

“That’s sounds like a pretty big connection,” he agreed.

“The big project they worked on isn’t far from here. It’s a bunch of condos. You know the beach where we had my party?”

“That beach?” He looked shocked.

“Is there something I should know about that beach?”

“It’s special for salt golems. Not quite sacred but special, a place where we celebrate important things.”

“I met my grandparents near there.” I realized thinking out loud. “So the dolphin shifters might think it’s special too.”

“Your grandparents are dolphin shifters?”

“Yeah, it’s a long story, but the important thing is that there was a council of, well, oceanfolk, way back when. I wonder if the council had anything to do with that beach?”

“It could be a special place for all the oceanfolk,” he offered.

“Maybe… And some of the oceanfolk can get pretty protective, I mean my grandfather, Dylan—he sounded mean enough to kill someone.”

For a second, he looked like he was considering it. Then his face fell. “We’re speculating. We can’t do that. We need facts.”

“Okay, what facts do we have?”

“The bodies are all found in water.”

“On or near my reef.”

“What else?”

I thought about it for a minute. “I don’t think we know anything else. Well, they were all friends, their dads all worked together.”

“We need more facts,” Sam decided.

“How do we get them?” I wished the council still existed. I could go to them and ask. I imagined it as a group of people who would answer all my questions without a fight. Unfortunately, they were lost to me. The council was disbanded. I went through the people I knew were on it. My dad was dead. I wasn’t about to trust anything Edgar told me. The only other person left was Mom… That was an idea. “Don’t say anything, I’ve got a plan.”

“I’ve got one too. I think we need to explore the reef, see if there’s something we missed. There could be something crazy out there like buried treasure or nuclear waste and we’d never know it.”

“Okay, tomorrow after school we explore the reef; but tonight, I’m going to call my mom.”

“You are?”

“She was on the council. She knows about my dad’s death. And she knew something about Ryan’s dad. So she knows more than she’s telling me.”

“What makes you think that’s going to change?”

“I’m going to make it change.”

He gave a low whistle. “Do you want me here?”

I shook my head. I’d need to call her in the water; and while he could go along, it would probably be better if he wasn’t there.

“If things go badly, call me, okay? You can always stay at my place.”

“You think she’d kick me out?” I let the sides of my mouth quirk up into a smile. “She’s more likely to drag me down to the bottom of the ocean.”

“In that case, if I don’t hear from you tomorrow morning, I’ll start searching.”

I smiled at him because I knew he wasn’t lying. He’d start searching for me and keep it up until he found me. “Don’t worry. I’ll come back to you.”

****

I thought I could trust my mother. Maybe not to tell me everything she knew, because she hadn’t told me everything before. But I thought she’d tell me the truth after I confronted her with what I knew. At least I hoped she would. I didn’t want to have a fight, but I wouldn’t go on like this, not knowing what had happened. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the murders were somehow tied to my father’s death.

A light rain started as I swam out to my reef, glad to find it free of bodies. I settled onto the sand where I’d spent last night and most of my childhood nights. This place always felt safe. It was my sanctuary under the waves. Nothing could touch me here. Except that something had. I’d never think of my reef without a fleeting thought of Mara and Tiffany. It wasn’t ruined; only changed. Or maybe I’d changed. Either way, the familiar coral and soft sand seemed different, and the difference fueled my anger.

I sang for my mother. The song called to her without words, just tones only she and I knew. In our pod, there were dozens of songs like this that let mother call daughter, sister call sister. I sang it without thinking about how the notes linked us or the number of times I’d called for her. All I could think of was the things Edgar had said, the things Serena had said, and the questions I still had.

Mom found me a few minutes later, a soft smile on her face. I knew she assumed I wanted to leave dry land and join the pod. I pointed to the house without talking. We were on the beach when she broke the silence.

“What’s going on?”

“I wanted to talk to you. I’ve got some questions.”

“Well, ask me. We don’t need legs to talk.”

The rain had gotten stronger while I was under the water. “I’d rather go inside.”

She rolled her eyes at me, clearly thinking that a mermaid shouldn’t worry about a little rain, but in an instant, she had her legs and was standing on the beach. I switched my own tail to legs just as quickly.

Her mouth fell open in shock, but she quickly shut it. “Took you long enough to figure that out.”

I nodded, not ready to start the fight yet. “It’s harder when you’re drunk or distracted, but I bet it’s like anything else: eventually, it won’t matter what state I’m in. Changing back will be second nature.”

“Just like getting a tail only hurts if you think it will.”

I nodded, fine with her having the last word, and walked ahead of her in the house. Once we’d both made it into the kitchen, I shut the doors and turned to face her.

I spoke as calmly as I could, spacing out the words so she wouldn’t misunderstand me. “I need to know how my father died.”

“I’ve told you before, I don’t want to talk about this.”

“I’m sorry, but I need to know.”

“He drowned.”

“Did he? Or was he killed by dry-landers who found out he was a dolphin shifter?”

“Who told you that?” She hissed the words, so angry I could see her teeth had changed to fangs.

“Is it true?” I tried to stay as calm as I could.

“Who told you?” She shouted the words, even angrier than before.

“Does it matter?”

“Fine. So you know. You know what happens when you try to fit in. Now we’ll go live with our kind.”

“No.”

She was half out the door when she realized what I’d said. She turned around and looked at me, stunned.

“What?”

“No.” I shook my head. “There’s a murderer out there, and I have to find him.”

“Why? Why you?”

“Because he’s dumping bodies at my reef.”

“Your reef? Who cares about one reef? Danika, you have the whole ocean.”

“And you think I’ll be safe there? He killed Mara.”

“So you’re going to track the killer? How? You don’t have any way to find out what’s happening. What’s your plan?”

She had me there. I didn’t know how I was going to do this. Sleep in the water, maybe? Wait for him to dump the next body? I tried to think of every mystery I’d ever read, every court case I’d ever heard about, and how it worked in those stories. Finally, I admitted the truth. “I don’t have a plan.”

“I thought so.” Her voice dripped with bitterness, and she must have heard it too because she stopped and took a deep breath. “Your father and I were members of a group of people that thought we could all live together: dry-landers and ocean dwellers. The city had been ours from the beginning, but as the area got more developed, more dry-landers moved in. We wanted to work with them. We thought it was working.”

She stopped and I waited for her to go on. When she didn’t, I prompted her. “And then?”

“And then there was a beach, not far from here.” She shook her head at some long ago memory. “Everybody loved that beach, even the dry-landers—including a real estate developer with mob ties. He wanted to put up condos. The council fought him. One by one, he picked them off.”

I thought she might be talking about Heather’s father. “He killed Dad?”

“Not personally. His men did, on his orders. They caught your father and his business partner, Edgar, when we were all out to dinner. You’d gotten tired, so I’d taken you out to the car to lie down while they got the check. I watched the whole thing while you slept with your head on my lap. They just kept hitting him.” Her eyes were far away, looking into the memories and seeing something horrible.

“You watched?”

“I had to protect you.” She shrugged off the choice. “Your father and I had talked about it. If anything happened, it was my job to keep you safe. That meant sitting in the car, as still as I could, and hoping they wouldn’t see us.”

“You kept me safe,” I reassured her.

“And that’s what I’m still doing. That’s why I want you to come back to the pod with me. Enough with school and acting human. Take your place in the ocean where you’ll be safe.”

“Mara wasn’t safe. The ocean isn’t safe.”

“It’s safer than here,” she insisted.

“I’m sorry, Mom. It’s my reef and the victims are my friends. I’m not going anywhere until it stops.” Even after that, I didn’t think I would leave. Serena had told me that my father wanted me on the council. Knowing how he died made me want to be on it, too. If the council had faded away, then maybe I needed to bring it back.

“I can’t keep you safe if you’re going to behave this way.” Her anger was back, hiding under the caring words.

“If we were with our pod, would you be worried about keeping me safe?”

She blinked, surprised by the question, “No. You’d be an adult, free to swim wherever you want, to do whatever you want.”

“Then treat me like an adult out here. Let me make my own choices.”

A frustrated noise tore from her throat. “You could be killed!”

“I know.” I went back to my very calm voice. “I know it’s dangerous. I’m asking you to let me live my life, my way. Please, Mom.”

She looked at me for a while, then finally blinked and shook her head. “If this is what you want. I’ll be with the pod. Sing for me if you need me.”

She stepped outside of the kitchen, not moving fast but definitely going. Suddenly I felt very alone. “If I need you, will you come?”

“Always.” She didn’t turn around, didn’t even look at me. But when she spoke, her voice was strong.

****

After she left, Mom’s words came back to me, this time linked to faces. The real estate developer with mob ties was Heather’s father; his men were Ryan’s father and Tiffany’s father. You couldn’t just build a building; you needed permits and permission from the city. Even if Tiffany’s father hadn’t done any killing, he’d have taken part in the development from his seat on the city council.

I thought about the building, and realized you’d need something else: a zoning change. I learned about it on the Internet with a few clicks. If you wanted a zoning change, like to make a public beach into a private housing development, you needed a ruling from the tax assessor.

The city website included a biography on each person. In his picture, Lewis Cogan looked older, old enough to have been on the job when my father died. I thought about Ashley calling him out of his house. When I Googled his name, I found nothing.

A giant squid. A beach oceanfolk thought should be kept safe. My father’s death. It all fit together somehow, but I couldn’t figure out how.


Chapter Seventeen

I opened the car door to find Ashley sitting alone. She looked better, well rested, the dark circles gone from underneath her eyes. I wondered for a moment if using her song to call someone had helped her somehow, the way being with Sam helped me control my hormones. Before I could ask, I noticed something more important. I was the only one getting a ride to school that morning.

“Where is everyone?”

“Jen’s got her own car. Heather’s…gone. Sarah’s dad is driving her to school now. He says it’s only until the murderer is found.” Ashley sighed. “I’d die if my dad did that.”

“Would he?”

“He’d just tell me to use my song.” She paused at a stoplight and turned to me. “It feels amazing to say that to someone.”

“Trust me, I know.” It felt great to have a conversation with Ashley, the real Ashley, and not have to hide anything. “My mom wants me to go back to the pod.”

“Will you?” Ashley looked a little pained.

“No. Not until this murder thing is over. I’m going to find the person doing all this and stop him first.”

“Good. I like having someone around who knows.” Ashley pulled into the school parking lot. “You don’t know that the murderer is a him. It could be a her.”

“I’m actually thinking it’s a giant squid.”

She tilted her head to the side, her eyes looking left.

“What?” I asked.

“I’ve never seen one, but the sirens used to keep them around, sort of like watchdogs.”

“Really?”

“Have you ever seen a cuttlefish?”

“No.”

“When you look at them, it’s like they look back. The stories say they used to talk to us. When they did, they taught some of the sirens how to command sea animals. We’d keep them around, ordering them to keep us safe.”

“You can command sea animals?” My jaw dropped open in surprise. “I mean sure, a siren’s song is powerful; but being able to control fish and sharks and—”

“I can’t do it. No one I know can. We used to be able to do it, like decades ago. But there could be someone out there who remembers how. Someone mean enough to use an animal to kill.”

“You’re thinking about someone in particular, aren’t you?”

Ashley turned away from me and got out of the car. I thought I knew who was on her mind: a guy who’d used her like that. I followed her, walking fast to catch up to her in the parking lot.

“About Edgar,” I said.

She turned around and gave me an evil look. Any other girl in school would curl up and die, but I knew better than to worry about that now.

“What are you going to do about him?”

“There’s nothing to do. It’s not like I can go to the cops and say, ‘This guy was mean to me; arrest him.’ He didn’t do anything wrong.” She turned away from me, ready to walk into the building.

“Really? You think so?” I grabbed her arm and practically dragged her into the building.

“What is your deal?” she hissed.

“Humor me for a minute.” I pulled her down the halls, ignoring the stares of everyone around us.

“Ms. Cohen?” I poked my head into the classroom, and kept one hand on Ashley. “Do you have a second? I need to talk to you about something important.”

“Well, if it’s important, you’d better come in.” She closed the file she’d been working on and turned away from her computer. That was when she saw Ashley, and her face looked less than pleased.

“Ashley and I have some questions.”

“Uh-huh.” Ms. Cohen’s eyes went from Ashley’s face to mine for a second, then she settled on mine. “How can I help?”

“Say a guy and girl got together, and the girl was into it, but then she wasn’t, and she wanted things to stop, only they didn’t.”

“That sounds like a bad situation.”

“But not one where you go to the cops, right?” Ashley asked, sounding bitter.

“Maybe not. It would depend on the circumstances. Was it a misunderstanding or was it deliberate?”

Ashley looked away instead of answering, so I did. “The guy totally knew what he was doing. Also, he’s older, like thirty-five, or maybe even forty.”

Ms. Cohen’s eyes narrowed. “That would be something you go to the cops over. What happened?”

She sounded so angry I didn’t know what to say, but this time Ashley jumped in. “Nothing. We were talking about the possibilities; you know one of those what if things. Thanks for your help.”

Ashley tried to walk out but my hand was still on her arm, so she was stuck. Her only choices were to wiggle away from me in an undignified way, or stay there while Ms. Cohen spoke. Ashley never did anything undignified.

“Even if you didn’t want to go to the cops, you should still tell someone. It’s hard to handle stuff like that, talking to someone helps.” She kept glancing from Ashley to me, back and forth. “Whoever it was that got hurt, they need help. They deserve help, and I want you to tell them that they can come to me. I won’t tell anyone or do anything they don’t want, okay?”

“Like I said, it was only a question.” Ashley shook her head.

“I’m sure it was, but if it ever happened, that’s why I’m here.” Ms. Cohen didn’t sound like she believed it was just a question.

“We need to get to homeroom.” Ashley pulled away from me.

“Yeah, we do. Thanks, Ms. Cohen.”

“Anytime. I mean that. Anytime you need me, girls.”

“Oh my God, that was so awkward and uncool.” Ashley said it the minute we were in the hallway. “Never make me do that again.”

“Something serious happened to you. You have to do something about that.”

“Like what? There’s nothing I can tell someone without telling them what I am, and you know I can’t do that.” She raised her eyebrows and spoke with an emphasis. “Don’t ever bring this up again. I don’t want to think about it.”

“Okay, but…promise me if you do decide to talk about it, you’ll talk to Ms. Cohen?”

“Fine. I promise.”

She walked down the hall, looking the way she always did: perfect and popular. I shook my head thinking about it. I knew there was no way she could tell Ms. Cohen about the siren part of things, but Ashley needed help dealing with it. If the council was still around, she’d have someone to go to, someone who would understand. Instead, she was stuck on her own.

I walked into homeroom and gave Ms. Cohen a smile. She smiled back and I wished I could trust her with all of it. Instead, I sat down and tried to remember what we’d been doing in class on Thursday. It felt like a million years had passed since then.

Ashley had said she never wanted to talk about it again, but an hour later I got a text from her. “Edgar keeps texting. Wants to go on a date. I can’t take it.”

I texted back under my desk. “Block the number or tell him to stop.”

Another text came in during my history class. “He sent pictures. Gross!”

I copied and pasted what I’d sent before. “Tell him to stop.”

It took another hour of Edgar texting her for her to see reason. “Now he wants me to skip school. I blocked but he switched numbers. Will you go with me to tell him off?”

“Absolutely,” I texted.

Her reply came almost immediately. “As soon as class lets out. I’m so over this.”

I sent her back a “<3”. In a few hours, Edgar was going to find out how stupid he’d been to hurt my friend.

****

Getting into the car with Sam felt like the best part of my day. I closed the door, shutting out everything else.

“Hi,” I said, smiling from ear to ear.

“Hi yourself.” He smiled back and leaned in for a quick kiss. I wanted another kiss, but a car behind me honked, reminding me that I didn’t have time. “How did it go with your mom?”

“Okay.” I thought about it for a second. “I guess. We were right about the beach being important to oceanfolk. Mom says everyone loved it. Unfortunately, there was a real estate developer with a criminal background, probably Heather’s dad. He loved it, too.”

“Why would Heather’s dad kill Heather?”

“I don’t think he did. But I know he ordered the attack on my father. Mom watched it. I was there too, but she kept me safe.”

He put a comforting hand over my own. “I’m sorry.”

For a second I could only nod, but then I found my tongue again. “Me too. It sounds like it was pretty horrible, like they’d been living with the fear of something happening for a long time. They even talked about it, about how my mom would keep me safe. That’s how it happened in the end.” My throat closed in sadness, and I took a second before I tried to speak again. “So Heather’s dad: he did the developing. Ryan’s dad did the building. And Tiffany’s dad got the condos approved. I don’t know who killed my dad, maybe all of them, maybe just men they hired.”

“Is there anyone else involved with the deal?”

“I don’t know. How would we find that out?”

“The Internet, maybe? If the condos were developed by a public company, the shareholders list might be on public record. We might have to go to the courthouse for that though.”

“Or we could ask my mom again.”

“Or the gallery owner guy who told you about your dad in the first place.”

“Edgar,” I supplied. “And there’s something you should know about him.” I told Sam the story of Ashley and Edgar’s night, how he’d used her to draw out the tax collector. His first thought was my first thought.

“Is Cogan still alive?”

“I checked last night and I didn’t see anything that said otherwise. I think we should—”

“DelMar, out of the car!” Mr. Whosley screamed at me through the car windows. “I told all the drivers to get inside five minutes ago. Why weren’t you listening to me?”

“I’m sorry, sir. We were talking.”

“Uh-huh. Get inside, DelMar. Now!”

Sam gave my hand a squeeze and we headed into the classroom. We sat through a lecture on safe driving in forced silence. Finally, the bell rang, letting us escape into the hall.

This time, it was Ashley who stopped me from talking to Sam. “You’re never going to believe what’s going on.” She grabbed my arm and tried to steer me away from Sam. Even with the crush of oncoming students, he didn’t let her pull me away. Ashley didn’t notice; she whispered under her breath, “Guess who’s dead?”

“What? Who?”

She handed me her cell phone. There was a news article on the screen, saying that Lewis Cogan was dead. Edgar had sent her the link with a winking smiley face.

“Seriously creepy,” I said as I looked at the article.

“Beyond creepy. You’re still coming with me, right?”

“Totally.”

“What’s creepy?” Sam asked.

Ashley looked a little startled, like she hadn’t realized he was there. “It’s nothing.” She pulled her phone back. “Some guy Danika and I have to deal with.”

“Is it Edgar?”

Ashley gave me the meanest look I’d ever seen.

“Let me explain, Ash.”

“There’s nothing you could say.”

She started to turn around, but then Sam spoke. “I’m not human, either.” He kept his voice low, but she heard it.

“What?” She turned and looked at him, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m a salt golem.” He spread open his hands in a gesture of surrender.

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Prove it.”

“How?”

That stopped her. It even stopped me.

“Yeah, how would he even prove it?”

“Cut off his hand. A real salt golem could grow a new one.” Ashley sounded sure of herself, and more than a little mean.

“We don’t have time for that. We need to go see Edgar. If it makes you feel any better, he doesn’t drown and I’ve kept him under water for hours at a time.”

“Oh I bet you have.” Her voice filled the words with lustful meaning and I blushed because she was right. “So he knows everything?”

“Pretty much,” I told her.

“Fine, whatever. You’re still coming with me, right?”

“I’m going, too,” Sam declared. We both started arguing with him. Finally, we decided that Ashley and I would go in her car while Sam would follow in his. He’d stay outside though, only coming in if we needed help.

****

The last customer in the gallery walked out as we walked in. Edgar smiled up at us from the counter. “Two lovely ladies. I admit when I asked you to come by, I didn’t think you’d bring a friend.” He gestured at Ashley, and for a second I thought he might try to kiss her.

“I didn’t come because you asked. I came because you wouldn’t stop texting. I never want to talk to you again,” Ashley told him.

“What? Why?”

“Just because, okay? I’m done.”

“But we had such a good time. I don’t get it.” He sounded sweet and sorry, like he really did care about her, and I could see Ashley start to doubt herself.

“Ashley, tell him,” I urged her.

She nodded, then steeled herself, pulling her shoulders back. “You used me. You used me to murder someone.”

“So?” Edgar raised his eyebrows like she’d said good morning. I was suddenly very glad to have Sam outside waiting for us. “I don’t understand what the problem is. You wanted to do it. I just showed you how.”

“That’s not true!” I yelled. “Ashley never wanted to hurt anyone!”

“Oh, come on, Danika. You weren’t there, were you? You don’t know anything about it.” His smile made my skin crawl. “Now, why don’t you leave us alone? Ashley and I have lots of fun things we could be doing.”

“No.”

“I said, go away.” He emphasized the words and I felt a compulsion come over me, a push for me to walk out. Instead, I dug my nails into my palms and stood strong. “You’re not a siren, Edgar.”

“You’ll never know what I am.”

“You’re a murderer,” Ashley spoke up. “You used me to get that guy out of his house and then you cut his throat. You killed him.”

“Prove it.” Edgar spoke with a calm anger. “And be careful before you say anything, because you might think the normal people around here won’t believe me when I tell them about you, but that won’t save your life. They’ve killed our kind before.”

“Our kind?” I drew his eyes back to me, knowing Ashley couldn’t handle his rage. “You mean they killed my father.”

“Yes, they did. Your father and a lot of other good people. Savage Beach was our town. Our place to be safe and they ruined it.” He shoved the papers on the counter aside, angry. “And here you are, accusing me of being the bad guy. You should be thanking me. I’m your hero. I’m the one who’s keeping you safe.”

“I don’t want to be safe,” I spoke very quietly, because I wasn’t sure if I was telling the truth. “Not like that.”

“Me neither.” Ashley wasn’t quiet at all. “I’m sorry I did those things with you. But I never want to see you or speak to you again. It doesn’t matter what you are. If you don’t stop, we’ll stop you.”

He smirked again, about to say something, when Ashley sang very quietly, “Shut up, Edgar.”

I could see the rage in his eyes, but he didn’t open his mouth, didn’t say a word.

Ashley didn’t look triumphant; just tired. “Come on, Danika. Let’s go.”

We waved to Sam as we got in her car. He texted me to call him when I got home. I replied that I would.

I thought Ashley was taking me home; but when I looked at her, I wasn’t sure. We’d gone halfway down the street before she spoke. “You were right. Confronting him helped.”

“I’m glad.”

“And I think I am going to talk to Ms. Cohen.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, not about the siren stuff; but I can talk around it. I’m pretty good at that. And, you know, it wouldn’t hurt to hear what she has to say.”

“I hope it helps.”

“You want to hang out tonight?”

I wanted to see Sam, to tell him what Edgar had said, to talk to my mom about Edgar, to try to hunt him down. I wanted a way to resolve all of this, but I knew Ashley needed me. “Sure.”

****

I stayed late at Ashley’s place, eating the dinner her housekeeper cooked for us. Her dad was on tour somewhere, so we’d hung out in his studio. Ashley sang for me, and she sounded great. If there was ever a way around the siren thing, she’d be a rock star. Then again, if there was a way around the siren thing, she might not want to be a rock star.

I called Sam the minute Ashley dropped me off. He picked up on the second ring, starting with “Tell me everything.”

After I did, I brought up the two most important parts. “Something Edgar did made me want to do what he said. It made me want to walk out of there when he told me.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I could resist it, but I think that’s because I felt it. Like, if he’d been more subtle, I wouldn’t have noticed.”

“So we need to make sure you’re never alone with him.”

“We need to make sure no one’s ever alone with him. What if that’s how he got Ashley to sing? Or how he gets people in the water?”

“You think it works on dry-landers?”

“I have no idea. I know it worked on me. Ashley said something about sirens training giant squid. When she told me, I thought the murderer might be a siren; but now I think it’s Edgar.”

“That’s a big leap.”

“Not really. He said something about defending the beach, how he was the hero. He might think that. He might really believe that killing the people who wanted to develop the beach is a great thing for our community.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t hurt you. He’s still a threat.”

“You’re thinking about that gang, aren’t you? About how they were a threat and you…” I didn’t want to say killed them, not out loud. “Took care of it.”

“I was.”

I wished I could see his face. Wished I could try to guess at his emotions. Was he upset? Sad? Should I back off?

“Come over,” I said.

“I’m already in the car,” he admitted.

“What if I wanted to spend the night alone?” I let a hint of teasing into my voice.

“I’d tell you to go ahead, and I’d stay outside in the car.”

“What if I spent the night on my reef?” I started teasing him but then I realized that was a great idea. “Did you check the tides?”

“For tonight?”

“No, for the days the bodies showed up. Did you check when the tides came in and out?”

“No, do I need to?”

“I’m going online now. I think we might be able to tell when the bodies were dumped. We know he had Ashley call the tax collector out in the middle of the night, right? So if the tides are right, then we know—”

“That he’s killing people in the middle of the night,” Sam finished my sentence. “But I don’t see how that helps us.”

“It’s 9 now. If he dumps someone else, we might be able to catch him in the act.”

“Who’s left to kill?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know when; I just know where. Want to sleep under the water with me?”

“I’d love to.”

****

I texted Ashley with my plan. She wished us luck and promised to cover for me at school if anyone asked. I didn’t know how long we’d be gone. Would Edgar dump a body tonight or tomorrow? A week from now? I thought about Ryan, getting taken on a Sunday night, and the tax collector called out and killed on a Friday. It didn’t seem like Edgar was following a pattern, so it might be a while.

My mom had known Edgar, had been his friend. If I sang to her, she’d come. I didn’t want to introduce her to Sam, but I wanted her help with Edgar.

I called Sam back. “How close to my place are you?”

“In your driveway.”

“Damn.”

“Problem?”

“I want to ask my mom for help, and I don’t think she’ll like you too much.”

“Because I’m a salt golem?”

“Because you’re a boy.”

“Oh.” I could practically hear the gears turning in his head. “Maybe she’ll ignore me.”

“Maybe. Are you sure you want to risk it?”

“I’m sure I’m not letting you anywhere near where Edgar is dumping the bodies alone.”

I walked out of the front door and saw him standing there, his arms folded across his chest with steely resolve. “Okay.”

I came down the stairs and gave him a long hug. For a second I relaxed into the feeling of his body, strong and safe against me. Mom might go after him, she might go crazy and try to hurt him; but for this one minute, I didn’t have to worry about that.

“Let’s go,” I said, when I’d indulged enough.

“We don’t have to do this you know. That attorney, Rebecca, she knows some people. They could help.”

“It’s my reef, Sam. And this guy, he was my dad’s friend. That makes it my problem. We might be under the water for a few days, a week; I don’t know. If you get bored or you want to head home, I understand. But I’m not giving up on this.”

“Then I’m not, either.” He kissed me, and then wrapped his hand around mine. “Let’s go swimming.”

We locked the cell phones in his car, then left the key in my kitchen. We were silent as we walked to the beach. But as I stripped off my skirt and gained my tail, I knew there were a few things I needed to say. “I’m going to sing for my mom. The song, well, it might not be that great for you to hear.”

“I can take it.”

“Just be prepared. And if she goes for you, I’ll get in the way. Don’t fight back.”

“Got it.”

I felt tension in him, and for once getting him into the water didn’t make me think about sex. “You won’t be able to understand us when we talk. At least, I don’t think anyone but mermaids can understand our language. So if Mom says something you need to know, we’ll go to the surface.”

“Danika.” He put his hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. “I trust you. Everything is going to be fine.”

I didn’t believe him. So instead of replying, I kissed him, my mouth against his, my hands on his face. I tried to put everything I felt into that kiss, because as I pushed us into the water, me wearing a bikini top and him in shorts, it felt like we might not come back.


Chapter Eighteen

I swam out to the reef fast, singing as I went. Sam turned his head away from the sound, but he didn’t frown. So while it might not have been wonderful, I didn’t think it hurt.

The look on Mom’s face when I got to my reef hurt. “Who is that?” Her short, clipped words told me everything I needed to know about how she felt about Sam.

I let go of him. He sat down on the sand. He didn’t float; but sat, watching my mother, oblivious to her fury.

“Sam. He’s…” What? My boyfriend? My partner in crime? All I could really come up with was, “Mine.”

“I see.” She looked around me to watch him some more. “He’s not dead.”

I shook my head a little, trying to get fresh water into my gills and answer the question she hadn’t asked. “He’s a salt golem.”

“Better than a dolphin shifter, I suppose.”

I raised an eyebrow at her.

“Dealing with your father’s people was almost more trouble than he was worth.”

“Almost?”

Her whole face softened, as if she remembered something pleasant but then the emotion passed and she went back to being Mom. “What do you need?”

“I need your help with Edgar, Dad’s friend.” I floated in front of her and started to tell her the story. The more I spoke, the more tense her body became. By the end of it, the part where Ashley and I confronted Edgar in his shop, she looked about ready to kill.

“Stop!” she shouted at me, and put up one hand. I waited, watching her try to master her emotions. Her teeth were out, a mermaid’s last weapon. They meant her patience was almost gone. She shook her own head, bringing water into her gills, and then stretched out her tail. “Edgar is an aqueous.”

I tilted my head to the side, ready to ask her what that meant when she put up her hand again. I waited and in a few minutes, she started again. “They can control sea life. All of it. And mermaids, well, we’re sea life.”

“Sirens?”

“Not as much.”

“Salt golems?”

“You’ll have to ask him.” She pointed to Sam, who watched us without a hint of understanding on his face. “Edgar swore to me he would never use his abilities on my pod.” She balled her hands into fists. “He swore.”

“But today…”

“Today he used them on my daughter.” Her words filled with pure anger. “It’s unforgiveable.”

I’d seen her rage before. I’d caused it. But I’d never seen anything like this. Her anger made her eyes narrow, her sharp teeth pushed out her face. Water seemed to swirl around her, as if Mother Ocean was furious, too.

“What are we going to do?”

“I’m going to confront him and end this. There’s a chance he’ll run. If he does, I’ll find him.”

“Unless I find him first,” I said.

Her head jerked up and her eyes glowed with wrath. I expected her to come after me, to launch herself in the water or to scream. It was there for a second, the rage that would make her beat me down for my own good, but then she stopped.

“Fine. You want to be an adult? This is what adults do. They protect the pod. They protect the people they love.” She pulled back her hair and let the water run over her gills. “There’s an entrance around here to a place your father had. There’s a chance Edgar is using that. If he runs there, he’s yours. If he doesn’t run, he’s mine.”

“If he runs someplace else, you’ll come back and we’ll hunt him together.”

She weighed my suggestion for a long moment. I felt the pull of the ocean, the tide moving over me. Each brush of water brought new air to my lungs, new clarity to my head. If she trusted me, we could do this together. If she didn’t, I would do it alone.

“If he runs someplace else, we’ll finish it together,” she agreed. She tilted her chin toward Sam. “What about him?”

“He wouldn’t let me come out here alone.”

“Smart boy.” She smiled at him, a genuine smile that made me think the two of them might get along someday. Then she swam over and hugged me. “Be careful. I’ll come find you when I’m done.”

****

After Mom swam off, I brought Sam to the surface. “She’s going after Edgar. There’s a chance he’ll come back here.”

“To your reef?” Sam’s head bobbed above the waves, looked around. The moonlight had turned the water pitch black.

“Mom said there was a place here, my father’s place. Edgar might be using it.”

“But your father couldn’t hold his breath forever, so it had to have some access to air, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.” I shrugged, not sure why it mattered.

“Then it’s not your reef.”

“And Mom didn’t tell me where.” My tail twitched in anger.

“She was probably trying to keep you safe.”

“That doesn’t make it better!” I took a deep breath, but the air above the waves didn’t clear my head like the water would’ve. “Okay, so Mom’s willing to let me be an adult, but she’s still worried about me. Fine. I don’t like it, but I can deal with it later. We need to find that place.”

“What’s it look like?”

“I have no idea.”

“Oh, I thought she might’ve said something, I really couldn’t understand you guys at all.”

“She didn’t say anything. All we know is it has air.”

“Can you tell when water has more air? Like, does it taste different to you the way different types of salt taste to me?”

“Maybe.” I tried to think about it. “A little.”

“Then let’s go down and start looking.”

In the darkness, my reef lost most of its color. During the day, I knew which coral shined bright red and which were soft green like my tail. Now it all blended together, only shapes above the sand.

I picked out the fan coral first, the tall lacy pattern swaying with the ocean tide. I used it to navigate, swimming from one section to another, tasting the water as I went. It was slow going. Minutes became hours and I couldn’t be sure how much time had really passed. My reef looked like a lollipop during the day, a corridor of thick rocky coral outcroppings under forty feet of water, then the circular part, with the center sand that so often became my bed.

I’d shown all of this to Sam once, relaxing and having fun. Now I moved slower, and I didn’t have any fun. I’d get a sense of air, but then convince myself I was wrong. After the first hour, I started searching with my hands, patting the reef, looking for openings. Behind me, Sam did the same. I poked more than a few fish, scattered whole schools of them, but I didn’t find anything.

Frustrated, I pulled Sam up to the surface. “This isn’t working. We need to come up with a new plan.”

“What can we do instead?”

“Go back home and search for something my father left behind that has an address or even a map.”

“Have you seen anything like that in your house? If I had a secret place, I don’t think I’d write it down.” He sounded doubtful and I agreed with him, but what else could we do?

He peered off into the darkness of the ocean. “Hold on. What’s that?”

“I don’t see anything.” At least, I didn’t think I did. I’d been searching so long; I could be convincing myself something was there when it wasn’t. “Is that moonlight on the water?”

He pulled us down under the waves and pointed into the near complete blackness. Ahead of us, so small I could barely make it out, something moved fast. Something big. And when the moonlight flashed on it, I saw it was yellow.

We both held perfectly still, maybe Sam was paralyzed with awe, maybe with fear, me, I just wanted to watch it. The thing had to be a giant squid. It propelled itself forward in the water by puffing up its body and then pushing the water out behind itself. Tentacles ballooned out then came back in with each puff, looking like a blur around the body. It almost swallowed the water, and it moved fast, maybe as fast as I could. I wanted to race it, to see which one of us was faster; but then it moved past me and the thick eye came into view. It looked at me. I could feel the weight of its gaze, the intelligence behind it. That look reminded me how Mara had died, how all my friends had died. Racing suddenly didn’t seem like such a great idea.

I pulled Sam into the water after it, following the giant yellow limbs. It came to the wall of my reef, and turned down, like it was going to burrow into the sand. In an instant, it was gone.

I swam to the spot, thinking it might’ve buried itself like some fish do. But no, it had found a hidden opening. One I would never have found.

I turned to Sam and he nodded. In a second, I dragged us through.

The tunnel looked small and dark, like a line sticking into the bottom of the ocean. No sunlight peeked through the heavy ceiling. But even as I swam as fast as I could, I saw glints of something silver, like air trapped under water. Glass, I realized. The tunnel was manmade, a glass enclosure crusted over with coral and buried in sand. I had no idea who built it or where it would lead.

I followed the squid, keeping his bright yellow limbs in view. The water tasted different to me, stale. No fish followed us.

The water warmed as I swam on, ending in a cave, a space filled with air and once lush carpet. Under the mold and sand, it might’ve been blue. The squid lay half on the sand and half in the water, regarding me with its great black eye. I panted, feeling out of breath. He’d swum fast, almost as fast as I had, and the stale water didn’t offer me much to breathe.

“He’s amazing, isn’t he?” Edgar stepped out of the shadows, but I didn’t have enough breath to answer him. “They’re rare these days. Used to be my people could get a dozen giant squid, like that.” He snapped his fingers. “But when I asked, I only got this one.”

“And he killed people for you?” Sam asked. He stood up and offered me a hand. I shook my head, not wanting to switch from tail to legs and be half-naked in front of Edgar.

“They weren’t really people, were they? I mean, not our kind of people. I’m sorry it upsets you, Danika. But it had to be done.” He didn’t look sorry, not even a small bit. “Fitting when you consider what this place is.”

“What is it?” Sam asked.

But Edgar ignored him, looking at me. “Behold your father’s dream, Danika. Neptune’s Table, a premiere restaurant experience.” He spread his arms wide. In the watery gloom, I could see a mosaic buried under years of mold and neglect. A white-haired merman rose out of the water; his eyes were once probably windows. “The whole ocean was going to entertain the tourists, with our kind of people dropping by for fun. Your parents were going to run the place. Your mom probably still owns it. I’ll bet she’s never mentioned it.”

“You killed them.” I got back to the only important thing. “You killed my friends.”

“Oh, no. I didn’t kill them. That’s what Beakie is for.” He walked over and patted the squid.

“But you’re the one who told him to. And for what? Revenge? Some stupid obsession?”

“Is that what you really want to talk about? Really, Danika? You don’t want to know about your dad, or what I am, or anything like that?”

“You’re an aqueous. I know about my dad. And there’s nothing else I could learn from you.”

“Oh, but you’re wrong. I know lots of handy things, like how to manipulate real estate law and change tax zones, how to take back our town. And I’m doing it, little by little. You’d be amazed how easy it is to change things when all the important people are busy with funerals.” He grinned as if he’d done something to be proud of.

“The killings were a distraction?”

“Not just a distraction: a perfect distraction, with a hint of revenge thrown in. I called Beakie. Told him to eat hardy. We started with the homeless on the beach to keep the police busy. Then some low-lifes, people no one would miss, who had enough money to fund my cause. Finally, we got the big prize: the children of the dry-landers that stole our home.”

“So you could buy real estate?” Sam asked his voice filled with disbelief.

“So I could buy back the land that was stolen from us. Not for me—for us. All of us. I put the deeds in the council’s name. Everything is legal, above-board, and it can never be taken away again. So if a few dry-landers had to die, oh well.”

“What about the mermaid? She’s not a dry-lander and she wasn’t part of your distraction. Why did she have to die?”

“Oh no, Mara was different. She wanted me for my body. You know how it is.” He walked over to Sam and leaned toward him, as if he was going to share a secret. “They kill what they screw.”

Sam punched him hard enough to split Edgar’s lip. “You’re disgusting.”

“Noble little monster, aren’t you?” Edgar dabbed at the blood. “Never fails. Salt golems always want to be old-fashioned, play the hero. You think that’s how the dry-landers would think of you if they found out? You think that’s how any of them would treat you?”

Sam didn’t bother with answering.

“Oh well. It doesn’t matter.” Edgar reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. It was small, but I knew that wouldn’t stop it from killing both of us. “I wanted to start things fresh. A new council, a new vision for Savage Beach. But if it has to be like this, well, then it does.”

He pointed the gun at me. Before I had a chance to say something, to try to dissuade him, he pulled the trigger. I braced myself for the impact, the way the bullet would tear through my flesh, but instead I felt nothing. I opened my eyes and saw Sam on the sand, his head half in the water, blood pouring from his chest.

“Well, now, that won’t do,” Edgar said. “If you get into the water, you’re as good as healed.” He shot again, four times, maybe five, the loud sound echoing through the room. More holes appeared on Sam, more blood.

“Stop!” I screamed. He did but I doubted it would last. “Why are you killing him?”

“He’s an outsider but you…you’re family. Why don’t you go, Danika? Spend some time with your pod, think things through. I think you’ll find I’m right. Peaceful coexistence doesn’t work.”

“It could.” The words seemed so small and impotent.

“I tried, honey, I really did. So did your dad. And what happened? They killed him.” His voice started out low, but it kept getting louder. Finally, he yelled. “They stole ten years of my life. My bride, gone. My money, gone. Everything I believed in, gone.” With each word, he gestured wildly. Behind him, the monster Beakie, flinched. Edgar didn’t see it; instead, he walked toward me. “So I’m going to take what they love. I’m going to keep killing their children until they leave this place. Until they close the beaches and the only people who are left are the people like us. Then we can start over, on our beach, with our kind. No more hiding.”

He’d gotten close to me, or at least close enough. I slowly shifted my tail out of the water toward his feet. I didn’t want to hurt anyone but he was crazy and he had to be stopped.

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” I tried one last time to save him.

“Of course it does. I can see now that you’re like your father. You’ll never let this go.” He leaned down to look into my eyes. I squirmed as if I couldn’t move, as if I was trapped sitting on the sand with a tail. Really, my tail was around his legs, sharp scales at the ready. In a flash, I saw something else: a long yellow tentacle near his chest. “I’m sorry, Danika.”

He tapped the side of my face with the gun. I curled my tail, cutting off his legs. At the same time, Beakie tightened his grip, slicing Edgar’s upper body in half.

The gun went off, so close to my ear that all I could hear was a loud ringing. I fell back on the sand, my head throbbing with the sound. My face landed next to Sam. He tried to talk but managed only to cough up blood.

“Should I pull you into water?” He worked his jaw but no sound came out. “Blink twice for yes, okay?”

He blinked twice.

“So into the water?”

Two blinks.

“You don’t need me to pull the bullets out or anything?”

One blink.

“Guess that’s a no.” I grabbed him with my arms, scared my tail might cut him, even by accident. He felt heavier than I remembered. I dragged him into the waiting water. He stopped bleeding when the water hit, as if Mother Ocean pinched his wounds closed.

I let him go, let him float there for a second, and swam next to Beakie. “I’m not like Edgar but I think you can understand me.”

The large yellow monster blinked slowly, once, then twice. It scared me that something so large and inhuman understood everything.

“You can’t stay here and eat people. Sharks, fish, animals, sure; but not people. They’d hunt you, want you dead.”

Another two long slow blinks.

“But you can stay, if you want to, I’ll talk to the dolphin shifters and the mermaids, whatever else is out there. You saved my life. I’ll make them accept you.”

He blinked, the membrane moving over his pitch black eye. I waited for the second blink but it never came.

“I guess you have someplace to go.”

He blinked again, slowly, a second blink followed it.

“Thank you for helping me. I’m sorry Edgar used you. I’ll tell everyone it wasn’t you.”

He blinked twice, then looked at me for a long time. Finally, he reached out with both long tentacles and picked up the pieces of Edgar’s body. Holding on to them, he pushed himself off the sand and into the water, careful not to bump Sam on his way.

****

Sam and I slept on the floor of the reef. He didn’t need air and I didn’t need to go home. By morning, I could see tiny black stumps of bullets working their way out of his wounds. After I’d caught myself breakfast, the bullets were on the sand next to him. By afternoon, even the marks were gone.

I wanted to stay on that sand forever, but I knew I couldn’t. It was time to head home, face my mother, tell her what happened, and then the hardest part: go back to my regular life. I’d always spent my time worrying about something; when I would give in to my mother and leave my life behind for the pod, what would happen if someone knew I was a mermaid, hurting someone I liked, I had a million worries.

Only now that I’d faced a real danger, now that someone had put a gun in my face and almost killed me, none of that seemed worth worrying about. Worse, it all seemed sort of, well, dull. Could I really go back to school now? How do you go from facing a huge, life-altering decision to worrying about when some report was due?

Sam sensed my anxiety and curled his arms around my waist as I swam. His embrace reminded me that I wouldn’t have to answer all those questions alone. I felt better as I stepped onto the sand of our beach. Things had changed, but I felt excited about where they might lead.

“I told you to wait for me.” My mother stood outside the balcony, looking down at me with half a scowl.

“It doesn’t matter. You were right. He went back to the restaurant.” Even from a distance, I saw her expression. She hadn’t wanted me to see Edgar.

By the time we got up to the deck, she’d recovered, but not by much. For the first time in my life, my mom looked a little lost. “He told me he’d meet me here last night.”

“Did he mention swimming?” Sam asked her.

She nodded. “He wanted me to catch him something for dinner. He joked about it, about how much better it was when I caught it instead of him having to command it.”

“He had a giant squid. He told it to kill things, I’m not sure, but I don’t think it had much choice.” I tried to explain it without having to say something that would upset her more.

“How do you know?”

“Last night he called it to the restaurant.”

“Why would he do that?” She looked puzzled for a few seconds before she answered her own question. “He was going to tell it to kill me. That’s why he wanted me in the water.”

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

She gave me an odd glance for a second, then pulled me into a hug. “We’ll talk about it all later. For now, go call your friends, they’ve been calling every five seconds.”

“Ashley’s probably worried. I’ll text her.” I turned around and looked at them. Sam stood on the edge of the deck, the wood railing against his back. Mom looked at me from about three feet away. I wasn’t sure if I should leave them.

“What happened to you?” Mom asked Sam, looking at the pink spots the bullet wounds left behind.

“I got shot a few times. Want to hear about?” He leaned back, a slight smile on his face.

I heard Mom tell him yes as I opened the door to go inside. I reached for my phone to text Ashley, but it started ringing.

“Oh my God, I have been so worried about you,” Ashley exclaimed, breathless.

“Really?”

“I talked to my dad about those things that Edgar did.”

“Ashley, that’s great.”

“Yeah, he said I should blah blah blah; anyway, important point: stay away from Edgar, because he might be able to control you.”

“My mom said the same thing. But he didn’t try it.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure. I guess he didn’t think he needed to. He’d already shot Sam and I was on the ground-”

“Is Sam okay?”

I turned to look outside. He was laughing with my mother. “He’s fine. We both are. And you never have to worry about Edgar again.”

“We should throw a party.” Her sarcasm dripped through the phone, but I decided to ignore it.

“You know; I think we should. Only this time, at my place. What do you say?”

“You’re serious?”

“Completely. Call everyone.”

“And tell them to bring the keg and the food and the whole deal?”

“Yeah.” I opened the fridge and looked around. “Actually, I’ve got plenty of shark to grill, so tell them to bring side stuff instead of sandwiches. How long do you think it’ll take?”

“About 20 minutes? I can’t believe you really want to host a party.”

“Believe it.”


Chapter Nineteen

Sam worked the grill as if he’d been doing it for decades. He somehow managed to flip shark steaks, make small talk, and not look as if he’d been shot less than a day ago. I watched him from a few feet away on the deck while I told Ashley everything. Her eyes kept getting bigger and bigger.

“Wow,” she finally said.

“That about covers it.”

“So he’s dead, the council owns all the land, and your mom is the only council member left.”

“I don’t think Mom considers herself a member still. I think the council’s gone.”

“You ladies hungry?” Sam came over with a plate loaded with shark kebobs. We both grabbed one and started to pull the meat off the sticks. He sat down behind me and I fitted my back into his chest.

“How many people do you think were on the council?” Ashley asked, interrupting my relaxation.

Sam shrugged. “You’d need to have a bunch; enough representatives to include all the different oceanfolk.”

“But not too many,” I decided. “Too many and you’d never get anything done. And an odd number, like seven or nine, so you wouldn’t have any stalemates when it comes to voting on things.”

Sam asked, “Why are you asking?”

“You’re a salt golem. She’s a mermaid. I’m a siren. That’s three. Get another four people and we’ve got a council.”

“You want to start it back up?” I’d thought the same thing, more than once, but I hadn’t expected Ashley to be on my side.

“Sure. Why not? We could solve a lot of problems.”

I chewed on my bottom lip, thinking about it. My father had wanted me to be on the council. I could make his dream come true.

“She’s got a point. We handled the murders pretty well. We’re all adults,” Sam agreed.

“It should have dry-lander representatives too, though.” I wondered if the first council had them.

“Jen,” Ashley declared, studying her from a distance. “Unless she’s hiding something and we don’t know it.”

“If she is, Sarah?”

“No way.” Ashley cringed at the idea.

“Her dad’s the sheriff. That could be really helpful,” Sam countered.

“If you guys insist, but I don’t want any drama or stupidity. The idea is to solve problems, not cause more of them,” Ashley declared.

“Agreed,” Sam told her. “We’d need to meet somewhere.”

“I’ve got an idea. What about my dad’s restaurant? It’s accessible from the ocean and land, and we still own the space.”

“Wasn’t it kind of trashed when we left it?” His eyes caught mine and I knew he was thinking about the bullets and the bloodstains.

“Yeah, we’ll need to clean it up.” I thought about the council, about bringing it back; and the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. “What else do we need?”

“You guys decide. I’ll go see about Jen.” Ashley left us and I leaned back into Sam’s arms.

“Having a good time?”

“Best time I’ve had in a long while.” Sam said, his lips close to my ear.

“So are you going to stay here long?”

“Do you want me to?”

I twisted my head back and kissed him, letting my fingers tangle in his short hair. “What do you think?”

“I think the only way I would leave is if you asked me to go.”

I smiled and stayed close to him. “You don’t ever have to worry about that.”

His arms came around my waist and I realized I’d never felt happier. I’d made things right with my mom and grown up a lot, but it was him too.

“I’m glad you’re here to stay.” I thought about Neptune’s and getting the council back. I knew Sam would be my partner for that, and a lot of other, really great things. There was a lot to do now, and I was looking forward to doing all of it.
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