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PROLOGUE

 


~

 


The sun slowly descended into the sea, and
when the truck dropped him off at the familiar sign, his heart
leapt with joy. He’d suffered months of rough travel, cold and
hunger, all the while seized by a powerful sense of urgency. He was
finally back to where he yearned to be—where he needed to
be.

He’d been careful to evade the authorities,
living off the land and the kindness of strangers. Now that he was
finally close to his ultimate destination he reminded himself to
stay cautious. Night was rapidly falling, and he knew that he’d
never find the house in the dark, so he cast about, looking for
something to bed down on. He pulled a cardboard box out of a
roadside ditch, and found a hidden hollow in some brush that would
do.

He was close to her now, he could feel it.
All the weeks of misery, all of the pain and suffering he’d endured
would be worth it, just to see her face again. He clung to the
memory of it, closing his eyes and remembering her sweet smile, the
sound of her voice, and the scent of her soft skin. He recalled
every little detail about her—the way she moved, the color of her
hair, the way her aquamarine eyes sparkled when they met his.

He realized that he had done wrong, and he
vowed that he would prove it to her. He knew what they planned for
her, and he swore that he would never let them have her again. When
she saw him she’d realize that she loved him too—he just knew
it—and soon they would be reunited. He was on a mission to find her
or die trying; there was simply no other alternative.

They had tried to stop him at the border, but
he was far too wily for them. His military training made it easy
for him to suffer the depravations of hunger and sleeplessness, and
he was accustomed to the cold. When he finally made it to a port,
his strong back and enormous muscles made it easy for him to find
work aboard a cargo ship, and Canada’s largely unguarded borders
were no challenge for his backwoods survival skills.

Hitching rides had been a little more
difficult. His sheer size intimidated most drivers, and more than
one had pulled away at the last minute when they’d gotten a
close-up look at his battle scarred face. But slowly, surely, the
trains he jumped on and the trucks that stopped for him brought him
closer and closer to his goal. Many friendly people had offered him
food and drink along the journey, and when he managed to explain to
them in halting English that he was on a quest for love, they had
shown him surprising kindness.

He drew a deep breath in through his
flattened nose, savoring the fresh ocean air. He was so close he
could taste it, and he knew it wouldn’t be long now. He spread the
cardboard on the damp ground and rummaged through his pack, pulling
out a bottle of beer and a hunk of bread. He sat with his back to a
tree, eating and imagining their reunion with a sigh.

When it was fully dark he climbed into his
bedroll, turned his collar up against the foggy night air, and
rolled onto his side. He was certain that the powerful urge that
gnawed at his soul was there for a reason, for surely the creator
would never set him on such a path without a purpose. He settled
into the most comfortable position possible, falling asleep
contented in the knowledge that it was his destiny to see her
again.

Now it was all up to fate.


Chapter One

PROM

 


~

 


“When we’re married, I’ll bring you breakfast
in bed every morning.”

I laughed. “Really? Don’t you think that
could get a little messy? I mean, what if I want to eat leftover
Chinese or something? With chopsticks…”

I reached over for a nail file, pinning the
phone between my ear and shoulder.

Ethan kept talking, “We’ll get a couple of
dogs that we can take to the beach every day.”

“Will they go surfing with us?” I asked
teasingly.

“They’ll probably want to fetch sticks out of
the water,” he replied, “Or footballs.”

“I think our poodles might be too small for
that,” I said sternly.

“Not if they’re the big kind.” He laughed at
me. “But I was thinking more, like, golden retrievers…”

It had become a kind of game with us, gently
teasing each other about how things would be when we could finally
be together. Ethan had been bringing up the future more and more,
describing to me our potential lives in detail. Clearly, it was
something he’d been thinking about a lot. I couldn’t tell if it was
to reassure me, or simply to convince himself that we’d eventually
get there.

I wasn’t so sure where we would end up a
month ago, when I’d returned from a disastrous spring break
vacation to learn yet more unimaginable facts about myself. Ever
since I’d found out that my mother was a mermaid, my life kept
getting stranger and stranger. I’d begun to have random visions of
the future, and discovered that I had inherited the power to
inspire excellence in others.

I was, in fact, a reluctant muse.

“There won’t be any puppies in my future if
Cruz kills me for not doing my nails,” I said, looking down at my
ragged cuticles. I had been chewing them lately, and Cruz was
anxious for me to look my very best when I debuted his latest
creation.

“I’ll see you tonight,” said Ethan.

I smacked a kiss into the receiver, and heard
one in return before I put down the phone.

So Ethan and I ended up attending the senior
prom that night, and I was a little surprised to find myself
enjoying it. I smiled up at him, gently squeezing his hand. I was
starting to feel lucky again, grateful that the school year was
finally coming to the end, and relieved that nothing out of the
ordinary had happened in a while. I was happy that we’d made it to
this point.

So far, so good.

When my cousin presented me with the prom
dress he’d designed and sewn I was touched. He’d poured his heart
and soul into making the most amazing dress imaginable, and like so
many of his other creations, it was truly a work of art.

Cruz saw the dance as his last chance to show
everyone at school how talented he really was, and he planned to go
out in a blaze of glory. I suppose it was his version of closure,
an opportunity to put the final period on a traumatic chapter of
his life. Like me, Cruz had always considered high school to be a
form of slow torture.

I hadn’t wanted to leave the house for much
of anything lately, but when I was confronted with Cruz’s big brown
eyes and relentless pleading, I’d softened and agreed to go. I
simply couldn’t rain on his parade. Plus, he’d already made the
dress.

Cruz had also crafted beautiful gowns for our
friends Megan and Shayla, and had been bugging them about going to
the prom for weeks. Shameless in his use of emotional blackmail, he
whined and complained until he finally ground down their
resistance. Ultimately, they rolled their eyes at each other and
decided to go as his double dates. After all, they had to admit,
how could they complain about getting custom dresses made for them
by a soon to be famous fashion designer?

We all stood together at the prom, watching a
bunch of overdressed teenagers dancing self-consciously while a
local band butchered some popular music. I stifled a yawn and
leaned against Ethan, disoriented by the bright sparkling flashes
reflecting from a mirrored ball. Light swirled and twirled all
around the darkened ballroom, reminding me of fractured sunbeams
filtering down into the depths of the dark sea. The crowd swayed
like waving seaweed, and the only thing missing was a battalion of
phosphorescent glowing mermaids.

Cruz the designer had outdone himself as
usual, dressing and styling “his girls” down to the tiniest detail.
I smoothed my skirt and admired his exquisite craftsmanship. In my
opinion, I had on the most beautiful dress there; he’d made me an
ethereal ballgown that it could have come right out of a fairy
tale.

It had a perfectly fitted strapless bodice
that sparkled with tiny crystals sprinkled onto the palest lavender
chiffon. The skirt was full and long, whispering when I moved with
the rustling of crisp taffeta, and a dozen or so layers of hidden
tulle netting contribued to the skirt’s lavish volume. It made me
feel like a princess, but I drew the line at the tiara Cruz wanted
me to wear, opting instead for a loose Gibson Girl style up-do that
suited the romantic dress.

I enjoyed watching Cruz bask in all the
attention we were attracting. It was exactly the sort of
vindication he had imagined, and he reveled in it. He stood there
holding court, Megan and Shayla on his arms, answering questions
from the popular girls who wanted to know where our trio of
unusually gorgeous dresses came from. I had to smile, knowing that
one day they’d all be bragging to their friends about how they’d
gone to school with him.

If anyone remembered that just a few short
months ago Cruz and Megan were pariahs, with Shayla acting as their
main tormenter, it didn’t show. Former mean-girl Shayla hung on
Cruz’s every word, laughing with exaggerated glee at his constant
stream of witticisms. His kindness to her had changed her life, and
she’d become his biggest fan. She proudly told anyone who would
listen how talented he was, and that he was going to be a famous
designer one day.

Megan had morphed into a sultry looking club
singer, sporting a Marilyn Monroe inspired halter dress that suited
her voluptuous figure. Cruz had broken all the rules by dressing a
redhead in red, and the effect was stunning. She’d even
straightened her normally curly hair for the occasion, wearing it
pinned back sleekly, exposing the pretty face she used to go to
great lengths to hide.

She looked far older and more sophisticated
than your typical high school senior, and she also looked
irritated. Megan never did like suffering fools, and she was
itching for the whole night to be over.

Shayla smiled happily and stood up straight,
towering over almost everyone like a goddess among mortals. Cruz
had outfitted her lean and lanky figure in a classic white column
dress accented with hand-braided gold trim. Her makeup was
flawless, her long blonde hair worn down and loose, and I could see
many of the other girl’s dates sneaking a few furtive glances over
at her. She looked every inch the sophisticated supermodel she
would soon become.

Cruz caught my eye, surrounded by a crowd of
admirers, and yet somehow still completely alone. He watched the
dancing couples with a wistful expression on his face, and it
suddenly occurred to me that despite having all of his friends
around him, he was lonely. I wished that he could find someone
special—somebody who would mean as much to him as Ethan meant to
me.

“Look how much you changed Shayla and Megan,”
Ethan whispered in my ear. I looked reproachfully at him, wishing
he wouldn’t bring up my so-called muse powers.

“Cruz is the one who dressed them up,” I said
defensively.

“Look how much you changed Cruz,” he
countered, smiling wryly at my protestations.

I found myself looking for any possible way
to avoid taking credit for anything that my friends achieved. I
hated the thought that their success was due in any part to me. The
idea that I had somehow nudged them along made me uncomfortable,
and I didn’t like to talk about it. I was having difficulty
grappling with the ramifications.

Only Aunt Evie and Ethan knew about the
strange power I had to enhance people’s innate gifts and talents,
and that was one secret I desperately wanted kept from everyone
else. As a fellow mermaid-human hybrid, Evie was possessed of the
same ability. Unlike me, she was a practiced manipulator, and she
wielded her power with relish.

Evie couldn’t really describe exactly how it
worked, but she said I’d know it when I felt it. She was right
about that, because seeing my friends flourish brought me feelings
of intense satisfaction that went beyond mere altruism. Apparently,
the power was strongest when I really truly wanted someone to
succeed, and capriciously affected some people more than others.
Most disturbing, it wasn’t always positive, as I was capable of
bringing out the worst as well as the best in people.

“C’mon.” Ethan slipped his arm around my
waist. “Let’s dance.”

He’d surprised me earlier in the evening by
knowing all the ballroom steps, and he took me out onto the floor
for every slow one, leading us smoothly and expertly.

“Where did you learn to dance?” I asked
him.

“I took lessons,” he replied.

“Why?” I asked, watching as his face clouded
over a little.

“I, um … Well … I had to go to the prom last
year.”

I realized that his former girlfriend had
made certain that he knew how to dance properly for her
senior prom. I smiled inwardly; it had taken some doing, but I’d
mostly gotten over being jealous of her. He was all mine now.

“Evie made me learn,” I teased
him.

Aunt Evie had always stressed the fact that a
social education was at least as important as an academic one. She
was convinced that the hours I spent in dance and etiquette lessons
would pay off someday—visions of me consorting with high society
danced in her head. “Think of all the formal occasions in your
future!” she’d say breathlessly, “You never know where you’ll end
up being invited.”

For most of my life I’d never imagined doing
anything other than traveling with my father and staying in remote
agricultural areas. Our lifestyle was unlikely to ever require high
heels or dancing, and I was comfortable with things as they were.
Nevertheless, I always humored Evie, partly because my father was
convinced that I needed a feminine influence in my life, but mainly
because she was impossible to resist.

Dad was finishing the last few weeks of a
crop research project in Afghanistan that I feared wasn’t going as
well as he had expected. I couldn’t help but wonder at how
different my life would be if he’d allowed me to accompany him like
I’d wanted to in the first place. His decision to send me to stay
in Aptos had set a whole chain of events into motion, and ended up
uncovering truths about my mother that had been kept from me my
whole life.

It also led to me being kidnapped by a greedy
sociopath and held hostage along with two captured mermaids. Evil
and ruthless, Peter had hatched a plot to breed mermaid hybrids and
raise them as his own personal muses to manipulate his super-rich
clients. He actually thought he could persuade me into going along
with his perverse plans, believing I could be forced with threats
and bribes.

I grimaced in revulsion at the memory.

After I’d escaped him, Peter ended up dead at
the hands of his equally vile backers, and I was nervously aware
that they were still out there—mysterious and powerful people who
knew exactly what I was and where I could be found. For now, it
looked as though they were going to leave me and my family alone,
and I fervently prayed it would stay that way.

Just thinking about it made me cling onto
Ethan tighter. He maneuvered us off the dance floor and into a dark
corner, pulling me into his broad chest and whispering, “How long
before we can get out of here?”

“I’m afraid Cruz has after-prom plans,” I
said.

“We never get to be alone anymore,” Ethan
complained, pressing his cheek against mine.

I sighed. “I know, but he says he has a
surprise for us.”

“Hmm…” he crooned in my ear, “Can’t we just
say, thanks—but no thanks?”

I shook my head no. “He went to so much
trouble to make me this dress,” I looked down at it. “This whole
weird prom thing is really important to him.”

Ethan smiled with amusement, shaking his
head. He still couldn’t get over the fact that going to the prom
meant absolutely nothing to me.

I continued, “I think I owe him some
gratitude, and at least one night of my life.”

Ethan ran his hands across my bare shoulders
and down my back, bending to plant a row of kisses along my
collarbone. “I’m grateful for this dress too … and I want all the
rest of your nights for myself.” His warm lips started blazing a
trail up my neck that made me shiver.

I sucked in a breath as the blood rushed to
my cheeks.

He was right, we hadn’t been really alone in
ages. Between Ethan working virtually non-stop, and my pregnant
Aunt Abby concentrating the full force of her nesting instinct on
me, we had barely been able to hold hands under the kitchen table
lately. Maybe it was just as well.

I was truly head-over-heels in love with him,
and I’d marry him tomorrow if I could, but a maddening little
shadow of a doubt remained in the back of my mind. I couldn’t help
but wonder if my muse powers had somehow manipulated him into
making the ultimate commitment without really considering it.

My rational mind realized that we were
probably too young to be making such a big decision, but I also
knew for certain that I loved him more than life itself. Ethan was
stability personified, driven by anxieties I didn’t fully
understand to carefully plan and construct a stable future. My own
life was threatening to spin out of control at any moment, and I
needed him desperately. He’d given me the strength to remain human.
If it weren’t for him I knew that I’d be deep underwater, swimming
in ignorant bliss for all eternity.

I had to wonder though, was Ethan truly ready
to put up with my bizarre circumstances for the rest of his life?
Did it matter if it was what I wanted? I pushed all the niggling
doubts out of my mind and brushed his lips with mine softly,
slipping my hands around his back to pull him closer as we
kissed.

“EXCUSE ME!”

Our heads both turned towards the angry face
of the chaperone, a prim English teacher who was clearly taking the
job very seriously. I sighed. I suppose we weren’t making her life
any easier, but sometimes we had a hard time keeping our hands to
ourselves.

“One more time and you’re out of here,” she
snapped, turning on her heel.

“Don’t tempt me,” Ethan muttered under his
breath as we stepped apart.

“Let’s go see what Cruz is up to.” I took his
hand and led him away, ignoring the snickering of the surrounding
prom-goers.

“There you are!” Cruz called out as we
approached him, “It’s almost time!”

“Time for what?” I smiled, happy to see him
so animated.

“My surprise,” he said with a sly look as he
took Shayla and Megan by the arms, “We’re all going out to
celebrate.” He wagged his index finger at me, “It’s high time you
got out of the house, young lady. It’s like you’re turning into
Norma Desmond or something.”

“Who?” asked Shayla.

I smirked at him, but I had to admit I’d
become reclusive lately. I was lying low, focusing on my painting
in the hopes that the terrible feelings of powerlessness would blow
over. The horror of being kidnapped had affected me more than I
cared to admit, and I’d let myself slip into a small quiet paranoia
that made me loath to even leave the house.

I concentrated on my schoolwork and buried
myself in books to avoid even thinking about what had happened, and
I looked over my shoulder everywhere I went. I even stopped going
surfing, afraid that I might put the aquatic side of my family in
danger again.

Having Ethan with me helped, and despite the
mountain of landscaping jobs that he’d been taking on, he came by
Aunt Abby’s as much as he could, doing his homework by my side, and
sneaking in kisses whenever she turned her back. Bit by bit, the
tension within me started to ease, and I realized that the people
behind my capture were actually going to leave me alone. I was
under Evie’s protection, and I hoped that would be enough.

There was no point in worrying about it,
because it would be pointless for them to harass me. I could never
really want their success, and therefore I was useless to
them. They must have given up on the idea of trying to force me to
work in their favor. I was slowly beginning to breathe freely
again, as though a tight corset was being loosened from my ribcage
one lacing at a time.

The band started in on another slow dance as
Ethan and I followed Cruz and his two dates out the door. The
longest stretch limousine I’d ever laid eyes on was pulled up right
in front, attracting a crowd of kids on the nearby sidewalk. They
were sneaking curious glances at the tinted windows, whispering
their speculations as to who it could be for. The driver’s door
opened and out stepped a man whose giant body matched the scale of
the car.

I should have known.

“Allo Marina,” said Boris as he came around
to open the door. He towered over everyone, gesturing for us to
climb in.

“Surprise!” cried Cruz. “Evie’s taking us all
out to dinner!”

“Really?” muttered Ethan, “Tonight?”

I squeezed his hand and smiled at him, “For
Cruz.”

We peeked into the plush interior to find
Evie sitting in the far seat, looking as beautiful as ever in a
chic wrap dress that Cruz had recently designed and tailored just
for her. She was dripping with diamonds and grinning like the
Cheshire cat.

“My Darlings!” she greeted us imperially,
“We’re running late for our reservations, so come come, hurry in.
I’ll take a good look at these magnificent gowns after we
arrive.”

We did as told, and piled into the limo.
Ethan took a seat on the opposite end from Evie, and I settled in
next to him. I could tell he was a little annoyed, and it dawned on
me that he had some plans of his own for after the prom. I took his
hand, twining my fingers through his reassuringly. We were driven
across town, listening to Cruz give Evie a blow by blow account of
the dance, with Megan interjecting a few times to keep him honest.
Shayla looked at Evie worshipfully.

“Here we are!” Evie exclaimed when the car
came to a stop. Boris opened the door, and as I stood to straighten
my skirt I looked up to see a familiar neon sign. She’d taken us to
the restaurant where I’d stumbled across Ethan sitting down to
lunch with his ex-girlfriend. The last time I’d set foot here Ethan
and I had broken apart because of it.

We were standing in front of Le Mer.

Evie swept out of the limo and greeted me
with a hug and kisses on both cheeks. “Your dress is fabulous!” She
smiled at my stunned face. “You look simply divine!”

“What are we doing here?” I asked,
irritated. I felt like I was being provoked.

“Why, I’ve made reservations for dinner …
Megan tells me this is the best place in town,” she turned to greet
Megan with a society hug and air kisses. “You look fabulous! I
do expect a song from you tonight, my dear.”

“Uhm… I have the night off, but I guess I
could sit in for one.”

Megan looked stricken, and met my eyes
apologetically. Ethan just stood rigidly with his arms crossed and
an angry scowl on his handsome face. The limo pulled away, leaving
us all standing there awkwardly.

Evie greeted Cruz and Shayla warmly, ushering
them inside, while Megan trailed behind, turning back to look at us
anxiously.

Evie paused at the entrance. “Aren’t you
coming?” she asked innocently.

“We’ll just be a minute,” I said, looking
over at Ethan. I went to him and took his hands as the giant wooden
doors swung shut with a sigh.

“It’s okay,” I said gently.

“She did this on purpose,” he complained
bitterly, his voice tight with irritation. “She’s still trying to
come between us.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” I said reproachfully.
“You heard what she said … and besides, I’m long overdue to come
out here and see Megan sing.”

His jaw clenched and I could see that he
didn’t believe it. I stepped into him and wrapped my arms around
his back. “Please don’t be mad,” I whispered into his ear. He
sighed and pulled me close, nudging my face up for a kiss. At least
there were no chaperones out here on the street, I thought.

Cruz poked his head out the door. “Oh for
God’s sake!” he scolded us. “Can you two come in and hear Megan
sing before we get seated?”

We followed him into the restaurant, joining
Shayla and Evie at a table in the lounge. Megan stood at the piano
comfortably, holding the microphone with casual ease. She addressed
the room like she’d been singing there for years instead of
weeks.

“I’d like to dedicate this to my good friend
Marina,” she smiled wryly at me and launched into a song,
“Somewhere, beyond the sea…” Knowing Megan’s sense of humor, I had
to crack a smile. Ethan sat stony faced.

Megan sang beautifully, and with a whisper in
the ear of the young man playing piano she launched into a jazzy
version of “The Look Of Love.” I couldn’t help but notice the way
the piano player was looking at her.

When Megan finished singing, the handsome
gentleman that owned the restaurant arrived to personally lead us
to our table. His eyes widened with pleasure when he saw Evie.

“Mr. Samadi, this is Marina’s Aunt Evie,”
said Megan.

“Charmed,” he said, as she reached out her
hand to shake. Her eyes sparkled as he bent to press his lips to
the back of her hand. “Please…” he stared at her intensely, “call
me Omar.”

Cruz and I rolled our eyes at each other as
he offered his arm to Evie with a flourish.

We followed them to our table and once again
Ethan took the furthest seat from Evie possible. I doubt she
noticed anything, as she had locked eyes with Omar, and they seemed
oblivious to everyone else around them.

“Come on, let’s go to the bathroom,” said
Megan, taking my arm and pulling me up out of my seat.

“I’ll be right back,” I squeezed Ethan’s
shoulder. He still didn’t look very happy.

When we got to the restroom Megan turned
serious, “I’m sooo sorry! When she asked me about places to eat in
town I just wasn’t thinking! I had no idea she’d take us here
tonight! I mean, I knew she was coming to see us, but Cruz wanted
it to be a surprise!” Megan paused, biting her lip. “Forgive
me?”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m over it.”

She hugged me in relief, but pulled back with
a worried look. “Ethan doesn’t seem to be.”

I sighed, “He’s mad at Evie. He thinks she
chose this place on purpose.”

Megan nodded thoughtfully. “Well, she
probably should have known better.”

“I don’t even want to think about it.” I
changed the subject, “So, what’s going on with you and the piano
player?”

She was shocked, “How did you know?”

“I’m not blind.” I flashed her a knowing
grin. “So what happened to Brian?”

“That didn’t work out,” she replied with a
twinge of regret. She recovered rapidly, “But I did get inspired to
write some really great songs out of the breakup.”

We laughed together, fixing our hair and
makeup and joking about some of the couples at the prom. I started
feeling more like my old self as we returned to the table. I sat
down, scooted my chair closer to Ethan’s and took his hand.

We endured an uncomfortable dinner together,
listening to Cruz chatter on and on about the dresses at the prom,
design school, and his upcoming relocation to the city. Cruz was
all set to move into my empty apartment in San Francisco after the
upcoming finals week, and Evie was almost as excited as he was
about having him for a neighbor.

“That reminds me,” said Evie, turning to
address Shayla. “An agent friend of mine saw your pictures and
would like some more test shots and an interview … How about we
schedule a meeting for directly after we get Cruz settled in?”

“OK,” agreed Shayla, looking a little
nervous. “An interview?”

“He’s booking runway girls for the Paris
shows and he’ll need to see your walk,” said Evie.

Shayla swallowed hard. “My walk?”

“Yes silly!” Cruz interjected, “Like I showed
you!” Cruz had been trying to teach Shayla the classic runway strut
but she was still having trouble with the heels. If she could only
wear flip-flops on the catwalk she’d be fine.

Shayla looked across the table at me, fear in
her eyes.

“Will you go with me?” she pleaded.

“Sure,” I nodded.

Ethan sat quietly, and when we finally got up
to leave he couldn’t get out the door fast enough. Evie kept us
waiting a few minutes while she spoke with Omar, giggling
coquettishly and touching her hair. He pressed his card into her
hand and kissed it again, clearly enraptured with her. When she met
our group out by the limousine I was surprised to see Evie looking
a little flushed.

She regained her composure as we pulled away,
finalizing plans with Cruz and pumping Megan for details about Mr.
Samadi. We pulled up to the high school parking lot and
stopped.

Evie turned to address Ethan, “It was lovely
seeing you again, and if you’ll indulge me, I’d like to take Marina
home myself. We have some important business to discuss.”

She shot me a meaningful look. I’d known this
day was coming, and it was what I’d been dreading—it was the thing
that kept waking me up at night. It was time for my first meeting
with the hybrid council.

“I’m sure it can wait,” Ethan said, his dark
blue eyes blazing at her.

“No, I’m afraid it’s very urgent,”
Evie returned his gaze, a challenge in her icy blue ones.

I looked at the two of them locked in combat
and wanted to scream. I knew they both had my best interests at
heart, but I couldn’t help and wonder if each of them simply wanted
to control me for their own reasons. Cruz and Megan exchanged a
nervous glance and said their goodbyes, taking Shayla with them as
they beat a hasty retreat.

Evie turned to me, “I’m leaving town for a
week tomorrow morning, and I’m afraid we can’t do this over the
phone.”

I nodded. “Give us a minute.” I took Ethan’s
hand and climbed out of the limo, walking him over to his truck and
giving him a big hug. “I think I should hear what she has to say. I
need to find out what’s going on.”

He looked glumly across the lot at Boris
standing by the giant limo, watching over us.

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I know.”

“I’ll come see you first thing tomorrow at
the farmer’s market … okay?”

He nodded and looked down at me. I stretched
up to kiss him.

“It’ll all be over soon,” I said, even though
I didn’t really believe it.

~

I dragged my feet back towards Evie, feeling
the laces of my mental corset cinching back in, constricting more
tightly with each exhale. Once again, I felt like it was almost
impossible to breathe.


Chapter Two

SUMMONED

 


~

 


“I suppose I should have been ready for
this,” I lamented, trying unsuccessfully to keep the shake out of
my voice.

Evie outlined the plans that had already been
made for me, and the reality of the situation came crashing down on
me all at once. I was scheduled to be in Paris in two weeks, and it
wouldn’t be a pleasure trip. A council meeting had been arranged,
and I’d been summoned to meet with the association of half-mermaid
hybrids.

I knew I’d be forced to join this exclusive
little group once I came of age, but because of my exposure and the
kidnapping that followed, my indoctrination had been scheduled a
little early. No doubt they wanted to get a good long look at
me.

“I’m sorry sweetheart,” Evie said, scooting
closer and putting her arm around my shoulders. “They wouldn’t
agree to wait any longer. We’ll tell Abby and your father that
we’ll be attending the Paris shows together.”

“Good cover story,” I said numbly. Everyone
knew that Evie was a fixture at Paris fashion week.

“Thank heavens I was able to choose the
location,” Evie said. “At least I know we’ll have some decent
accommodations. I’ve gone ahead booked my favorite suite at the
Ritz. ”

I sighed with resignation. “What do you think
they’ll want to know?”

Evie pursed her lips. “I’ve denied everything
Peter said before his … accident, but I don’t think they’re buying
it. I’m afraid the rumors are flying. They are all women,
after all, and we girls do love our gossip.”

“What exactly did Peter say about me?” I
asked, alarmed.

“I don’t know everything,” Evie said grimly.
“He was allowed to place some calls to plead his case before …uh,
as we were waiting for the association to arrive. I do know
what he told one member, and we can start by refuting that.” Her
eyes met mine as she added, “I don’t know who else he might have
contacted.”

My heart sank, for he had no doubt verified
some shocking tabloid rumors. Evie’s security team had taken Peter
into custody in order to bring him before the council, because as
the son of a recently deceased hybrid, Peter was one of theirs, and
the association policed itself. Before they could pass judgment and
punish him someone beat them to it. A false suicide had been staged
to eliminate him, along with all of the incriminating evidence.

Everything, that is, except for me.

Now I had to deal with the possibility of
Peter’s murderers coming for me combined with the grilling I was
scheduled to receive from the council of hybrid muses. It was
almost too much to take in all at once. I dropped my head into my
hands as Evie rubbed my back soothingly.

“Everything will be alright,” she reassured
me. “We simply need to come up with a story and stick to it. I have
many dear friends on the council, and I’m positive that they’ll
side with us.”

The council suspected that I was different
from the rest of them, and they were right. Peter had watched me
and discovered my ability to communicate with mermaids in the hopes
of using it to capture more of them and I wondered how much he’d
said. As far as Evie and I knew, I was the only one capable of
speaking the mermaid’s strange language.

Evie straightened her spine and smoothed her
skirt. “Have you seen anything out of the ordinary in the past few
weeks? Anything suspicious at all?”

I shook my head no.

She went on, a model of efficiency as usual,
“I had Boris sweep your house and car for bugs while we were at
dinner. He found nothing.” I sighed, feeling a strange mixture of
annoyance and relief.

“Evie?” I raised my head, casting a
suspicious eye at her. “Why did you choose that
restaurant?”

She smiled placidly. “Oh honey, I really did
want to see Megan sing again … and isn’t everything else all water
under the bridge by now?”

So she did know, I thought. “For me it
is.” I sighed, and decided to give her the benefit of the doubt.
“So, what was all of that with Omar?” I asked, cocking a brow at
her.

“Marina, darling.” She tossed her head and
smoothed her platinum blonde hair, “I may not be immortal … but I’m
not dead yet!”

Evie and I talked for a while, going over
some of the possible questions and coming up with a story. When the
car finally dropped me off at Abby’s cozy little house I was
surprised to see the lights still on and Megan’s car in the
driveway next to my Range Rover. I kissed Evie goodbye, waved to
Boris, and headed for the door, feeling like Cinderella staggering
home after the ball.

“What was that all about?” Cruz asked
anxiously, jumping up to greet me at the door. Megan sat up with a
worried look.

“Nothing.” I flopped down on the couch,
unstrapping my shoes. “My feet are killing me.”

“What did Evie want?” Cruz persisted.

I thought about our cover story. “She’s
taking me to Paris for the collections.”

“Paris!” Cruz cried, stricken. “But that’s in
two weeks!”

“Yeah … and?”

“I can’t go!” he whined, plunking down next
to Megan. “That’s the week I present my portfolio to design school.
And you’ll miss my birthday too.”

“Sorry,” I replied, too wrung out to bother
trying to soothe him.

“I thought you couldn’t leave Ethan,” Cruz
said petulantly.

“She made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” I
replied. Unfortunately, it was the truth.

“We’re sorry about springing the restaurant
on you guys,” Megan added, elbowing Cruz in the ribs. “He feels bad
too.”

“Yes,” Cruz said grudgingly. “But it’s really
kind of Megan’s place now that she works there. I don’t see why
Ethan should be all upset.”

“Just drop it please,” I said wearily. I
couldn’t take any more conflict.

Cruz couldn’t stop defending Evie, “I’m sure
she didn’t mean anything by it,”

“Surely Evie must have known that it would be
uncomfortable for them,” Megan said, tilting her head at Cruz.

“I don’t believe it for a minute,” he
sniffed, “And stop calling me Shirley!”

I smiled tiredly and stood up to stretch, “I
need to get some sleep, I’ll see you guys later.”

“Me too,” said Megan, rising to leave. “Oh,
and Bill wanted me to tell you he wants a couple more paintings for
the coffee shop.”

“OK,” I said, walking her to the door. “I’ll
take care of it.”

I slumped down the hall to my room and
changed, falling boneless and weak onto my bed. I looked around at
all the paintings strewn about the tiny space, thinking about which
ones I should take to Bill. They reminded me of the sea, and how
wild and powerful I felt when I was immersed in it. Whatever
happened to that side of me? I was feeling defeated, and realized
that by giving into my fear I was letting Peter and his shadowy
masters win.

Muse. Music. Museum. The words kept running
through my mind along with their greater meaning. My natural
tendency to be aloof was enhanced—I was more unwilling to be around
people than ever before, watching everyone around me anxiously for
signs that I was somehow affecting their behavior.

I remembered Evie saying that information
leaves a film, and now I knew what she meant. Knowing about my
abilities was like a veil that colored everything I saw; I could
never look at anybody the same way again, and it felt like a curse
to me.

I thought about how Evie used in her power.
She was at peace with herself, and with the skill that she wielded
so deftly. She actively sought out worthy people to champion and
savored their success. She’d also ruthlessly used her formidable
abilities to amass wealth, marrying progressively richer men until
she was insulated from the unpleasantness of the everyday world,
and powerful enough to make dreams come true.

I could never be like Evie. I struggled with
the reason for my existence, looking for some kind of sign as to
what my greater purpose could be. Why was I so different from all
the others? None of the other muses had the ability to transform
into a mermaid, or even understand their language. I could talk to
them and sea creatures as well, and it had to mean something. My
situation was surreal, and I had to laugh at myself, realizing that
seventeen was probably young for an existential crisis.

Ethan’s presence was like a firm hand on my
back, guiding me toward the routines of day-to-day life, and I’d be
lost without him. He calmed me down, and kept me from my obsessive
worrying. When we could be together every day and every night I
knew that my life would start to make sense, and I’d eventually
find all the answers I was looking for. He made everything seem so
clear and simple that I knew we were meant to be together
forever.

But Ethan was impatient, and ready to get on
with our married life. We quickly discovered that it would be
impossible without the consent of my guardian, who for now was my
Aunt Abby. Despite the fact that she’d surprised us all by suddenly
eloping with Ethan’s dad, I knew she’d be shocked at our plans.
Abby and Dutch had obvious reasons to rush into things, but no one
would understand or know why I wanted to marry Ethan so soon.

Then there was my dad to consider. Abby would
never give her permission without informing my father, and he’d be
even more shocked than her about it. He’d say I was being
impulsive, and that I was too young to know what I wanted. Dad
hadn’t even met Ethan, and he would never understand what the big
rush was.

We still had finals week to get through, and
college to think about in the fall. I’d signed up for a few
classes, uncertain as to what exactly I should study besides art.
Ethan would be attending on a full-ride scholarship, and he knew
exactly what courses he needed—as well as exactly how long it would
take to graduate.

So for now, Ethan and I kept our plans to
ourselves, and tried to be patient. I wouldn’t be eighteen until
January, and once I was, no one would have any say in our plans but
us. Those eight months stretched out before us like an
eternity.

The next morning I woke at dawn, eager to get
to Ethan. I wanted to tell him about the meeting with the council,
and what we planned to say. I needed reassurance that everything
was going to be okay. I dressed in a hurry and found Abby in the
kitchen, reading the paper and sipping a cup of herbal tea.

“Good morning honey! How was the prom?”

“Better than I expected. How are you feeling
this morning?”

Abby smiled as she stroked her pregnant
belly. “I’m good, just a little more tired than usual. I’m sorry I
didn’t stay up to see you get in, Cruz told me that Evie came by to
take you all out. That was sure nice of her.”

“Yeah … nice,” I said. I hoped Ethan was over
it by now.

“Do you want to go with me to the farmer’s
market?” Abby asked.

“I was just on my way there.”

She rose to go and get ready, pressing her
hand on the small of her back. I offered to drive, and when we got
to the market we went our separate ways, agreeing to meet up later.
I went straight to Ethan’s booth, disappointed to see his friend
Long standing there with him.

Long was the grandson of Lue Khang, Ethan’s
employer and my confidant. Lue thought I was good luck but his
grandson didn’t see things that way at all. Long viewed me with
suspicion and fear, believing that I was using supernatural powers
to manipulate and control Ethan. Little did he know, somewhere deep
down inside, I was afraid of the same thing.

I slowed my pace and approached them
cautiously. They were engrossed in an intense conversation and
didn’t notice me until I came right up to them. When they looked up
at me both of their faces were serious, unhappy, and clouded over
with anger.

“What happened?” I asked, looking back and
forth between them, suddenly alarmed.

“Come here,” Ethan said, walking to the back
of his stand to meet me with open arms. He wrapped himself around
me, clinging to me tightly. He seemed even more in need of a hug
than I was.

“I gotta go,” said Long. He hurried away,
taking care to avoid me.

“No pun intended, but why the long face?” I
asked, pulling back to look up into Ethan’s eyes.

“We just got some really bad news. There’s a
problem with Lue’s land,” he said unhappily, “Apparently the
government is seizing it and there’s nothing we can do about
it.”

“What?” I was confused, “I thought he owned
it.”

“He does,” Ethan said angrily. “But we just
found out that they can still take it from him. They just have to
say it’s for the public good. If they prove it’ll be put to a
better use they can force him to sell it to someone else.”

“But that’s crazy!” I exclaimed, “What better
use?”

“There’s a developer that has plans for a
seaside resort and golf course.” He snorted bitterly. “They call it
‘eminent domain’. Apparently our congressman wants the tax dollars
it’ll bring in.”

“Your land too?” I asked, horrified. It was
everything he’d been working so hard for. It was his future—our
future. I had seen his house…

“Everything,” he said with a sorrowful shake
of his head, “Including the fields on either side of Lue’s.”

I stood rooted to the spot, stunned, as he
turned to help a customer. Ethan’s land meant everything to him—it
was his stake in the ground, something permanent in a world where
the rug could be pulled out from under you at any minute. I thought
about the injustice of it and started to feel a familiar flicker of
anger welling up inside of me. I began pacing back and forth. When
Ethan returned I looked at him with blazing eyes.

“They can’t do this!” I seethed, “We have to
fight them!”

Ethan looked dejected, shaking his head
mournfully. “Lue already talked to a lawyer. We can’t afford to
fight the government and the developer … They got a lot of power,
and even more money.”

“Evie has lots of lawyers—she can help us!” I
suddenly had a newfound appreciation of Evie’s deep pockets, and
the way her money could be used for a good cause.

Ethan looked at me reproachfully. “Even Evie
can’t fix everything. This is the government we’re talking about,”
he said glumly, with a stubborn set to his jaw. “Besides, I don’t
want to owe Evie anything. I won’t start our lives out that
way.”

“But—”

He came closer and inspected my face, “What
did she have to say last night?”

I had forgotten about my problems for a
minute, and I looked down. I didn’t want to burden him with any
more troubles.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his voice tense.

“I have to meet with them in two weeks,” I
said quietly.

“Where?” he asked. He knew exactly who I was
talking about.

“Paris.” I looked up to meet his worried
eyes. “We’re going to say Evie’s taking me for the fashion
shows.”

Ethan exhaled loudly, taking me in his arms
again. “Paris! Why Paris?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Evie arranged it.
It’s better than having them come around here.”

“I suppose. How long will you be gone?”

“A few days … she said it would be a week at
the most.”

“What’s gonna happen there?” Ethan asked,
pressing his forehead to mine.

“Aunt Evie says they’ll only ask me some
questions ... We worked out what to say—it’ll be okay.”

When another customer arrived we broke apart
reluctantly. I watched as Ethan patiently listened and gave a man
advice about how to prune fruit trees. Both of our worlds had just
been turned upside down, and yet, he was as constant and steady as
ever. The unfairness of the situation was staggering, and I had the
strangest sensation that it was somehow my fault.

I took a seat in the back of the booth and
quietly observed Ethan as he worked, my heart swelling with love. I
could see his gentleness and grace, his persistence, and the
protective way he kept looking back to check on me.

“What?” he asked, when he glanced over to
meet my gaze.

“Nevermind,” I said, getting up to give him a
quick peck on the lips, “I’m going to go check on Lue.”

I walked around the back of the farm stands
until I came across Lue Khang, sitting alone, staring pensively
into his teacup.

“Hey Lue,” I said softly, announcing my
presence.

He smiled weakly. “Hello water girl.”

“Ethan just told me the news. I can’t believe
it,” I said sympathetically, biting my lip.

There was pain in his eyes when they met
mine. “How can this happen?” He shook his head sadly. “This is
America … People are free in America…”

I slipped into a seat next to him. “Exactly
what did they tell you?”

“Congressman Hill won’t meet me, and a lawyer
says there’s nothing to do.”

“We have to fight them,” I said
defiantly.

Lue looked defeated, and his hooded eyes were
clouded with sorrow. “My fighting days are over.”

“It’s not right,” I said indignantly, feeling
my anger strengthen, rising up like the tide. “There has to be a
way to stop them.”

“It is my fate.” He shrugged with
resignation, suddenly looking as old and tired as a worn out
shoe.

Now I was seething. Lue had given up
everything for this country, fighting in the hills of Laos for
American interests in a secret war that ended decades ago. He’d
suffered unimaginable hardships to emigrate here, and to reunite
his family. Despite everything he’d endured, I’d never seen Lue
without a twinkle in his eye.

“It’s not possible—it can’t be,” I said
vehemently, my voice harsh. I’d seen the future, and Ethan’s house
standing on that piece of land. It was Ethan’s land. It was his
destiny.

I jumped to my feet, lips tight, fists
clenched.

“Marina,” Lue’s sad eyes looked up at me with
a warning, “Don’t give in to anger. Anger is poisonous.”

“Not when the cause is just,” I spat out
bitterly, thinking about how anger gave me the strength to overcome
Peter. “Sometimes it gives us the will to change things.”

“Ah,” he observed, “But it is a fire that can
consume even the vessel that holds it.”

“Don’t worry about me.” I patted him on his
hand, “I can handle it.”

I went back to Ethan’s stand to find Abby
engrossed in conversation with Ethan, her hands on her hips.
Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who was angry.

I kissed Ethan goodbye and drove Abby home.
She was fuming, seeing the government’s plans to seize Lue Khang’s
land as a personal assault on all that she held dear. The farmer’s
market was Abby’s favorite place, and she loved visiting all the
local organic farmers, many of whom were her friends. She wasn’t
about to take the news lying down. By the time we got home there
were big plans in the works. We were going to stage a protest.

“What if we made it a fund-raiser?” I asked
her, “For Lue Khang’s legal defense?”

Abby smiled brightly and I could see the
wheels turning, “Yes! We can have entertainment… and speakers, and
food stands.”

“Megan could sing!” I added.

“We could get the local news to send a
reporter … When people find out what’s going on they’ll be shocked!
Maybe Congressman Hill will pull his support for the project if the
public turns against him.”

Abby and I spent the rest of the afternoon
coming up with names of community leaders we’d could try to recruit
to speak at our rally. By the time Ethan and Dutch showed up for
dinner, the date was set and some phone calls had already been
made. We’d have the event a week after school got out, the day
before I had to leave for Paris, which would give us two weeks to
get the word out and organize.

Dutch and Ethan took over the kitchen duties
while Abby and I made to-do lists. She was on fire, full of
creative energy and enthusiasm. By the time we sat down to eat she
had turned her attention to where we should hold the event.

“What about the park?” asked Cruz. “You could
fit a lot of people out there.”

Abby’s brow furrowed. “We might not be able
to get a permit for that.”

“The Congressman would probably make sure of
that!” I scowled.

“What about Lue’s farm?” I asked, “There’s
plenty of parking, and people could see what they’ve come to help
defend.”

Abby smiled broadly, and it was a plan.

Ethan was touched that we were all getting
involved, and his outlook grew a little less gloomy. “I’ll check
with Lue tomorrow,” he promised. We finished dinner, and everyone
began brainstorming different ways to get publicity for the
event.

Finals week was going to keep us on our toes,
and I could see that Ethan was tired, worn out from a long day at
work. He also needed to study, so I took him firmly by the hand and
led him out the door. He wanted to stay, but I insisted.

“I’m fine,” I told him, “You get some rest.”
He’d been working after school every day lately, and I was worried
about him. All he’d been doing was working and watching over me,
and as I slowly came out of my funk I realized just how hard he was
driving himself. He hardly ever went surfing anymore, and I knew it
was all my fault.

Before he got in the truck he embraced me.
“Did it occur to you that you were, uhm … inspiring Abby?”
he asked.

It had, but it was starting to bother me less
and less. Abby wanted our plan to succeed as much as I did, and I
didn’t care if I had an unfair advantage. I’d do whatever it took
to protect Ethan—the situation with the land simply exposed my
mercenary streak. I began to understand the way Evie operated a
little better.

“If I’m encouraging her, good,” I said
defiantly. “That land is rightfully Lue’s, and after you pay him
off, you’re going to build a beautiful house and an amazing nursery
on it.”

Ethan chuckled. “I’ll make sure it’s a big
house.”

“We don’t need a big house,” I said.

“Tell that to our six kids,” he grinned at
me. “And besides … I’ll have to build a giant closet for all your
shoes.”

I stretched up to kiss the smile off his
face. “Good luck with your finals.”

“I’m already the luckiest guy in the
world.”

I kissed him again, hoping that he was right
about that.


Chapter Three

ANGER

 


~

 


“It’s a bitchin’ gallery, and Susan’s a
really cool lady. She’s totally into your paintings,” said Bill as
he handed me the business card.

I’d stopped by his coffee shop after school
and joined him for an espresso after refilling his wall with my
colorful wave paintings.

“Thanks,” I said, slipping it into my purse.
“I’ll be sure to give her a call.”

“She wanted to know if you made any bigger
ones. She says she has clients looking for super big art,” he
gestured with his arms wide.

“I used work on a larger scale,” I replied,
thinking about how cramped I was in my tiny bedroom. “But I need to
find some studio space first.”

“Really?” He looked surprised. “There’s a
loft right above us I’ve been trying to rent… wanna see it?”

“Sure.” I followed his faded jean jacket and
bouncing gray ponytail out the door and down a narrow alley to the
back of the old brick building. A wrought iron fire escape
stretched up to the second floor where a small “for rent” sign hung
in the window. He wasn’t asking much, and I expected even less. The
stairs rattled in protest as we climbed them to a small door that
turned out to be unlocked.

“Those dang kids!” Bill complained as he
entered. “They skipped out on the last month’s rent and left me
with a mess to boot!”

I followed him
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