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      Two days after the storm, the sun finally decided to shine down on Mettleshire for the first time.

      Well, the first time since I arrived about a month ago.

      Though I’d seen plenty of sunny days before in my life, this one took me off guard. It was crazy how easily one could get used to the gloom when it was the only option.

      “I think we should have a picnic,” Sophia said, grinning at me from across the room. She was still in her pajamas, her short hair a mess of dark tangles around her cheerful face.

      I snorted, glancing over my shoulder from where I stood at the window of our dorm room. “A picnic?”

      “Sure. Why not? We have to take advantage of this sunshine somehow.”

      “Is it really that rare?” I asked.

      Sophia shrugged. “Sometimes we get lucky, but, yeah… it’s mostly clouds and mist in this country. Is it sunny where you’re from?”

      “Maine gets more sunshine than England, but it’s not exactly tropical,” I replied, moving to dig a pair of boots out of my closet. It was bright outside but hardly warm.

      “Do you miss—” Sophia’s question was cut off by a sharp knock on the door.

      We locked eyes, frowning because neither one of us was expecting any visitors that morning. After the storm that almost washed away the entire town of Mettleshire and nearly killed Kai, I hadn’t seen many other people. Classes were postponed while they finished repairing the damaged power lines. During the brief break, I was either with Laurel and the other sirens or pretending to be a normal human girl with my roommate Sophia.

      While I laced up my boots, Sophia slid off her bed and padded over to the door to answer it as another series of three crisp knocks echoed through the door.

      “Oh. Um, hello?”

      My back was to the hallway, so I didn’t see what caused Sophia to react with such apparent bafflement, but it wasn’t the surprise in her tone that caused me to whirl around.

      It was the nauseating lurch in my gut, the goosebumps on my forearms, and the sudden desire to break something in half.

      Kai was standing in the doorway, staring straight at me with a cool, emerald gaze. Sophia gaped, her eyes darting between the two of us as a long beat of silence filled the room.

      The last time I saw him, he was stalking away from me, wet clothes clinging to his body as the rain began to let up and the ocean calmed down to a peaceful whisper. He didn’t spare a last glance toward me, despite the fact that I’d just saved his life at least twice. Mostly because I was naked, having transformed from my siren form into my human form with nothing but Mira’s raincoat to cover me, but I also knew that it had something to do with his natural hatred for sirens.

      That part of him went bone deep.

      Finally, Kai spoke.

      “Can we talk?” he asked. His tone was lighter, more conversational than I was used to hearing it. Usually, our interactions ended with some form or another of violence, but it didn’t seem like Kai showed up at my dorm to start trouble.

      Sophia raised her eyebrows and backed away from the threshold, watching this confusing exchange with wide eyes.

      I cleared my throat. “Um, okay.”

      Without another word, Kai turned on his heel and walked down the hallway. I rolled my eyes at his behavior, then cast one last glance at Sophia before following after him.

      He was several paces ahead of me, broad shoulders so straight that he appeared somewhat regal as he walked away from me.

      “Hey, slow down,” I called out. “Not all of us are over six feet tall.”

      With a quiet sigh, Kai paused in the middle of the hall, but he didn’t turn around. When I caught up to him, he shot me a glance.

      “I use the metric system,” he said.

      “What?”

      “The metric system? I don’t know what ‘six feet’ means.”

      “Oh, right,” I nodded. “It’s just… quite tall.”

      He looked like he wanted to crack a smile but then appeared to think better of it and instead deepened his trademark scowl. As he began walking again, however, he kept a pace that was easier for me to keep up with. The dorms were empty, most of the students having escaped into the fresh air the moment that the sunrise arrived without a cloud in the sky.

      We ended up in a small alcove at the end of the hall. A large window stretched from floor to ceiling, revealing the golden morning. This side of the building faced the village; the cliffs and the sea beyond them were out of view.

      Kai perched on the curved window seat. There was enough room for me to sit down without getting uncomfortably close to him, but I chose to remain standing. Despite the fact that I saved his life, I still felt the mystical repulsion that lingered between us, born from centuries of our two species warring with one another.

      Or so the story goes.

      Kai was taking his sweet time breaking the silence, so I said the first thing that popped into my mind. “Lovely weather we’re having.”

      His gaze locked with mine. His expression told me that he found my comment annoying, but he wasn’t openly glaring at me.

      “You weren’t supposed to do that,” Kai grumbled.

      I furrowed my brow. “What? Comment on the weather?”

      He pursed his lips at me. “No. You weren’t supposed to save my life.”

      “Okay… You’re welcome, I guess.”

      Kai shook his head and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. I awkwardly shuffled my feet. Was I supposed to apologize? I assumed that saving someone from drowning was generally a good thing to do, regardless of it they were your mortal enemy or not.

      Apparently, he didn’t feel the need to thank me.

      “The sirens aren’t going to be happy,” Kai replied as if that explained everything perfectly.

      “I thought hunters and sirens weren’t supposed to kill each other anymore,” I said. “So why would it be a bad thing that I didn’t let you die?”

      A flicker of darkness appeared in his gaze, but it wasn’t the blackness that seeped outwards from the iris whenever his true hunter form took over. Rather, it was metaphorical darkness, one that hinted at something deep within that was troubling him.

      Was I the cause of it?

      “Technically, yes,” responded Kai with a slow exhale. “We don’t kill sirens, and sirens don’t kill us, but the dark ones don’t count in that arrangement. They don’t follow those rules, and they kill whenever they want, so we respond in kind.”

      I nodded. I already knew that from the details that I’d managed to squeeze out of Laurel, who was the unofficial leader of Hollowell University’s small troop—or rather, pod—of sirens. She was difficult to get along with more often than not, but she’d also proven herself to be a reasonably reliable friend.

      Maybe friend was too strong of a term, but at least we weren’t enemies.

      Kai shifted and then continued speaking. “But that doesn’t mean that sirens are supposed to save a hunter’s life. Or vice versa. I understand that you’re new to your kind’s version of society, but the old families won’t be impressed when they learn you didn’t let the dark ones claim me that night.”

      I expected him to betray at least a flutter of fear. Personally, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he was dragged down into the depths of the sea by the inky tendrils of watery smoke that signaled the presence of dark ones.

      I wanted to set the record straight. It felt important for me to tell Kai that I didn’t save his life out of the goodness of my heart. Letting the man who stalked me, attacked me, and threatened me die would’ve been easier than I’d like to admit. The real reason I saved him was because I didn’t want the dark ones to win. I didn’t know if their killing a solas like Kai would give them more power than killing a regular human, but I wasn’t willing to find out.

      Because Kai wasn’t just any siren hunter. According to legend—and Laurel’s fractured storytelling—Kai was descended from a line of magical beings called solas. I’d yet to learn all of the details about their abilities, but I knew that they could sense sirens the same way that we could sense them. Also, his eyes turned black when he got particularly violent.

      Oh, and his fingernails sharpened into silver, dagger-like points. I felt their jagged bite before when Kai wrongfully assumed I was the one drowning the innocent citizens of Mettleshire. The cuts were still healing.

      Despite all of that, I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t relieved that Kai was still alive. After everything I’d been through, I found it difficult to wish death upon anyone. Plus, if his mysterious family of hunters was as intense as Laurel claimed, I wasn’t interested in being the victim of their revenge.

      “I don’t give a damn if a bunch of sirens disapprove of my actions,” I snapped. “They knew I was abandoned on a beach eighteen years ago, and they left me to fend for myself. Whatever assumptions you’ve decided to make, you should know that I don’t exactly feel a sense of fondness for the sirens.”

      Much to my surprise, Kai smirked. “Well, isn’t someone a rebel? I bet they’ll straighten you out eventually.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Kai chose not to respond. I was confused. He showed up at my dorm unannounced to chastise me for saving his life. There had to be some other reason that he went out of his way to speak with me.

      I decided to ask him the question I’d been wondering about for two days. Sitting down on the other end of the window seat, I ignored Kai’s subtle flinch at my increased proximity. A wave of irritability that could’ve been attributed to hormonal moodiness if I didn’t know any better washed over me.

      The universe really wanted me and Kai to hate each other.

      “What happened in the water, Kai?” I asked. “With the dark ones? I thought you were supposed to be an almighty solas, but it was like you were completely helpless.”

      Even though my words were harsh, I kept my voice politely curious. I wasn’t trying to insult him or question his strength.

      Miraculously, Kai understood that I wasn’t judging him. He sat up straight and idly cracked his knuckles. As he did so, I noticed a tattoo on his wrist that I’d never seen before. It was a series of five tiny stars lined up vertically on the inside of his left forearm near his hand. I didn’t tear my gaze away from the tattoo until he spoke.

      “People like me can resist a siren’s song,” he explained. “Someone like you couldn’t manipulate me. I would hear the singing, but I wouldn’t be controlled by it. I’m assuming that’s what it’s like for you, too, as a siren yourself.”

      I nodded in confirmation.

      “I don’t know the mechanics of it, but I’m assuming it has something to do with the ways our species have been tied together since the beginning of time,” Kai shrugged. If any students happened to overhear our conversation, they’d probably think we were both nuts. Either that or they would assume we were rehearsing for an acting class. “The problem is that I’m not so immune to the call of the dark ones. The more powerful they are—the more victims they’ve claimed—the easier it is for me to be controlled by them. I’m not quite as useless as a human, but it’s not pleasant.”

      “I see,” I responded. I didn’t know what else to say, but his explanation made sense. When Kai dove into the ocean to come after me—still convinced that I was the one causing the storm and summoning victims to the sea—we fought intensely until I managed to shove him off me. He was strong underwater, even without a tail and fins, so when he was grabbed by the dark ones, the weakness that overtook his limbs confused me.

      There was a small issue. Kai didn’t know the truth about me.

      He didn’t know that I’d killed before.

      It was an accident, a misunderstanding that ended in tragedy when I was back at the orphanage and still discovering the extent of my abilities. The fisherman who wandered outside to the call of my voice didn’t know what he was doing, but he took one step too far and leaned against a rickety railing that couldn’t hold his weight.

      His crumpled body, crushed and bloody against the stones of the rocky coast of Maine, haunted my nightmares. Literally.

      No one knew that I was a killer. It was a dangerous secret, but one that I had to keep now that I understood the implications. When sirens killed men, when they lured them into the ocean and drowned them, it twisted them.

      It made them darker.

      So, technically, I was one of the dark ones that Kai was permitted to kill without repercussions. Laurel’s explanation hinted that I’d have to kill several more men, perhaps even dozens, to get even a taste of true dark siren power, but I was well on my way with one murder under my belt. It wasn’t something that I was proud of, obviously.

      Kai was quiet. I glanced out the window, where the blissfully naive students of Hollowell were sprawled out on the grass enjoying the chilly sunshine.

      “Is that it?” I asked him. “You came knocking on my door just to tell me that I should’ve let you die?”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “No. I wanted to talk to you so that I can make it clear that, just because you… protected me… doesn’t mean that I’m going to ease up. I was sent here to keep an eye on a pod of young sirens, and I won’t be deterred from that just because you showed me a single act of mercy.”

      It took every ounce of willpower within me to not stare at him with my mouth agape. The audacity. Not only was he rude, but he was ungrateful, unpleasant, and unbearably pompous.

      With a grunt, I stood up and turned to leave. “Fine. Likewise.”

      “Likewise?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “Yeah,” I nodded, fixing him with an icy stare. “Next time your life is in danger, I’ll watch you die happily, knowing it’s exactly what you would’ve wanted me to do.”

      I didn’t wait for his reaction. With my head held high, I marched away from him. Every step I took put me further and further away from him, calming me down as the urge to throttle him drifted away.

      When I stepped back inside my dorm, Sophia was dressed. She shot me a playful smirk. I could tell that she was trying to be respectful and not pry about the nonsense that she just witnessed, but that it was taking a lot of effort. I tried to think of an explanation that would appease her, one that was as close to the truth as possible so that she would stop acting as if a gentleman caller just arrived to ask for my hand in courtship.

      I came up blank.

      So, instead, I asked, “How about that picnic?”

      Sophia grinned and nodded, but that was the end of her self-restraint.

      “Kai Sinclair, huh? He’s a second-year.”

      I shrugged. “Yes… and?”

      “Come on, Cass,” giggled Sophia, linking her arm with mine as we left the room together. “He’s the fittest guy at school.”

      “Fittest?”

      “British for hottest.”

      “Oh… is he? I hadn’t noticed,” I sniffed. It was a bad lie. It was impossible to ignore Kai’s handsomeness, but his violent tendencies overshadowed it on a regular basis.

      “Yeah, right,” laughed Sophia. “He could be a model. Even in America.”

      I sighed. “I’m not interested in him, Sophia. It’s not like that. He’s just… in need of a math tutor.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were good at math, Cass.”

      I wasn’t. “Well, I’m better at it than he is. That’s why he stopped by; he wanted to coordinate our meeting times.”

      Sophia chewed her lip, hiding the full extent of her smirk. She clearly didn’t believe me, but she’d surmised that there was no point in questioning me any further.

      As we exited the building and the warm sunlight touched my skin, I couldn’t stop myself from glancing around for Kai. It wasn’t a mystery to me how he found out where I lived. His hunter instincts led him right to my door. I wondered why it didn’t go both ways. If Kai was capable of sniffing me out from a considerable distance, why couldn’t I do the same? I couldn’t only feel him when he was within a few yards of me.

      Regardless, as Sophia and I made our way to the village to purchase a bundle of picnic-appropriate snacks, Kai was nowhere in sight. Neither were the other sirens. At that moment, it was a comforting realization.

      For the first time in days, I felt like a regular eighteen-year-old. I wasn’t a siren, nor was I murderer or a fledgling dark one. In Sophia’s eyes, I was just another university student.

      I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that the dark ones who came after me were gone forever. Something darker was brewing on the horizon, but for now, I was willing to pretend that everything was fine.
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      Eventually, the damage caused by the storm was reversed, and we were tossed back into the throes of academia. As the semester continued, it became more evident how competitive Hollowell University was. It was nothing like the American colleges that, in another life, I might have chosen to attend. There were no raging house parties, careless professors, or skating by in classes doing the bare minimum.

      Though I’d done well in school growing up, I never considered myself an intellectual. School was simple and pleasant enough, but I always preferred to be in the ocean.

      Still, I welcomed the distraction of looming midterms. The bloody nightmares didn’t return, nor did the creeping hisses from the dark ones, but there were plenty of other things on my mind.

      For example, I hadn’t forgotten that the entire reason the dark ones started causing trouble in Mettleshire was to draw me out to them because they were convinced that I had the serenity stone.

      Up until a week ago, Laurel and the other sirens also believed that I had it, but I was able to convince her that there was no magical rock in my possession.

      The misunderstanding made sense, though. Apparently, my mother, Serena Underwood, was the last siren known to have the serenity stone, somehow recovering it after a century of being lost to the seas. After she inexplicably swam across the Atlantic and dropped me off on the frigid shores of Fallow Bay, Maine, she disappeared without a trace. Naturally, everyone assumed that she left the serenity stone with me, but I’d never seen such an object before in my life.

      Wherever she went, whether she was dead or alive or somewhere in between, the stone was likely with her. The dark ones should’ve been trying to locate what remained of Serena, rather than bothering me about things that I didn’t understand.

      Of course, it was best if the serenity stone stayed out of the dark ones’ possession. Laurel told me that it gave a siren the ability to control the ocean. You could wreak havoc on earth, change the tides, and likely change the entire geography of the planet.

      Personally, I hoped the thing stayed hidden forever. The ocean was powerful enough on her own, and she answered only to the moon. If she answered to a less omniscient being, whether she was dark or light, that could only spell chaos. Humans and humanlike beings were fickle and reckless; that kind of power needed to be kept out of their hands.

      I sighed and dropped my pen onto the table. I was supposed to be reading my sociology textbook, but I couldn’t focus. The distraction of my scholastic responsibilities was only so strong, and at the moment, it wasn’t enough to draw my attention away from the haze of mystery that clouded my thoughts.

      There were so many unanswered questions.

      When I glanced up from the library table, I noticed a tall, lithe figure walking by.

      Kai narrowed his eyes as he approached, his muscular arms cradling half a dozen books. Idly, I realized that I had no idea what he was studying. What did a ferocious hunter with an ancient vendetta against an entire species choose to study in college? Classics? History?

      Our gazes caught. He didn’t look away, holding my eyes as he came within speaking distance.

      I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Keeping an eye on me, Sinclair?”

      “I’m here to study,” he grumbled quietly. “The world doesn’t revolve around you, princess.”

      Princess. From the first moment we met, when he saved me from getting plowed over by a taxi outside the train station, he chose that nickname for me. I didn’t understand why, but I doubted he would elaborate if I asked.

      Before I could formulate a retort, Kai was already several steps past my table in the library and was on his way upstairs. However, just for good measure, I pretended to shoot an imaginary dagger into his back as he retreated.

      As I turned back to my textbook, I was instantly faced with another intruder.

      This one, however, had a much friendlier face.

      “Hi, Cass.”

      “Hey, Mira,” I said with a sigh, offering her a timid smile. “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” she shrugged with a twinkling grin. “I just saw you from across the room and thought I would check on you.”

      “Check on me?” I asked.
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