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  About This Story


Makena meets Leif at an open mic night and they hit it off.  He doesn't seem weirded out when she talks to a bird.  She feels like she can trust him, not just with her body, but also with the knowledge that she's part nixie and part mo'o.  That she doesn't just hang out in Rock Creek Park, she is a water protector.   
Leif has been working on his father's rock tour as since he was in high school.  He's seen a lot of weird things, and likes to keep on the move.  He's home in DC helping his mom for a bit, he meets Makena.  He isn't weirded out when she turns out to be a little bit magical.  In fact, for once, he's starting to wonder what would happen if he stayed.  
But when he mentions the mill where Makena lives, his parents get weird.  It becomes clear they both know more about the mill than they are saying, and it may be tied to the time he was kidnapped by a fan as a child.  
Makena gets a quick warning from a mysterious woman, a magical bargain was set in motion long ago.  And the time has come to collect.  






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12  
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author Notes and Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Tara Kennedy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Content Notes


Contains on page sex, reference to previously deceased parents, reference to previous parental divorce, reference to prior kidnapping. 






  
  Chapter 1 


The three hearts on Makena Kekoa Bauer's bracelet jangled together, and she realized she was fidgeting.  
Lo-fi music played while people chattered and put their names down on the list to perform in the open mic night.
Makena's moms had made music a huge part of their life growing up. Even in their other forms, Mama Kahawai's giant lizard, Mom Anna's sleek horse, they laughed, sang, and made music. They were water guardians for Rock Creek, but making time for music had been almost as important as looking after the water.
"Okay, folks, we're going to get started in just a few minutes," a guy in a skinny tie said. 
Makena reminded herself, she sang and played 'ukulele all the time. Usually for the trees and birds, but trees were a tougher audience than people knew. Oaks could be real hecklers, especially in fall. 
There were no trees or birds inside this coffee shop. She listened carefully. There were a few mice and a salamander. 
A salamander. She looked around. Peri, did you follow me? she thought.  
Duh. You gonna play for the humans? 
Yes. Please don't... Makena had so many don't and was pretty sure Peri would laugh off all of them. Don't let the humans see you. Don't cause trouble. Don't. 
Since her moms had gone, she had focused on being the best water guardian, on making the line of mo'o and nixies she was descended from proud. And she hadn't been doing anything fun. 
Also, she had been a little mad at the humans. They were the ones that made cars, and it was a car that killed her moms.
So, she decided to come play for the humans. She saw humans all the time in Rock Creek Park, of course. Even was friendly with some of the rangers and regular runners. But she needed to remember the good things about humans. Like their love of music.  But if a human freaked out over a salamander being indoors, it was kind of going to defeat the purpose. There was a reason she had come in human form and not gecko or dragon. Well, it was also easier to carry a ‘ukulele as a human.
Don’t worry about me, Peri said. 
And with another finger swipe across the heart charms, Makena decided to take that excellent advice.

      [image: image-placeholder]Leif Shillingford knew his father would laugh at him for being at an open mic night. Just about everything Leif knew about music he had learned from growing up in tour buses and stadiums watching his father perform.
Leif was back in the DC area for a few weeks, helping his mom with recovery from foot surgery. He would return to his dad’s tour where Leif worked as production manager, once she was literally back on her feet.
His mom had practically shoved him out the door tonight. “Please go out,” she had said. “Your itchy feet are making me stir crazy.”
She always called it itchy feet. The thing that made his dad sign up for tours around the world, even when it finally cracked his marriage. The thing that meant Leif had arranged to do remote school, so that he could finish high school on tour with his dad.
But Leif loved being around live music. He loved the emotions and the surprise. Leif loved it, even when it sucked. Obviously good music was preferable. But the possibilities live music offered were what made it fun. So he figured a night of music would tame his itchy feet. And then he could go back and be fully present for his mom.
The first dude on stage clearly had big aspirations. His guitar shone in the light, his hair was styled in a way that was meant to look accidental, but its lack of movement betrayed the amount of product. And the t-shirt, jeans, and boots looked stiff and expensive. His voice was good, his guitar work passable, but he didn’t have that edge. He sang a song about sadness, while seeming like he had never experienced a sad moment in his life.
The next woman was wonderful, but needed to learn to sing from her diaphragm or she’d blow her voice out, even with today’s fancy microphones. The microphone was doing its best, as was the sound guy in back, but she was louder than she was good. She raced off the stage as soon as her song ended.
The next performer carried a ‘ukulele and Leif cringed internally. The ‘ukulele was a great instrument, it wasn’t its fault at all that people tended to associate with only three songs. It was kind of like the bagpipes and “Amazing Grace”.
Hmm. Maybe his dad could add a bagpipe to “I Belong to You”. It was his dad’s most popular song, much to his dad’s chagrin, since most of his music was more serious. Story songs about the environment and the working class. But everyone loved a catchy love song. So it got performed in every set, in every venue. They were always looking for ways to change it up.
When the performer strummed the first few chords, Leif sat up straighter. And when she sang a smoky, ethereal, haunting version of Billie Eilish’s “Ocean Eyes” he leaned forward. Part of him wanted to get up, walk closer to the stage. Sit at her feet if needed. Only years of good concertgoer etiquette held him back.
She finished and there was a collective pause, that moment when the listeners were all too entranced to move before finally bursting into applause and cheers. Leif applauded. The performer stepped down off the stage. He watched people come talk to her, touch her, congratulate her.
Leif was used to this too. The fans who wanted to gather up a little more of the magic of music, who wanted to talk longer, hold onto the feelings the music had given them.
She seemed to be handling it okay, but he knew plenty of performers seemed fine until they cracked.
The host got up and announced a short break. Leif guessed the next performer wanted a moment before they had to follow that.
He stood and made his way towards her. He hadn’t paid attention when the host announced her name.
“Hi, Leif, you made it! So good to see you.”
Leif turned and smiled. “Chen! Hey, man, I meant to come say hi.” Chen owned the coffee shop, which was how Leif had known they hosted an open mic night.
“How’s your mom doing? Is she here tonight?” Chen asked.
“She’s doing good. She’s resting her foot. Kicked me out of the house though.”
“And you decided to come see some music,” Chen said. “You picked quite the night.”
“Is she a regular?” Leif nodded towards the last performer.
“Never seen her before. Let’s go say hi.” Chen gave his shoulder a thump and moved towards the performer.
Leif followed.
“Hi,” Chen said, “I’m Chen, the owner of the shop. So nice to meet you.” He held out his hand.
The fan who held the performer’s hand looked down and dropped their hand, as if they just realized they were still holding onto it. Chen and the performer shook hands.
“I’m Makena,” she said, tipping her head, making her long dark hair shift on her shoulders.
“Well, Makena, you sure have some talent there. This is my friend Leif and I’m sure he’d agree, after all his dad is- “ 
“Not here, today, but my dad also appreciates great music,” Leif said quickly. “It really was great.”
“Thanks,” Makena said. “Everyone here is so nice.”
The host announced they were going to start back up soon, and asked everyone to get seated.
“Come by again, when we can chat,” Chen said. “You too, Makena. We’d love to have you back, open mic night, or any other time.”
“Thanks,” Makena said.
“I’ll text you,” Leif said to Chen. Makena’s eyes looked a little glazed, like she was reaching the over-stimulation point. “Makena,” he leaned in a little closer so he could drop his voice, “did you want to stay or go somewhere a little quieter?”
“Quieter,” she said.
“I know just the place.” He led her and her ‘ukulele out the door.






  
  Chapter 2


Makena felt the breeze as she stepped outside and paused for a moment closing her eyes. She could hear the trees, the birds, the water from here. 
“You okay?” Leif asked.
“I’m fine,” she said. She wondered if Peri was still inside the shop. Peri? 
Hitched a ride with your instrument, Peri said. 
Makena did not look down, because she didn’t know if Leif was the type to freak out if he saw a salamander. Sometimes the humans who came to the park to do a thing they called forest bathing freaked out when they saw a bug or salamander near them.
“So, I was figuring we could go to a place nearby that’s usually pretty quiet, but you can always go home if you need to. I won’t be offended,” Leif said.
Makena considered for a moment, but the park would always be there. She had gotten a little overwhelmed with the humans. They found nixie music so entrancing sometimes. Her moms had told her in the olden days the humans thought nixies used magic in their music. But there was nothing magic about nixie music that humans couldn’t do themselves. Humans always wanted to call things that they couldn’t or wouldn’t do magic.
But it was nice to have humans who wanted to talk to her because she had done something they liked. It would be nice if they felt the same about all the things she did to protect the
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