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      The lunch rush was over and the Sea Dog was empty of customers except for one young couple. A stroller was parked next to their table, the parents peering into it with dreamy expressions from time to time. They held hands over the table, and the man stroked the back of the woman's hand with his thumb. Lunch had been manic, and yet these two paid the world around them no mind. It was as if they were happily trapped in their love bubble.

      "Why don't you just go over there and ask if you can see her?" Crystal had just emerged from the kitchen with a tray of recently filled salt and pepper shakers. "You've been watching them for an hour, Mir. You should have served them, instead of me."

      "They wouldn't mind?" I dried my hands with a bar towel and threw it over my shoulder. I had little to no experience with babies—all I knew was that they did something intense to my heart and I couldn't stop dreaming about the day I'd have one of my own.

      "Course not. They're nice. Besides, parents always think their babies are the cutest and most lovable." She set the tray down and gave me a nudge. "They'll love that you're just as gobsmacked over her as they are."

      It didn't come naturally to me to approach strangers, but the curiosity to see the baby inside that stroller was overpowering.

      The couple didn't look up until I was almost on top of them. "Hello," I said, and realized my fingers were strangling each other. I dropped my hands.

      "Hi!" The mother looked up. "Sorry, we'll pay and get out of your way." She stood and began pulling on her parka.

      "No, that's fine," I said. "I'm not rushing you. I was just wondering if I might have a peek?" I gestured to the stroller. My heart pounded and I felt awkward. I hoped Crystal was right.

      "Oh, of course!" she said, and smiled knowingly at her husband. She drew back the blanket.

      My anxiety vaporized when I saw her. "Ohhhh," I breathed. My heart pooled into a warm liquid of want. The infant was tiny and sleeping and perfect. Only her face was visible, her head capped in a white knit hat. "How old?"

      "Twenty-seven days," said the father. "This is our first time out of the house with her. We're incredibly lucky—she's an angel." He pulled on his jacket and zipped it up. "We know it’s cold weather, but we just had to get out."

      The mother pulled on her hat. "You want a baby one day?"

      "As soon as possible," I said seriously, and they both laughed.

      "It's the coolest thing I've ever done," she said. "But you're young. Live a little first. That's what I'd suggest. Once you're a parent, you're a parent for life. And do it with the right guy." She gave her husband a mushy smile. She covered the sleeping infant and her partner pulled out his wallet and fished for cash to pay for their lunch.

      I felt like I had lived plenty, although a lot of it had been underwater. At twenty, I had only spent a single year more on land than I had at sea. I had all the exposure to salt that was needed to trigger my land-cycle, and land-cycle meant a baby.

      "Satisfied?" Crystal raised an eyebrow as I returned to the bar with the couple’s dirty dishes.

      "Cute," I said.

      "Yeah. Cute and messy and smelly and loud."

      "You don't want kids?"

      "Ugh, no thanks." She followed me into the kitchen where Phil was cleaning the stove. "They're like little drunk people. They poop their pants, throw up on themselves, can't walk, and break stuff."

      "Who pooped their pants?" Phil looked up, startled.

      "Babies. Babies poop their pants. Multiple times a day. And yet, Mira here wants one so bad she can barely see straight."

      I laughed while I tucked the dirty dishes into the dishwasher.

      "That's nice," said Phil. "You and Nathan would have cute kids. What's stopping you?"

      "Tradition," Crystal and I said at the same time.

      She dimpled at me. She had dated Nathan before I had, so she knew he was as old-school as they come. She was with Nathan when she figured out that she was more attracted to women than to men.

      "Ah," said Phil, his cheeks coloring.

      "Nathan is so old-fashioned,” Crystal said, “he should wear eighteenth century garb and drive a carriage to work, instead of a Tundra."

      "So. Get married," Phil suggested. "Why wait if it’s what you both want?"

      My sentiments exactly. I felt like I'd been waiting for Nathan since the day I'd met him. I'd been warned by my mother that human love needed time to grow. The stages of a true and authentic love had been studied by psychologists and there were important steps to take if you wanted a really strong foundation. I had taken a book out of the library on the subject, just to make sure Nathan and I weren't going to miss any steps. For me, waiting for real love was a kind of torture. For my future child, if female, that connection would make her powerful beyond imagination. It was the kind of gift my mother wasn't able to give me because she'd had to use her siren voice on my father. I didn't know what had happened, she'd never told me, but I wasn't about to screw up my child's chances at having the best a siren could have. So...Nathan and I were taking it slow. Very slow. Agonizingly slow.

      "I'm not so hung up about the marriage part..." I began.

      "But Nathan is," said Crystal, sliding her butt up onto the stainless-steel countertop.

      Phil gave her a look and she hopped down again.

      "What has it been, four months?" Phil asked, drying off the gleaming stove.

      "Five," I said. Five months of going on dates, kissing, cuddling, talking, falling in love. I was so ready to move on to the next step that I could barely focus anymore, but I didn't say anything to Nathan. I let him dictate our speed. After all, he was the human, not me.

      "Well, you guys will know when is the right time," said Phil, patting my upper arm.

      For me, the right time was the day I first heard Nathan's voice. But for him? Who knew.
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      "So, where are you taking me?" I asked as Nathan steered the truck onto a narrow, double-track road closed in by snow-covered trees. Snow was piled high between the tire tracks of other vehicles who had taken this route before us.

      "You'll see," Nathan said, grinning. He'd showed up at the bungalow where I lived with Crystal at ten-thirty at night and told me to bundle up, that he had something to show me. The full moon was already high in the sky when we got into his truck and left Saltford.

      I couldn't see anything but the endless snowbanks and trees. Beautiful. We followed the tracks into a clearing. The spiky shadows of trees fell away and the starry sky opened up over an expanse of white snow. The truck’s headlights illuminated a fire pit surrounded by logs.

      "Are we having a campfire?"

      "Yes, but that's not why we're here," Nathan said as he rolled the truck to a stop and killed the engine. He turned on the interior light and pulled the cooler sitting on the floor between us up onto the truck's bench seat. He waggled his eyebrows.

      "A campfire and...soup?" I asked.

      He laughed. "No. Look out there? Don't you see the ice? Haven't you ever been skating on a pond in the middle of the night?"

      "Skating?" I peered out the windshield at the dark expanse. "There's a pond out there? I don't know how to skate."

      "Really, Mira. Sometimes I wonder if you're even Canadian. This is a famous Canuck pastime." He opened the cooler and pulled out a pair of small black skates and dangled them in front of my face. "I'm going to learn you up real good," he said, putting on a hillbilly accent.

      "Change that learn to love and I'm in like sin," I said with a smile.

      He laughed and planted a kiss on my lips. "You are going to love it. Now come on. Chop chop." He opened the truck door and got out.

      The snow squeaked under my boots as I followed a packed-down trail to the campfire. Nathan rummaged in the back of the truck and pulled out a lantern and some firewood. The air was crisp and cold, and the sky was so clear and black that the stars popped out. A supernatural stillness filled the air. I looked out at the expanse of ice mostly still buried under snow. The other side of the pond was lined by trees and looked very far away. My gaze traveled up toward the moon.

      Nathan crunched up behind me and knelt to start a fire, his knees popping as he crouched.

      "You know, the RMS Titanic sank on a night like this," I said.

      "Except it was April, not February," Nathan added. "And there was no moon."

      I smiled. "You do listen."

      "Of course I do." He arranged the kindling and lit a twisted newspaper stick with a lighter. "You don't talk much, so when you do, I listen." He blew on the fire and it took hold and grew, its crackling sound warming my soul. Nathan stood and wrapped his arms around me, kissing my temple. "It was an unusual atmospheric calm." he said. "The sea was still, so they couldn't see water breaking at the base of the iceberg."

      "Yes, and some say—"

      "That the conditions caused a rare kind super refraction and thermal inversion that can hide things from view, even something as gigantic as an iceberg."

      "Do I sound that much like a textbook when I talk?"

      "No, you sound like someone who should spend more time on the water. I think we should buy you a boat." We sat on one of the logs in front of the fire. "Let's get these skates on you. I can't believe you've never been skating and I still haven't taken you. I'm a terrible boyfriend."

      "Yes, a partner most foul," I teased.

      He showed me how to lace the skates up so they supported my ankles. He went to the truck and pulled out a much larger pair of hockey skates and sat beside me to lace them up.

      "How do we get to the ice through all this snow?"

      "There's a path." He picked up the lantern and helped me to stand.

      My legs wobbled but I soon got used to the feeling of standing on the thin blades. Walking was a whole other challenge. I took a step and promptly fell. Nathan caught me and stood me on my feet again. I felt like a kid and giggled.

      "Hang on to me. The ice is just a few feet away."

      I clung to Nathan's jacket and waddled awkwardly after him, my blades slipping in the snow. I started laughing and couldn't stop as I flailed my arms to keep my balance. Nathan laughed and caught me again.

      Suddenly we were on ice. My blades bit into the frozen water and the feeling changed completely.

      A rink had been cleared by hand, and the boards around the rink were made of three feet of densely packed snow. A tall black shadow loomed over the pond and blocked out some of the stars— a bluff covered with trees.

      "How did they clear away all this snow?" I asked, as I looked at the rink around us under the moonlight.

      "The guys from the hockey team take turns clearing it off after every snowfall. Now, pay attention. You push with one foot and glide on the other, like this."

      It didn't take me long to get the knack of skating. Being a siren means I'm unusually strong and coordinated. But I'd never be able to zip around on the ice, or stop and turn the way Nathan could.

      Once I was capable enough to skate on my own, Nathan ripped around, goofing off and making me laugh. I'd seen him play in lots of hockey games, but I never got sick of watching how fast he could move his considerable bulk. Like a lot of Canadian boys, he had dreamed of playing in the NHL when he was a kid.

      We skated until our faces and toes were cold, and then made our way back the fire, where we took off our skates and put on our boots. Nathan produced a thermos of hot chocolate and a couple of brownies and we munched on those as we warmed our feet. We listened to the silence and huddled together, looking at the stars.

      Before I was ready, Nathan twisted the cap back on the Thermos and stood. "Ready to go?"

      "But it’s so nice out here, and the fire is still good."

      "Not back home. Not yet. I have something else to show you." He picked up the lantern and held out a gloved hand.

      We began to walk in the opposite direction of the pond. We followed another trail of footprints through the thick banks of snow and soon we were climbing in between trees and up the bluff I had noticed earlier.

      "Popular spot, is it?" I asked as we wedged our boots into the snow steps made by many others before us.

      "This year it is," he said in front of me, a smile in his voice.

      We emerged from the trees to overlook the pond. I couldn't make out much in the lantern light. As though he could read my mind, Nathan turned the flame down almost to nothing and set it on the ground at our feet.

      My eyes adjusted, and I could see dark squiggly lines in the snow beyond the black space of the rink. The lines sharpened. They weren't squiggly lines—it was cursive writing. My eyebrows shot up as my vision cleared.

      Marry me.

      The words had been cut deeply into the layers of snow. Now that my eyes had fully adjusted, they stood out stark black against the sparkling white.

      I gasped and my hands flew to my mouth. "How?"

      I turned toward Nathan. One side of his face was bathed in shadow and the other was lit by moonlight. His pale cheekbone and brow reflected the light and his hazel eyes looked black. I could still read the love shining through them.

      "I came out here with a shovel after the first snowfall and wrote it."

      "And every snowfall after that?" My jaw dropped.

      He chuckled. "The guys had mercy on me after my sixth or seventh trip and we began to take turns."

      "You've been planning this since..." I thought back to when the first snow had fallen. "Halloween?"

      He went down on one knee. He took off his gloves and produced a small black box from his pocket.

      My breathing had become shallow and my pulse quickened. It was finally happening. No more waiting. I took off my gloves and cupped my hands around the outsides of his as he opened the box. A single diamond sparkled in the moonlight. It was small and simple and perfect.

      "Mira Belshaw, you're the love of my life." His voice shook ever so slightly. "I can't imagine being with anyone but you. Marry me? Live your life with me. I would say that I will give you all of me, everything I have and everything I am, but you know..." he took the engagement ring from its box and held it so it sparkled in the moonlight. "That I already have."

      "Yes," I said, and my voice broke over the word. He slipped the cold band over my finger, snugging it up against my skin. I threw my arms around his neck as he stood and took me with him, my feet dangled. "Yes," I repeated, muffled against his scarf and neck. I kissed his cheek a dozen times. "Yes."

      Our lips found each other and he kissed me sweetly. My fingers crept through his hair and up under his hat, holding him close and deepening the kiss. Warmth crept out from my heart and through all of my limbs. It traveled up my neck and flushed through my cheeks.

      He set me down on my own feet and we stood wrapped in each other, our breath puffing out into the night air. My heart felt as though it would burst with every beat. This man. This heart. This mind. This body. This soul. Whatever it was that made him up, I wanted to make a life with him. A family.

      The moon shone her cool light down on us. The stars winked down on us—our witnesses.

      "Can we make a baby now?" I asked.

      Nathan guffawed and swept me up in another hug, swinging me around and staggering through the snow. We fell into a snowbank and landed in a heap, our laughter the only sound ringing through the still, cold air.
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      "How about we get married in your back yard, just the two of us? You know, something simple," I said as Nathan steered his truck toward the harbor parking lot near the Sea Dog.

      A full day had passed since he had proposed and I was still in a daze, a stupid grin pasted on my face that didn't want to go away. Like, ever.

      "Really?" He glanced over at me with a cocked eyebrow. "You don't want to have our friends and family there?"

      "You are my family."

      "I know." He reached over and squeezed my hand through my mitt. "But don't you think people would be disappointed if we didn't have an event? I mean, Saltford is our hometown. We're...beloved...here."

      "Do your hockey buddies know that you use the word beloved?" I joked.

      "Come on, Mira. It's our wedding. We only get one of these in a lifetime."

      A cold thought chilled my blood. In theory, Nathan would only get one wedding in a lifetime. I was a siren. My lifetime could span centuries. I could have many weddings. I swallowed hard and didn't allow the thought of Nathan's passing to fully materialize in my brain. ’Til death do us part. But his death was not something I wanted to think about.

      "Yes, you're right," I said. Whatever he wanted, I would give it to him a thousand times over. "Having friends and family around us would be perfect."

      He gave my hand a last squeeze and parked the truck. We opened our doors at the same time.

      "You don't have to walk me in, sweetheart,” I said. “I think I can make it across the parking lot all by myself."

      "I want to," he said, and got out.

      It took a second for me to notice that the parking lot was unusually empty for a Saturday evening. Where were all the customers?

      "Isn't that Devon's truck?" I pointed to a big black diesel I recognized, one of the few vehicles scattered through the mostly empty lot. Devon played hockey with Nathan.

      "Don't think so," Nathan said, and wrapped his arm around my waist as we walked toward the gangplank that led to the Sea Dog's front door. The porthole window was black and there were no sounds of a busy restaurant. I frowned. Nathan walked up the gangplank behind me, pressing against my back with his chest and shoving me forward.

      "Wait a minute," I said, but he reached around me and opened the door.

      "Mira and Nathan, sitting in a tree!" Three dozen voices shook the Sea Dog and the lights flicked on, illuminating a crowd of red, happy faces yelling at the top of their lungs. "K-I-S-S-I-N-G! First comes love! Then comes marriage!" A hand-written red banner had been hung above the bar reading Congratulations, Nathan & Mira!

      Crystal appeared, a gaudy tiara with big plastic diamonds and a white veil glued to its rim in her hands. I shrank back. She pulled me into a fierce hug and kissed my cheek.

      "Then comes a baby in a baby carriage," she said in my ear. She placed the tiara on my head and pulled the veil over my face. "Congratulations, mademoiselle bride-to-be." Her face was flushed with happiness, and probably a bit of alcohol.

      I looked over at Nathan through the white gauze. Someone had fixed a paper bowtie at his throat and a tiny black top hat on his head. He was laughing. I cracked a smile and took a breath. This was what humans did. They celebrated big life moments. All together. With alcohol and food and loud music.

      "You look ridiculous," he said.

      "So do you. How come you knew about this and I didn't?"

      "I wasn't supposed to know." He jerked his chin at the wiry guy with the red beard who almost always played center. "Marty slipped up. You know he can never keep his mouth shut. Nice of them, though."

      "You're nice," I said, lifting my veil and pulling him into a kiss.

      The crowd cheered and closed in around us. Someone turned on rocked up Irish fiddle music. A pint of beer appeared in one of my hands, while a whole lot of people shook my other. My back was slapped, my cheeks were pinched, and I was given perfunctory hugs that smelled like everything from wood smoke to drugstore perfume to baby powder.

      "What's the date?" Phil yelled over the din, a whisky and water in his hand.

      "Give the girl a second to have a wee, Phil!" Crystal said. "She just got engaged last night. Sheesh."

      He shrugged. "I thought you might have a date in mind."

      "I'd do it right now," I said truthfully. "So I'll let Nathan decide."

      "Oooooh, will you let me plan it? I love weddings." Crystal literally bounced on her feet, her blond hair swinging.

      "Sure." I didn't have a clue about weddings. All I knew was that I was supposed to show up in a white dress and say 'I do.' "Ask Nathan."

      Her face froze in a caricature of shock. "Wait, I was kidding." She put a hand on my arm. "For real? Would you really let me plan it?"

      I looked over at Nathan. He was laughing uproariously at something Devon was saying and caught my eye for a second. He winked and turned back to his friend, slapping him resoundingly on the back. He looked so happy. What would a human girl say? She'd probably want to do it herself, or hire someone. But I wasn't a normal girl. "If it’s okay by Nate, it’s okay by me," I said.

      "Eeeeeeeeeee!" she squealed, and both Phil and I winced. She went off through the crowd, weaving her way toward Nathan.

      "I hope you don't regret that," said Phil.

      "I won't." The less I got involved, the better the event would be. I was still getting used to human customs and I hadn't a clue where to start when planning a wedding.

      We watched as Crystal shoved into the circle of men around Nathan. She grabbed his collar and pulled his ear down toward her mouth. Crystal had the kind of voice that carried and I laughed as he grimaced when she talked in his ear.

      Half a second later he looked up and caught my eye. He made a 'why not?' face, and I nodded and held up my beer. It was done.

      I turned back to see Phil watching me thoughtfully, his eyes at half-mast. "What?"

      "She's your only friend, isn't she, Mira." It was a statement, not a question. His cheeks had gone pink from the whiskey.

      "Yes." It's not like I could have had a lot of girlfriends even if I wanted to. Women usually steered clear of me. Only the most confident and secure women didn't seem to be wary of me.

      "You're not really friends with Nathan's buddies or their wives and girlfriends. I mean, you get along fine on the surface, but you keep them at a distance, don't you."

      "You don't miss much."

      I was a siren, a being equipped with qualities and abilities that made me irresistible to men, even when I wasn’t trying. I had once been hit on by Devon after he'd had too much to drink, but other than that, all of Nathan's friends had kept a watchful distance. I felt their eyes on me, their expressions full of curiosity and sometimes desire. To their credit, they did what true friends do and didn't cross lines. I made it as easy for them as possible. I barely made eye contact, rarely gave them more than a few minutes of interaction, and never went to their poker nights even when I was invited.

      As for their wives and girlfriends, they were mostly polite, but there was always a wariness in their eyes. Fair enough. The only woman in the group who didn't look at me like I might be a home-wrecker, if given the opportunity, was Crystal. I wondered if that might be different if she weren’t gay. Things would not have gone well between us if she really had been in love with Nathan.

      "Only a few of Nathan's friends hugged you." Phil was saying. "And they gave you the awkward lean-in forearm flap." He mimicked a sloppy back-pat half-hug and sloshed his drink down his shirt front. He looked down. "Oh, darn."

      I didn't point out that Phil had never hugged me either, even though in some ways he'd almost become like a father figure. Okay, maybe more like an uncle.

      "You're a strange duck, Mira." He exhaled and I caught the scent of whiskey. "I've always thought so. Don't get me wrong, I love ya. But you're a puzzle." He swallowed the rest of his drink.

      "Excuse me, Phil." I dismissed myself and made my way to the little wenches room.

      When I came out, I ran into Nathan making his way to the little sailors room.

      "Hiiiii." He walked straight into me and wrapped me up. His smell enveloped me and I relaxed. He always smelled like wood—spruce and fir and freshly sawed pine. "Having fun?" he murmured against my hair.

      I made a sound that could be taken for agreement. "You?"

      "Mmm-hmmmm. I've been asked about the date about seven thousand times. Can you just pick one?"

      "Tomorrow?"

      He laughed and trailed kisses across my jaw and under my ear. Butterflies whirred around my spine. "How about late summer? Just before the trees start to turn."

      I gulped. That was more than six months away. "How about March?"

      He gazed at me sleepily, then blinked as the suggestion registered. "That's next month. Doesn't give Crystal much time to prepare."

      "April?"

      He snorted and nuzzled me again. "May. Just so Crystal doesn't string us both up by our toes."

      I agreed and let him go the washroom. May. Three and a half months. It felt like years.
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      "Was the party your idea?" I asked Crystal the following week as we wandered through the craft supply store. My arms were loaded down with fabric color swatches, silk flower samples, colored tissue, and at some point a plastic swan headpiece had taken up residence on the top of my head.

      I had done everything short of beg not to have to come, but no amount of 'I trust your judgement' had worked. Crystal had practically man-handled me into her Corolla.

      "It was Devon’s and my idea," she said, holding up a piece of white lace trim. She put it on top of the pile in my arms. "Why?"

      "Because." I pinned the lace between my chin and chest. "Isn't it custom for the groom to party with his groomsmen and the bride to party with her bridesmaids?"

      "You mean a bachelorette party."

      "Right. That."

      "But you only have one bridesmaid, and I know you're not good friends with the hockey wives, so what's the point of a bachelorette? You would have hated it." She shrugged and continued down the aisle. She knew me well-ish, this blond creature. "How do you feel about teal?"

      "Teal is nice. Like the water in the Caribbean."

      She turned to face me, surprised. "You've been to the Caribbean?"

      "Uh, once." In fact I had spent something like three or four of my salt-cycle years in Caribbean waters. I had skirted the Gulf of Mexico because it was too full of offshore oil rigs. I couldn't breathe in the water around those things.

      "Good place for a honeymoon." She waggled her eyebrows. "Not much need for clothes." We passed by a bin full of little paper hats and she picked up a bonnet with daisies on the brim.

      "Nathan suggested a cruise..." I began.

      "Ugh, no way!" She said with disgust and dropped the bonnet. A few other customers looked over at us. "I'll never allow you to spend your honeymoon on a floating city with four thousand fat tourists stuffing their faces and gambling their money away. Gross. You'd hate it. Trust me. Horrible for the environment, too."

      "Oh. Kay."

      "Where do you want to go?"

      Having spent eight years at sea and a lot of that time in tropical waters, I'd seen much of the Sargasso and the Caribbean. I hadn't been anywhere in the Pacific yet. My experience of these places was all underwater, I had never taken a real vacation on land. "Maybe a beach place on the Pacific?"

      Crystal chewed her lip. "I have an idea. If Nathan wants a cruise, and you just want warm and beachy, then why not a proper sailing trip? On a real tall-ship, not one of those polluting monsters. Something with not so many people and no diesel fumes."

      My face lit up. I adored ships, but all of the sailing ships I had ever seen were either lying at the bottom of the ocean or floating over my head. I'd never actually sailed on one.

      She laughed at my facial expression. "Well, Mira does care about something besides Nathan and babies after all." She plucked a little paper sailor’s cap from the bin and plonked it on my head next to the swan.

      That settled it. When I mentioned the idea to Nathan he loved it and we began to research sailing adventures. Within a couple of weeks, Crystal had us booked onto a five-masted sailing vessel called The Red Star. She wouldn't tell Nathan or I where it was to disembark from, she said we'd find out once we got the airport the morning after the wedding. She made a list of what to pack.

      "Casper here is going to need a lot of sunblock," she said one evening as the three of us were drinking coffee at our dining room table and talking about wedding stuff.

      "Hey, I tan," Nathan said. He was copper-haired and pale and notorious for burning himself badly enough to peel, every single summer.

      "To what? A darker shade of white?" Crystal said. "Sunscreen, four liters." She added it to the list. "Mira's pale, too, so you'll have to share."

      I smiled secretly as I got up to go to the bathroom. I was pale, but I never burned, it was one of my supernatural assets. The sun only made my skin more smooth and opaque. My smile disappeared when my siren ears overheard Nathan ask Crystal quietly, "How much do you need for the wedding budget?"

      I halted right outside the door. I hadn't even thought about money. Of course weddings and honeymoons cost money. I was stupid not to have thought of it already.

      "Well, you've already paid for the cruise. You tell me what you're comfortable with," Crystal answered just as quietly.

      I almost smacked my palm to my forehead. Of course the cruise had to be paid for up front. Why hadn't either of them mentioned it to me? Probably because they both knew that as a contractor, Nathan made way more money than me.

      "Maybe twelve thousand?" he replied.

      I jerked in surprise. That was a lot of money. If it were up to me, we'd do a backyard barbecue and skip the honeymoon. I wanted Nathan to have the wedding he wanted, but I'd be damned if I'd let him dish out twelve thousand dollars for it all by himself.

      There was a silence while Crystal reacted. I wished I could see her face but I was hidden around the corner.

      "Fifteen?" Nathan asked. My jaw dropped.

      Crystal let out a breath. "That's perfect. I can really do something awesome with that." I could hear the smile in her voice.

      "Great. Thank you so much, Crystal. You have no idea how much it helps that you're planning this for us." If the sum stressed him out, I couldn't hear it in his voice.

      "My pleasure," she answered. "It's going to be a blast!"

      I pushed my way into the bathroom with a flutter in my stomach. Not for the money. Money was easy to get. But my savings had run down and there was no way I was going to let Nathan pay for all that himself.

      Time for a treasure hunt.
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      During the breakfast shift the following week, Nathan surprised me by popping into the Sea Dog. He came through the door, scanned the restaurant and spotted me cleaning one of the booths inside an alcove. He made a beeline for me. He had sawdust on his shoulders and in the copper curls poking out from under his hat. His cheeks were pink from the winter air. He wasn't smiling.

      "Hi," I said, my heart doing the same little flip it always did when I saw him. "Something wrong?"

      Nathan never visited me randomly in the middle of a workday unless he happened to be nearby. But today, he was working way across town.

      "Hi." He kissed me warmly and pulled me into a hug. The hug felt weird. He was concerned about something.

      "What's the matter?"

      "I just need to ask you... Can you sit for a second?"

      I sat at the booth and scooched over as he slid in beside me. He took his ball cap off and ran his fingers through his hair. Sawdust fell onto the table. "Sorry." He swept it away with a hand and more sawdust fell off his jacket and onto the silverware.

      "Nathan..."

      "Do you mind if I hire your dad for a small job?" he blurted.

      I blinked. My hands went cold. "You saw Hal?"

      "You remember I hired him once, before you and I met. Well, he's back in town again and he needs work." His eyes pleaded. "He looks good, Mir. He's really cleaned up. I won't hire him if you don't want me to, but I have the perfect job for him, a small bathroom reno. I know he can do it because I saw him plumb in a toilet once and he did a good job. Kept the wax ring intact, real careful—" He was babbling.

      "Of course you can hire him, Nate."

      He let out a sigh and a huge smile melted away the stress lines between his eyes. "Great."

      "Did he come to you for work?"

      "No, not directly. Just mentioned it in passing. I pulled up in front of the gas station and he was at the other pump. He just moved back from some small town in Ontario and said he was looking for work. Said he missed the ocean too much. He's already joined the local NA and..."

      "NA?" I'd heard of AA, but not NA.

      "Narcotics Anonymous, and he's been clean for three years. Three years, Mira!" Nathan's face was full of admiration.

      "Wow." My heart swelled. "Did you tell him about us?"

      Nathan nodded. "I hope that was okay. I couldn't not tell the guy that I was engaged to his daughter. It would have been unmanly of me. Did I do wrong, love?"

      I shook my head, but my mouth had gone dry. I had decided when I came out of the water not to approach my father. It would be too painful for him, and it would raise a lot of questions I couldn't answer truthfully. I felt bad about going to sea without warning, but at the time I’d had no choice. "What did he say?"

      Nathan opened his mouth but didn't respond right away. "I'm not going to lie, it hit him hard, Mir. I hope it doesn't knock him for a loop. I mean, not the wedding part. I think he was happy about that. But, well, he didn't know if you were even still alive. He looked dazed when I told him."

      There was a hint of accusation in his tone. Nathan deeply disagreed with my decision not to reach out to Hal. I couldn't blame him for that, but there was so much he didn't know. I'm only half-human. I had lost my mother and my only mentor. The only being who could teach me how to be a siren had been lost to me at the tender age of eleven. There wasn't a mermaid alive who wouldn't disappear into the salt-water for years after something like that.

      "Poor guy," Nathan was saying. "I mean, I don't know how you survived all those years as a runaway. Away from home and without your family. He must have gone out of his mind with worry." I opened my mouth but he held up a hand. "I know, you don't like to talk about it, and I would never push you, but," he took my face in his hands. "You're here. You're alive. You're perfect and beautiful and healthy and amazing. And..."

      I waited.

      "And, he's your father, Mir. Don't you think it would give the old man some kind of happiness and peace to see that you're okay? No matter what happened between you all those years ago. Doesn't he deserve that?"

      I swallowed hard as Nathan's hazel eyes probed mine. They were so full of concern, so full of love. I leaned in and kissed him. Nathan was so much better than me, so compassionate. My heart swelled for him. I didn't want to hurt Hal. It was nice to know he was doing well, but I struggled for memories of the man who had fathered me. My life on land before I had spent eight years in the saltwater seemed more like a hazy dream than actual events. Anxious though I felt about seeing my father again, it would feel worse to ignore his existence now that he was back in Saltford.

      I pulled back from the kiss and said, "Yes. He does."

      The smile that lit Nathan's face nearly burst my heart. He gave me a fierce hug and kiss goodbye and I watched him cross the hardwood floor toward the Sea Dog's front door, waving to Phil as he went.
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      The March winds buffeted my face as I walked through the residential neighborhood. A scrap of paper with an address handwritten by Nathan was clutched in my mitt. Snow had piled in drifts on either side of the sidewalk, and I skirted patches of ice as I kept an eye out for the house where Hal was working. Nathan had told me that Hal would be working alone today, and I took the hint.

      Anxiety fluttered in my breast like a tiny bird. My steps drew me up the walkway to the two-story on Breaker Street. An old red flat-bed truck sat parked in the driveway. Footprints led from the truck to the front porch. I mounted the steps, pushed the doorbell, and unwrapped the scarf from in front of my mouth.

      Footsteps approached and the door cracked open. A haggard face with a gray beard appeared, and the door swung wide. He stared at me. The color drained from his hollow cheeks. He'd aged much more than I had expected. I thought Nathan said he'd looked good. If this was ‘good’ compared to the last time Nathan had seen him, then just how bad had Hal looked a few years ago?

      "Hi Dad," I said, and doffed my hat.

      "Mira," he whispered. He brought a shaky hand up and covered his mouth and then tugged down on his beard. His eyes misted. "Come in."

      I stepped into the strange house and the smell of industrial glue hit my nose. "Nathan says you're installing a new toilet..." I began, awkwardly. "Oof." He crushed me into a hug. He squeezed me hard. I could feel his whole body vibrate.

      "Mira." His voice cracked.

      Guilt seeped into my bloodstream and I squeezed him back. I was partly responsible for his suffering. When he pulled back, the grief on his face hit me like a blow to the back of the knees.

      "You'd better sit down, Dad." I kicked off my winter boots and pulled him toward the living room just off the small entrance. He shuffled like an old man in a daze and sank into the blue recliner. He couldn't tear his eyes from me. I crouched in front of him and he grasped my hand.

      "You ran away. You just ran, Mir. You disappeared. Trina warned me you might do something like that but I..." He took a shaky breath. "I never believed her."

      "Mom warned you I might run away?" I felt hot. I hadn't heard my mother's name spoken out loud in well over a decade. I unzipped my winter jacket and pulled my collar away from my throat where it felt like it was choking me. My fingers trembled and my mind skittered for something solid to grasp. I folded my coat over my arm and moved to the sofa. "What did she say?"

      "It's funny, because my memories of things your mother said to me are wishy-washy. The alcohol can do that to a mind like mine, brownouts, that sort of thing. But what she said to me about you is crystal clear in my memory. Just like she said it yesterday." He sounded like such an old man. I could hardly reconcile his age-spotted cheeks and salt and pepper hair with the robust man of my youth.

      "What did she say?" I repeated.

      "She said, and I can repeat it word for word. She said: Hal, I need you to understand that if Mira runs away after I pass on, that she'll be okay. I know it sounds strange, but I need you to trust me. You don't need to look for her, and promise me you won't send the police after her. One day, she might find you again, but even if she doesn't, you can trust that she'll be all right." He shook his head. "Can you believe that? She made me promise. And stupid me. I actually did." He put a stubby fingered hand to his temple. "Why would I make such a daft promise?"

      I grasped the arm of the sofa tightly with cold fingers and closed my eyes. She knew I'd run to the sea and the salt. Instead of using her voice to make him forget, she used it to prepare him for what I would do, so he would accept it.

      Hal gave a humorless laugh and I opened my eyes. "Strange words, but at the time I didn't think they were strange. They made perfect sense. Now..." His voice faded and his eyes left my face for the first time. He put his fingers to his temple again and I saw his head shake just a little—tremors like that were the trademark of people twenty or thirty years his senior. "Now, I just can't fathom why she would say such a thing. Why wouldn't she want me to go after you? You were my little girl."

      "She was right to say those things, Dad," I said softly. "I was okay. I know you don't understand it, but she was right."

      "I guess she was, but..." He looked at me and his expression hardened. "Why? Why did you leave me, Mir?"

      "You know why," I said, quietly.

      For a full minute, all we did was look at each other. Bits and pieces of our past materialized in my mind. His guttural sobs through the thin walls of our home. The smell of alcohol on his breath. The day he broke a chair against our kitchen table, splintering it into a hundred pieces. The sharp grip of his fingers around my upper arms, a violent shake and a yell into my face as though I was the one who'd killed her. His grief was ugly, and I was just a lost little kid. No, I was a lost little mermaid. No one knew what I was but my mom, no one understood me. And the saltwater was the only place I felt better, the only place that could erase the pain. Hal didn't know that part, but surely he could remember how broken and out of reach we had been to one another.

      The grief would have killed me if I hadn't left.

      The silence between us grew heavy, cold and awkward. Tension mounted. Then he said, "Yes. I know why, Mir. And I'm sorry."

      I blinked at his apology. I never expected to hear those words from him. "No, I'm sorry," I said. "It's all right. It's over now, Dad."

      "No," he said, with more strength than he'd uttered any word since. "No, it isn't. You're still my little girl. You're getting married, and I'm happy for you. I'm proud of you."

      "Thanks, Dad."

      "You couldn't have found a better man," he said.

      "I agree." I took a deep breath. "Why don't you come to our wedding?"

      It was like the sun broke through the cloud cover after a storm. His eyes opened wide and fully for the first time since we'd said hello. "Really?"

      "Really. We would like you to come."

      "Well, if you really mean that, I will." He slapped his palms on the arms of the recliner. "By golly, I will. My daughter's gettin’ married. Hallelujah, there is some joy to be had in this old life of mine still."

      I stood and put on my coat. I gave him our date and told him that Nathan had wanted us to have the reception at the Sea Dog since that was where we'd met. He walked me back to the door.

      I turned to say goodbye and saw the strangest expression on his face—a confusion or a memory struggling to surface.

      "Mira, was your mother keeping a secret from me that you know of?"

      I was about to pull on my hat and froze. My cap dangled in front of my face and hid my shock. "What?"

      "Like I said, my memory isn't very good these days, but I'll be damned if I can't shake the feeling that she was keeping something from me all those years."

      I fixed my face into neutral and finished pulling on my hat. "Like what?"

      "I don't know, but I feel like it was something big. Like, maybe she worked for the government but couldn't tell anybody, even me. Or maybe she was involved in something dangerous and wanted to keep her family out of it. I know how crazy that sounds, but the feeling has been haunting me for weeks now."

      I cleared my throat. "Maybe the narcotics just did a number on your head, Dad," I said. A tiny mouse of worry began to gnaw on my insides.

      His shoulders slumped. "Yes, they can do that," he admitted. "So, you don't have that same feeling? You don't know of anything?"

      "No, not at all. I don't think Mom would hide anything from us," I lied.

      Thankfully, Hal was nodding his head. "I'm sure you're right. Well, I thank ya for coming to visit your old dad," he said.

      We hugged again and I had the flash of a memory—of his sturdy hands tying a white ribbon with red trim around my ponytail.

      "It's a blessing to my heart to see you happy," he continued. "I'll look forward to the wedding, Mir. Until then, you know where to find me. And Nate's got my number, too."

      I nodded. "Okay."

      I took the snow-covered porch steps down, turned, and waved at him. He waved back and I continued on down the street. The door didn't close behind me until I was well down the sidewalk.
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      Almost a month passed before I saw my dad again. The wedding plans swept Nathan and me along like flotsam and jetsam in a strong ocean current. Nathan was thrilled that I'd invited Hal. Crystal tortured me regularly with dress fittings, asking for my opinion on centerpieces and invitations (nautical themed), hairstyles (a spectacular up-do that made me look like I was wearing a bouquet on my head), and cake-tastings (all vanilla).

      I didn't have a lot of material possessions, but I'd packed up most of my belongings and Nathan had already moved them into his two-story on Dixie Street. I got a thrill every time I thought about moving in with him. I already knew which of the three bedrooms to turn into the nursery - the one with the dormer and the window seat. I had collected seashells, bleached driftwood, and had layered colored sand and pretty pebbles into vases for decoration in our house. My love of the sea and beach wasn't lost on Nathan. He'd already painted our bedroom aqua, and our kitchen a light teal with white trim.

      I still wanted to go out to Devil's Eye Cove for a little treasure hunting, but I hadn't been able to sneak away, and there had been a near constant barrage of storms coming in off the water all through the month of March. I could handle storms if I had to, but why make things more difficult?

      At the end of the month, my chance came. The storms had ended and the sea was finally calm. It would be icy, but once I was in mermaid form I was impervious to the cold. Crystal had fallen into bed exhausted, Nathan was out playing hockey, and I wouldn't see him afterward since it was a late game.

      I waited until I heard snores emanating from Crystal's room before I got up. I drank two big glasses of water, then crept to the door. I pulled on my jacket and boots, trembling with excitement. I hadn't been out for a swim in months. I crammed a hat on my head and pulled on my mitts, clapping them together with nervous energy as I thought about slipping beneath the icy waves. After opening the door, I stepped through into the night, closing it behind me without a sound. I turned to cross the porch when movement in my periphery startled me.

      "Dad!" I barked, and my heart exploded into a gallop. "What are you doing here?" He was sitting on our porch swing, his chin on his chest as though he was asleep.

      "Ho!" His arms and legs jumped as though he'd been shocked awake. "Ha-watch her while she's turning, boys!" he yelled. And then he seemed to come to himself. His eyes cleared. "Mira? Where am I?"

      My hands clutched at my chest as though my heart was going to slither out from under my ribcage. To scare a siren takes some real stealth...or so I'd thought. Apparently, it just took falling asleep on her porch and waiting for her to come out in the middle of the night when she's trying to be sneaky.

      "You're at my house,” I said. “How long have you been here? Why are you sleeping on my porch? It's freezing out here."

      He pushed his hat back on his head and rubbed his face. "I'm sorry, Mir. I been needing to talk to you. Nate told me you lived in a little yellow bungalow on Stone. Well this is the only yellow bungalow on Stone, so here I am. Only thing is, once I got here, I lost my gumption." He laughed nervously and fished a tissue out of his pocket.

      His words were taking a bit too long to make sense. Watch her while she's turning, boys?

      "Were you dreaming just now?"

      "I think so," he said, wiping his nose. "Something about a cement mixer. Nate's got me pouring a basement with Ron and Casey."

      I breathed a sigh of relief and sat down beside him on the swing. "What did you need to see me about?"

      "I...well, I'm just going to come out and say it. I've been having these episodes. Almost like dreams, but they're more vivid than dreams. They're really like...memories. About your mother."

      The little gnawing mouse was back, working its way through the wall of my stomach. I waited.

      He didn't look me in the eye. "I keep seeing her, remembering her, as a..." He stopped. "This is crazy."

      I waited.

      "Well, like a fish or something. Like a...one of those sea creatures that's half fish, half human. You know?" He shuddered. "Gross."

      My breath stopped. If I couldn't hear it pounding in my ears I would have thought my heart stopped, too. My face felt numb in the night air. Something inside me stretched out silently until it became too thin, then it snapped. He had seen her.

      "They're just dreams, Dad," I said, and my voice sounded soft but my insides felt stormy. "There is no such thing as..." I couldn't even bring myself to say the word out loud. "Half fish, half humans."

      "Yes," he said, without hesitation. "I know. I'm sure they were just dreams. I'm not really sure why I'm here, Mir. I'm sorry. Maybe, don't mention this to Nathan." He stood up and pulled his coat collar up around his ears.

      Cold sweat formed in my armpits and in the palms of my hands. My mother must have slipped up pretty bad if she'd allowed Hal to see her in siren-form without wiping his memory. But then, why was he so unsure of it himself? Either he'd seen her and she didn't know it, or she knew and she'd cleaned his mind of it. But if he'd seen her and she didn't know it, then why were the memories more like 'episodes'? Had he been high or drunk? I couldn't piece it together, but one thing was for sure—he had seen her in her siren form at some point. It was too coincidental to just be a random dream.

      "Good night, Mira. Sorry to bother you." He shuffled down our porch steps and was halfway down the walk when he turned around. He looked at his watch. "It's two o'clock in the morning. Where were you headed? Is everything okay?"

      "Everything is fine. Just getting a breath of fresh air. Couldn't sleep."

      He nodded. I watched him walk down the road and into the shadows between the streetlights. He was illuminated again in the next circle of light, his breath puffing up in the air in front of his face. I frowned. Everything was definitely not fine.

      The door cracked open behind me and Crystal poked her head out. "Oh, it’s you! You scared the crap outta me!" The door opened all the way. "You planning to sleep on the porch swing or are you gonna come back inside?"

      I stepped inside and unzipped my jacket. I spied the fire-poker in her hand as she lowered it. "What were you planning to do with that? Clobber me?"

      "I was going to clobber the burglar before he could do any actual burgling. Who were you talking to? I thought I heard another voice." She closed and locked the door and turned on the foyer light.

      "Hal," I said as I unzipped my jacket and took off my hat.

      "Hal..." she repeated vacantly. Then she gave a start. "Your dad?" Her mouth formed a perfect 'O' of surprise. "You never told me you were seeing your dad."

      "I haven't exactly been seeing him," I began. "Well, I did go and see him. Once." I sighed. I didn't want to have to explain this. "You know that Nate hired him for a job..."

      "Yeah, I know. But working for Nate and conversing with you on our freezing cold front porch in the middle of the night are two vastly different things." She put the poker back in its place, perched on the edge of the sofa and crossed her arms. She looked hurt. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine. I just invited him to the wedding."

      The pink drained from her cheeks. "Mira," she whispered. Her brown eyes scanned my face and the expressions I saw there were so complex and mingled that I couldn't read it. Pity? Pain? Her own pain? Or sympathy pain for me? Suddenly, I felt bone tired.

      "I'm going to go to bed. Have a good sleep, Crys." I went toward my room.

      "Mira," she said, louder this time.

      I stopped.

      "You never told me anything." I heard her stand and take a few steps. "We're friends right?"

      I nodded. Shame crept into my heart. I hadn't meant to hurt her. It never occurred to me that she'd care so much about it.

      "How am I supposed to friend you if you don't tell me when big things like this happen in your life? Your dad, who you've never expressed an interest in having a relationship with before, is all of a sudden coming to your wedding, and you tell me nothing about it?"

      It was obvious now what she needed to hear. I'd been on land long enough to know. "I'm sorry." I looked her in the eyes so she would know I meant it.

      The hurt melted from her face. It was amazing what those two little words could do to an upset heart. She let out a long breath. "It's all right. Sometimes, I really don't understand you. I love you. But I don't get you."

      "I know," I said. I gave her a smile and headed toward my bedroom. "Good night."

      "I hope you know we're not done talking about this," she said. "Good night, Mir."
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      "Ouch." I twitched as Crystal's pin jabbed the soft skin at my waist. "You're a menace with those things."

      "I'm a magician with these things. Now hold still," she replied from around the pins between her teeth.

      I was standing on a beer crate in Phil's office wearing the silk slip Crystal was making to go underneath my wedding dress. She had modeled it after a vintage slip she'd found at an antique store.

      "What do you think of embroidery along the hem?" she asked, standing back and cocking her head. "Not on the slip of course, on the dress."

      "Embroidery is nice. But there's no time and you're already doing too much." The dress was finished and it was lovely, but Crystal kept wanting to fiddle with it.

      "You know I love it," she said, and a dimple appeared in her cheek. "Just a little bit. I was thinking of little white anchors. Just one every eight inches or so. It would only take me a couple of hours."

      "The wedding is tomorrow, Crys."

      She sighed. "Yeah. My time has run out."

      Nathan, Phil, and a couple of volunteers Crystal had rounded up were decorating the Sea Dog for the reception. I shimmied out of the slip and pulled on my jeans and sweater. As I was stepping down to put on my boots there was a knock and Nathan poked his head in. I grinned up at him and he winked.

      "You're lucky, mister," said Crystal. "One minute earlier and you'd have seen her in her wedding dress. Well, part of it."

      "Disaster averted," he said, leaning in and giving me a kiss. "Hal's here. Says you told him to pick up his tie?"

      "Right." Crystal fished into a bag and pulled out a silk navy bow tie. "Here."

      Nathan took it and paused. "It's navy."

      "Yeah, so?"

      "I thought he'd get the white tie. He's the father."

      "You're the groom. You get the white tie," responded Crystal. Her sharp tone made me look at her curiously.

      "But, he's her father. He's walking her down the aisle and giving her hand to me. There is only one white tie. It should be the dad's, shouldn't it?"

      "Absolutely not," Crystal and I said at the same time.

      Crystal and Nathan both looked at me wide-eyed.

      "What? I do have an opinion about some things. The white tie is for the groom. My one and only."

      "Hal's lucky to be part of the wedding at all," Crystal muttered.

      Nathan's brows drew together. "Lucky? The man did the best he could for Mira, all while fighting a horrible illness and losing his wife. Where is your compassion?"

      "If he was doing so good, why'd she run away at the age of eleven? How do you know he wasn't beating her while in a drunken stupor?"

      Nathan's expression morphed from anger to shock and the knuckles around the tie went white. His face drained of color. "What? Did he beat you, Mira? You never told me—"

      "She's made a habit of that," Crystal mumbled.

      "Whoa, whoa," I put my palms up. "Nobody beat anybody." My father was volatile and might have hurt a human girl in one of his drunken episodes, but he couldn't hurt me. I had been stronger than him since I was eight. "Nathan's right, he did the best he could."

      Nathan's fist relaxed. "I know you didn't have the best relationship with him, Mir. But I'm proud of you for letting him walk you down the aisle. You only have one dad."

      Crystal snorted and rolled her eyes. "Please."

      Nathan gave her a hard look. "Would you rather she walked down the aisle alone?"

      "Of course not. I could walk her."

      "You're the maid of honor."

      "Phil, then, since you're so stuck on traditional roles. Both of us care for her more than Hal ever did."

      "That's not true," Nathan raised a finger.

      "Can we stop this please?" A headache had begun behind my eyes. I never knew weddings could be so political. Complex emotions were at play all the time and the more humans I had in my life, the more tangled I became trying to figure out what and why people were feeling the way they did.

      Crystal and Nathan glared at each other. I took the tie from Nathan. "I'll give this to him. It's settled."

      I left Phil's office and spotted my dad standing near the door. His shoulders were blanketed with drywall dust. He was studying a framed blueprint of the original Sea Dog.

      "Here's your tie, Dad."

      He turned and what I saw in his eyes made my heart jump.

      Fear. He was riddled with it.

      "Oh, thanks Mir." He took the tie and stuffed it into his coat pocket. "I won't be getting in your way." He stepped to the door. "See you tomorrow."

      "Anything wrong?" I asked.

      "No," he said too quickly. "Why?"

      "You're afraid," I blurted.

      It was his turn to look surprised. He didn't answer and the two of us just stared at each other.

      "What are you afraid of, Dad?" I kept my voice low. Nathan had come out of the office and saw the two of us talking. He gave me a smile of encouragement.

      "Myself, Mir. My counselor says its normal to confuse dreams with flashbacks for someone like me. I'm having a hell of a time trying to tell the difference. Things I think I saw...they can't possibly be real but they've got me fooled. And things that happened when your mom and I first met, things she did." His voice went rough. "It was like she had a hold over me. At the time I thought nothing of it, but now..." He trailed off.

      My mouth had gone dry. "What did she do, Dad? Things like what?"

      He rubbed a hand over his face. "She had a way of telling me what to think or feel, and it was like, I was helpless against it. Did you know that I asked her to marry me less than a month after we met?" He shook his head.

      "No, I didn't know that."

      "I barely even knew her. But I wanted her, I remember that. I thought I was in love. Now, when I look back, all those feelings are muddled. They don't seem like mine."

      I saw Nathan watching us, brows drawing together. Probably at my expression of growing horror. He began to come toward us. My stomach clenched. "Let's talk later, Dad. Okay?"

      Nathan threw an arm around my shoulders. "How's the job going, Hal? Got everything you need?" His warmth and solidity stabilized me.

      Hal's eyes went from one of us to the other. "Good. Job's going good. Everything okay here?"

      "Everything's awesome." Nathan squeezed a smile out of me. "We're super excited for tomorrow."

      "When did you two meet?" Hal asked, abruptly.

      "September," I said.

      "Kind of sudden, don't you think?" Hal answered. "I know all about sudden. I wouldn't recommend it."

      I would have laughed if I hadn't felt so nervous. For me, it seemed like centuries had passed since Nathan and I met.

      "Eight months isn't sudden," Nathan said, his eyebrows up.

      "She didn't trap you into anything, I hope," Hal muttered. And then gave an awkward laugh. "Only joking."

      It was clear that he wasn't joking.

      Nathan had stiffened beside me. "If you think that, then you don't know your daughter at all."

      Nathan's words resounded with so much truth that it was like someone had rung a bell inside my head. Hal didn't know me. Never could. And it wasn't his fault. He might have made poor choices, but so had my mother, by the sounds of it. I wished I'd asked my Mom more about how she and my dad had gotten together, but there was no time and I was so young when I'd lost her. I was growing more and more grateful that she'd at least warned me not to use my voice on my sweetheart.

      Hal frowned. "I'm beginning to realize that."

      "What does that mean?" Nathan asked, his brows drawn.

      "Nothing." Hal crammed his hat onto his head. The fear I sensed from him earlier had soured into bitterness. "It don't mean nothing. See you kids tomorrow." He left, closing the door behind him a little harder than was necessary.
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      We were married in the park gazebo. The day was cool and a touch windy, but the sun was out and a few of the ladies sported bare arms. The trees were showing the smallest green buds and birds chirped endlessly. It was already late afternoon. We'd made the decision to have the wedding and reception close together so that the guests wouldn't have to do a lot of waiting around. Already, the sun had long since crested and the shadows were growing long.

      "You may kiss the bride," the minister said.

      There was an explosion of cheers as Nathan took my face tenderly and kissed me. His arms slipped around me and tightened, sweeping me into the cradle of his elbow. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him back. His scent filled me and desire made my legs weak. He pulled back and looked at me.

      "We did it," he whispered, and put his forehead to mine.

      "Can we make a baby now?" I whispered back.

      He laughed and kissed me again. "I'm up for the task."

      He stood me up, looking flushed. I was sure my cheeks matched his. We faced the crowd and Nathan lifted a fist, like he'd just won the Stanley Cup. The hockey loving crowd cheered and whooped like a bunch of teenagers. We walked down the aisle together to whistles and applause, and the crowd got up from their seats and began to mingle.

      I moved through the afternoon in a daze. I was so happy I didn't care what the photographer asked us to do. I was in Nathan's arms or very near to him the whole time, so I found the patience to smile this way, tilt my head that way, or freeze in place. The photographer gushed at how my skin appeared on camera, and the contrast with Nathan's copper hair and my black was just 'fabulous.'

      Nathan's stomach gave a huge growl just as Crystal came striding across the lawn to gather us for the reception and dinner. She looked radiant in a navy dress with her blond hair piled on top of her head. We'd taken our photos with her and my father earlier to get them out of the way as she wanted to make some last minute preparations. She was rubbing her hands together with glee and practically scampering across the grass in her high heels.

      "It's time, you lovebirds. Everyone is waiting for you."

      When I'd last seen the Sea Dog, it had been in a sort of shambles. Crystal kicked Nathan and I out at dinnertime the night before, not long after Hal had left. We weren't allowed back in until the reception.

      "Wow," Nathan said as we approached the ship. The sun was low on the horizon and the light was growing dim. Someone unseen flicked a switch and the two masts lit up with white fairy lights. Navy and white fabric had been draped along the railing, punctuated by gigantic white bows.

      "Like it?" asked Crystal.

      "It's beautiful," I said. And it was. It was enchanting.

      "Wait ’til you see inside," she said, almost dancing in her excitement. "Okay, just like we rehearsed. I'll go in before you. Then give it maybe twenty seconds, then it's your turn," Crystal said. She opened the door and I caught a glimpse of bodies as the DJ announced the maid of honor. She closed the door behind her.

      "Nervous?" Nathan asked me.

      "No." I squeezed his bicep. I hated being the center of attention, but I could bear anything as long as he was with me.

      We walked up the gangplank together and stepped through Sea Dog's door to join our guests.
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      "Is it just me, or has your dad been staring at you all through dinner?" Crystal leaned over and whispered behind her glass of wine.

      "He hasn't seen me for a decade, let him stare," I whispered back.

      Crystal frowned. "I don't like it. Maybe if he was staring with love and adulation, but. Look at that face. What is that?"

      I looked at Hal, who was sharing a table with Nathan's parents. He'd been drinking nothing but soda as far as I could tell, but he looked like he'd been slamming shots of vodka. His eyes were bleary, his nose red, and a deep line had formed between his brows. He was staring at me, and when I caught his eye, he looked away.

      Nathan leaned in on my other side and said to both Crystal and me, "I asked Hal to give a toast to Mira's mom."

      I looked at Nathan with surprise.

      He winced under my expression. "Bad idea?"

      "You think?" Crystal hissed. "Just having him here is bad juju." She put a thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, sighing. "Use your head for more than a hat rack, Nathan."

      "He does look like he's about to face a firing squad." Nathan chewed his cheek. "I'll tell him he doesn't have to."

      He got up and made his way through the tables to Hal, sliding his bulk between the chairs. I couldn't tear my eyes away from him as he bent to whisper in Hals' ear. His copper hair against his navy suit made my heart vibrate. His broad shoulders blocked out everything. What if we had a son? A copper-haired, pale-skinned baby boy with hazel eyes. My heart gave a sort of love-soaked squeeze of pain. No matter what came, I would love our child.

      A flash of light startled me. "You should so see your face right now," Crystal said, using her thumb to ratchet the camera she'd just used.

      "Mushy?"

      "Revolting," she sighed, sweetly.

      The smell of pine settled over me as Nathan took his seat. "He almost kissed me. Really, I would have thought your dad would like the opportunity to toast your mom. You always told me how in love with her he was." Nathan took a sip of water and shoveled a forkful of mashed potato into his mouth.

      "Some people don't like to speak in public," I said.

      Hal already looked more relaxed, but even when I turned away from him, I still felt his eyes on me.

      "Some people are a train wreck," Crystal said under her breath.

      Toward the end of dinner and before the tables were cleared away for the dance, we had the traditional speeches from the best man and maid of honor. Crystal made everyone laugh, Devon made everyone cry. Nathan's parents welcomed me to the family.

      Hal looked pale and uncomfortable, but to his credit, he stood and lifted his glass of soda and said, "I know no finer man than Nathan MacAuley, no girl who is more lovely or who knows her own mind more than my Mira. May your future together be full of good health and prosperity."

      We all raised our glasses, and even Crystal seemed somewhat pacified by his words.

      Nathan and I gave our thanks and appreciation speech last. Nathan did most of the talking, of course. My internal organs shrank in on themselves as my turn came. Nathan had generously offered to do the entire speech himself, but I wouldn't have felt right if I hadn’t at least thanked Crystal.

      Nathan moved aside for me to step up to the microphone. The Sea Dog descended into complete silence. Even the clinking of glasses and cutlery stopped. Goosebumps sprang out on my bare arms. Were they that anxious to hear what I was going to say?

      Fifty sets of eyes were glued to my face. Why hadn't I written something down? These were mostly long-time friends of Nathan, the man I loved. If there was ever a time to put some effort into showing them how committed I was to him, now was it.

      "After my mother, Trina, passed on..."

      There was a low intake of breath in the room. Nathan's warm mass was directly behind me and he stepped up and snaked an arm around my waist. His solid heat steadied me.

      "I ran away from home, and didn't come back for eight years."

      Nathan's mother and Crystal both covered their mouths with a hand at the same time.

      The words continued to spill out. Something about the faces in the crowd, expectantly waiting, perhaps hoping for some truth from this strange girl who didn't talk much. Perhaps, looking for something they could trust in me. They'd feel insincerity or lies in the span of a heartbeat. The only way I could be truthful without raising more questions was to keep things vague.

      "This was hard on my father, of course. And during those years, we each wrestled with our demons in our own way. When I finally returned, the first friend I made was Crystal. She offered me her home, she introduced me to Phil..."

      Phil raised his glass to me from a table near the bar.

      "Who gave me work. And my life soon came to revolve around the Sea Dog. This ship is where I first heard Nathan's voice." To my surprise, my own voice sounded steady, and strong. "And I knew immediately, it belonged to a man I couldn't live without."

      Nathan's arm tightened around me.

      "These three people became my family, and along with Nathan, I inherited all of you, too." I raised my glass. "Thank you for being here." Fifty glasses were raised along with mine. "And thank you to Crystal for her wedding wizardry." The glasses were raised again, in her direction. Crystal tilted her chin down to accept. "This wouldn't have happened without you, Crystal.

      "And to all of you, who love this redhead behind me, you can rest assured knowing that I'll do everything in my power to love, support, and care for him. Until death." I turned and raised my glass to Nathan. He released me and raised his glass. Fifty glasses were raised to lips and the Sea Dog fell silent while we drank.

      "That was great, Mir," Nathan whispered in my ear. "I don't know why you hate talking so much. You're good at it."

      I laughed and shook my head. My limbs felt limp with relief that it was over.

      "My wife!" Nathan roared suddenly, and I jumped.

      The Sea Dog exploded with the sounds of hands clapping and thumping on tables. A warm feeling spread through me that I had a difficult time placing. It was like every person here was connected somehow through an invisible web.

      When the applause died down, Nathan leaned into the microphone. "One last thing, before we get the party started. I never had the pleasure of meeting Trina, Mira's mother. But I feel confident in believing that the woman who gave birth to Mir must have been one in a million. Let's have a minute of silence for our absent mother of the bride."

      The Sea Dog fell quiet again, and the faces relaxed. My eyes skimmed over to my dad, whose face looked even paler than usual, and whose eyes were downcast. As though he felt my eyes on him, he looked up. The clashing of our gazes felt as loud as a thunderclap, and a cold feeling slithered down my spine. He was not enduring this minute of silence with fond memories and affection. A moment before I heard Nathan thank the crowd and release them, Hal's mouth twisted with derision.

      People began to get up and move about, and the moment passed. I looked away before Hal did, my mind spinning.

      Nathan pulled me into a hug. "Now we can relax, yeah?"

      I nodded against his shoulder and closed my eyes, melting into him and shoving the memory of my father's frown away.
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      "There's a father-daughter dance?" I hissed at Crystal, as the DJ announced the first song.

      "You didn't know? How can you not know? Everyone knows!" she hissed back.

      The crowd had spread out around the dance floor and the music had already started, a country song with a man's voice singing about giving his little girl's hand away in marriage.

      I was trapped. I didn't want to do this and Crystal could see it all over my face.

      "I'm sorry, Mir. Honestly, I thought you knew! You don't want to?"

      I blew out a breath. "It's fine. It's only for a few minutes." Whatever was going on with my dad, I didn't feel prepared to deal with it, especially here and now.

      Hal had stepped onto the floor and was waiting for me to join him. I crossed the dance floor, trying to fix my face into an expression of pleasure and hopefully managing neutral. I put my hand on his shoulder and rested my other in his palm. His hand was cold and calloused. There was no softness about him anymore. The first day I'd seen him, he'd at least been warm and had expressed a care for me. Now, he felt rigid and distrustful. It had to be the memories, or the dreams, or whatever they were. After a half-minute of dancing stiffly and without speaking, I took a breath.

      Hal got there first. "Are you a witch, too?" he said, low in my ear.

      That's the conclusion he'd come to? "I'm not a witch," I said, just as low. My siren voice began to swell at the base of my throat, as it did whenever my identity was at risk. I swallowed it down.

      "Your mother was." His hand clenched around mine. "She tricked me into loving her."

      The room spun and blurred. Nausea crawled up my throat, my mouth began to water. Nathan's face whirred by, watching us closely. A few couples had now joined us and were moving gracefully around the floor.

      "Did you trick that poor man into loving you, too? Are you just as manipulative as Trina?"

      "I didn't trick Nathan into anything, Dad."

      He said, "I should go and warn him right now. I should have stopped all of this before it happened."

      We'd stopped dancing. We dropped our arms away from each other and faced off in the middle of the dance floor. My siren voice thrummed in my chest, humming like a generator. I was afraid to speak. Afraid of what might come out with all of these people around us, with Nathan nearby. I swallowed hard and whispered, "Get out."

      A lone violin string had escaped along with my whisper and Hal's face softened. Immediately, he turned and stalked through the crowd. He made a beeline for the exit and was gone, the sound of the door closing behind him was lost in the music. A few people watched him go, then gave me a curious look. But by that time, most of the guests were dancing or talking and not paying me any attention. Two more seconds of the bride standing in the middle of the dance floor without a partner was going to draw eyeballs.

      Just as I turned to find him, Nathan appeared and swept me up in a dance. "What just happened, Mir?"

      "Dad remembered he had somewhere to be," I said. "Trust me, it’s for the best." My siren voice had dissolved the moment my father had left. I swallowed, my mouth dry.

      "He forgot his jacket," Nathan murmured against my hair. I could read his tone. He'd let it go for now, but he'd be sure to bring it up again later.

      "So, tonight," I said, pushing thoughts of Hal out of my mind and looking up at my husband.

      "Tonight," Nathan said, waggling his eyebrows.

      I laughed. "I can't believe you made us wait this long. I don't know if you deserve a medal or an appointment with a shrink. You know you were born in the wrong era, don't you?"

      "Come on, I've already had to take too much ribbing from the guys."

      "The guys know?" I looked around and caught the devilish grins of three different hockey players, watching us. "That explains their lewd expressions."

      "They all think I'm nuts. They'd never marry someone without sleeping with her first. To be honest, I might agree with them under most circumstances."

      "What?" I almost yelled. "Why did you torture me for eight months, then?"

      "Come on, Mir," he pulled me closer. "It's us. I didn't need to sleep with you to know you were the one."

      "I don't know if I'm flattered or offended."

      His chuckle vibrated against my chest. "You agreed to wait because I asked. That means the world to me, Mir."

      "Fine, Reverend MacAuley," I said, and then paused. "I'm never going to call you that again."

      "Thank you. That was weird."

      "But tonight, all bets are off."

      He nipped my ear and kissed my jaw. "Oh, I'm bringing my A game. Don't you worry."

      My stomach dipped and fluttered. "How long before it's not inappropriate to bolt?"

      A black limousine picked us up at midnight with instructions to take us to The Auburn, a luxury hotel at the heart of Saltford. Our luggage for the sailing trip had already been delivered to our suite, and the same limousine driver was to take us to the airport the next morning.

      We almost ran through the lobby, hand in hand, and into the elevator. Nathan fell against me when the elevator doors closed, nuzzling my ear. I yanked on his bowtie and undid his top button. He pulled one of the daisy pins from my hair and my up-do began to collapse. The elevator stopped at the sixth floor and we separated and stood demurely apart.

      A cleaning lady got on the elevator, eyeing my falling down hair and Nathan's undone bowtie. Her mouth quirked. "Congratulations," she murmured.

      "Thanks," Nathan's face split in an enormous goofy grin. We stood there, vibrating beside one another, until the elevator stopped again and she got out.

      She threw a last look over her shoulder and said, "Try not to break anything."

      I was almost dancing in place while Nathan fumbled with the key and got the door open. He scooped me off my feet and pushed through the door backward into the room. I tucked my feet in not to hit the doorjamb.

      The door slammed behind us and the room fell dim, lit only by a single table lamp on the other side of the bed. Nathan dropped my legs and pressed my back against the entryway wall. I was a virgin, but I was a siren first, and that meant no shyness or embarrassment. The desire to have him shoved out all other emotion. My skin began to tingle, emitting my siren musk. I swept my hands up under Nathan's jacket and pushed it off his shoulders. It dropped to the floor.

      "Wait," I said, startled by my own thought. "So, you've never done this before either?"

      "Why you wanna talk about that now?" He nuzzled my neck.

      "Isn't it rare? A guy your age being a virgin?"

      "I'm no virgin, Mir." He lifted me and I yanked up my dress and wrapped my legs around his waist, my fingers raking through his hair.

      "Then why'd you make us wait?"

      "’Cause, like I said. It's you." Nathan staggered into the suite with me wrapped around him. He stood at the edge of the bed. "I wanted the anticipation to build. Going too fast is overrated."

      "But—"

      "Mira." He stopped my words with kisses. "Shush." His voice sounded far away and hazy. He unzipped the back of my dress and slid his hand against my back. I let out a sigh of pleasure and shivered as he pulled the straps of my dress down, and the cool air swept over my naked torso. Thoughts fluttered away from me like doves. He'd get no more protest from me. I couldn't remember what I was going to say anyway.

      We collapsed onto the bed. Nathan braced himself on his hands and looked down at me, his eyes devouring my skin. In the dim light, his eyes looked liquid and black, his face soft with desire.

      "You're glowy," he said. The words came out slowly. He trailed his fingertips down my chest.

      I looked down at my torso. The moonlight pouring in through the nearby window fell across the bed and across me. I wasn't glowing, but my skin had taken on a pearly quality. It definitely didn't look normal. Human skin didn't do that, and I'd never done this before, so I didn't know it was going to do that, either.

      "So beautiful," he whispered. He didn't seem to think there was anything abnormal about it.

      The excuse that sprang to my lips, that Crystal had given me some moisturizer with glitter in it, melted away.

      He buried his nose in my hair. "You smell so good. I've never met anyone who smells as good as you."

      My fingers went to Nathan's shirt buttons. When he finally threw off his dress shirt and I saw more of his skin than I'd ever seen before, my mind went completely blank and the siren in me took over. My legs clamped around him and rolled him over onto his back. I pulled my dress up over my head and tossed it away. There was only one word in my mind at that moment.

      "Baby," I said, and bent to kiss him.

      He could have taken it as a pet name. But he didn't.

      "Your wish is my command," he said against my lips.
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      The next morning, Nathan and I loaded ourselves into the limousine. I felt fresh as a daisy but Nathan was bleary-eyed and couldn't stop yawning. Crystal had left our tickets in an envelope stuck to the back of the driver’s seat and Nathan opened them to look at where we were headed.

      "San Jose!" Nathan said.

      "We're going to California?" I asked, peering over at the ticket and itinerary.

      "Nope. Not California. San Jose, Costa Rica. We'll be catching a bus from there and taken to Playa Hermosa where we'll embark from. Exciting." His face split in a massive yawn. "Wake me up when we get there."

      I laughed. "I've never been on a plane before."

      "No?" Nathan put his arm around me and I cuddled against his side as the limo snaked through the city center toward the freeway exit. "You'll like it. It's fun."

      I couldn't stop bouncing in my seat as the plane wheeled down the runway. Nathan and I watched out the window as the earth fell away beneath us. Around the same time Nathan started snoring, I began to feel very, very wrong. My body felt inexplicably heavy and nausea clenched at my stomach. My neck and spine creaked under a steadily growing force trying to pull me down through the plane. I looked over at Nathan from under lead eyelids, my head wobbled and my neck crackled. His head was tilted to the side and his mouth hung open. I gripped the arms of the seat, let my head rest on Nathan's shoulder, and closed my eyes. Merciful blackness finally took me and I didn't wake up until the plane jarred as the wheels touched down.

      "Are we in Costa Rica?" I asked, without opening my eyes.

      Nathan chuckled and touched my cheekbone. "No, we're in Houston. We have to change planes."

      I covered my mouth to stifle a cry of dismay.

      We had a five-hour layover, which I slept through while Nathan read a Tom Clancy novel. By the time we boarded the next plane, I was feeling almost normal again.

      As the next plane took off, I paid attention to the changes in my body. For the first thirty seconds or so, I felt fine. Then the pressure began to build and didn't cease to increase until the plane leveled off. By that point I weighed approximately three tons and heavy invisible chains draped over every joint. I rolled my head slowly across the headrest to look at Nathan. He was wearing headphones and watching an action movie. Looking at the screen made my stomach roll. I stopped fighting the weight of my eyelids and let them close. A heavy black swallowed me up, then crushed and enfolded me in its embrace.
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      "Do you notice anything funny about our shipmates?" Nathan whispered in my ear as we stood in line at the harbor near Playa Hermosa, preparing to board the ship. We were crammed into a small holding pen along with all the other guests. Surrounded by whitewashed walls, we couldn't see the night sky, the ship, nothing. I had no idea what to expect next.

      I looked at those in the line ahead of us and behind us. "They all have gray hair?"

      "What did Crystal sign us up for? A retirement cruise?"

      I let out a laugh and clamped a hand over my mouth. Nathan giggled the way he did only when he found something funny but needed to hide it.

      The line moved slowly because most of the people in it had long lost their ability to move at a snappy pace. There were a handful of younger couples. Nathan shared a knowing smile with a tall slender young man in spectacles. He had a long arm wrapped around a petite girl with red hair done up in pin curls. She looked like an actress from the thirties. She peered back over the tufts of gray hair and hats and smiled at me. Her lips had a dark brown gloss on them.

      We surrendered our passports in exchange for cabin keys, were given a welcome packet and led through a door and onto the dock. There, the ship sat, waiting for us.

      "Oh, Nathan," I breathed. The Red Star and her four masts had been dressed with white fairy lights, just like the Sea Dog had been for our wedding. Against the night sky and with the sea stretching out in front of her, she was something out of an artist’s dream. Classical piano music played by invisible fingers poured over the deck and spilled across the harbor, welcoming us. Two sailors in full uniform stood at the bottom of the gangplank. Two more stood on deck at the top, helping guests to board.

      "Makes the Sea Dog look like a dinghy," Nathan said. "Don't tell Phil I said that."

      "You built it."

      "Yeah, but I didn't know what I was doing. I built a restaurant that looks like a ship. This is a ship with a restaurant on board."

      "Two restaurants," I said, scanning the pamphlet. "And two swimming pools, a baby grand piano, three bars, a gym..."

      "A denture clinic," a voice added. The tall slender man had his hand cupped around his mouth to add to our conversation.

      He started chuckling, and so did the red-headed woman with him. Nathan snorted.

      "Welcome aboard," said a young man in a sailor's cap as he took my elbow and led me up the gangplank. "Your luggage is waiting for you in your cabin. Orientation happens tomorrow at nine on the main deck. The ship disembarks in one hour's time."

      We made our way through the ship to our suite. Our room was furnished in teak and rich navy upholstery with a golden knot pattern. Our luggage had been set on the bed. We dropped our jackets and carry-ons and made our way to the bow to watch as The Red Star set out for the open ocean.

      Nathan stood with an arm on the railing on either side of me as I stared down at the dark water. My skin thrilled to the presence of salt in the air. The bowsprit jutted out sharply in front of the ship and heavy netting ran from the bowsprit to the forecastle railings, making a sturdy web over the water.

      "Do you think we can go out on the net?" I asked Nathan.

      "You can," answered a voice with a thick accent.

      We turned to see a deeply tanned man in a white a navy uniform unfurling a rope from a post. "Wait until we're away from shore, and then you can crawl out and lie on it. Second best place on the ship," he said. He sounded Italian.

      "Where's the best?" Nathan asked.

      The sailor winked. "Now that's a closely guarded secret. You might winkle it out of one of the crew in exchange for a drink. Frederik is especially fond of vodka. There's a free tip for ya." He turned away and hollered an instruction to another sailor high up on one of the masts.

      "There's a challenge," Nathan said, looking at the half dozen sailors milling about the foredeck. "Which of these pirates is Frederik?"

      "I smell diesel," I said, sniffing.

      "Yeah, they do have an engine. I imagine they'll use it to get us out to sea before shutting it off and resorting to wind."

      When the ship began to move forward, I had a surge of happiness so intense that I had to close my eyes for a moment. Nathan was here with me, and we had two weeks of doing nothing but loving each other and enjoying the beauty of the ocean ahead of us. With all of the craziness leading up to the wedding, I hadn't time to go out to Devil's Eye Cove. As land became nothing but a line in the distance, and eventually disappeared altogether, I knew I wasn't going to be able to resist going for my own little treasure hunt, here off the coast of Costa Rica. The trick would be in finding the right time to escape unnoticed.
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      "You can register for snorkeling gear or book a sea kayak, just see this goofy guy here," a wide, dark fellow with a Spanish accent slapped a blond crewmate on the back. "This is Frederik. Myself, you can call me Valdez, and he, Ian." He pointed to a towering man with skin as black as coal. "We make up your sports crew, come and see us for any activity your little heart desires and we'll get you set up."

      All of the guests were standing on the main deck for orientation. We'd been taken through the safety instructions already and had moved on to the sailing itinerary and activities timetable.

      "For those of you who want something a little more exciting than snorkeling or kayaking, there is an opportunity to scuba dive on a beautiful little Spanish wreck in the middle of next week."

      Already, most of the gray-haired heads were shaking back and forth in a 'no.'

      My hand involuntarily tightened around Nathan's at the word 'wreck.'

      "That would be awesome, hey Mir?" Nathan whispered. "I've never been scuba diving. Have you?"

      I shook my head.

      "Would you want to try it?"

      The idea of putting on scuba gear was completely ridiculous. But if it meant we could go underwater together, then... How bad could it be? The idea of exploring a wreck with Nathan was a thrill that had never occurred to me we could share.

      "Would you want to?" I asked.

      "Absolutely, I've always wanted to try it. Just never had the opportunity."

      Valdez continued, "Those of you who wish to dive and have your Open Water already can see Frederik to register, just make sure you have your papers. Those of you who have never dived before will have to see me for training before we arrive at the wreck site."

      When the orientation was over, Nathan and I were the only two guests to register for the wreck dive. We had instructions to meet Valdez at the foredeck swimming pool the next morning to learn how to use the equipment in a safe environment.

      From the moment I pulled the scuba mask over my face for the first time and put the regulator in my mouth, the days leading up to the dive vacillated between heaven and hell. Heaven was all the time spent with Nathan on board the ship, enjoying delicious dinners, island-hopping to lie on the beaches, and trying surfing for the first time off the coast of Nicaragua. Hell was every time we had a scuba lesson and I had to go underwater parading as a human with all the ridiculous gear and tanks strapped to me. I felt like a donkey laden with pots and pans. Breathing with tanks instead of gills was like wrapping layers of wet cloth over my mouth and nose. It baffled me that any human could tolerate this kind of torture, but to my utter shock, Nathan loved every minute of it.

      "You don't seem to be enjoying yourself, Mir," he said one day after we'd wrapped up our third session of training. We'd finally taken the gear into open water for the first time, and Nathan had been giddy with excitement. The dive had been done from a motor boat. "You know, we don't have to go if you don't like it."

      "No, it’s fine," I lied. "It'll be fun." There was no way I was going to steal this joy from Nathan just because I found it uncomfortable. The dive would only last for twenty minutes. I could do that. Then I'd never put the cursed gear on ever again.

      "Valdez says we'll arrive near the wreck site around two in the morning tomorrow. They'll stop the ship there for a couple days before we move on."

      "Really?" I perked up. When the ship stopped moving tonight, it would be my best chance to dive on my own. "Is tonight a full moon?"

      Nathan gave me a weird look. "That was random. Tomorrow night, I think. Why?"

      "Just wondering." I didn't need the moon to see, my eyes could handle hundreds of meters in depth, and beyond that, I had bioluminescent cells in my skin. But a shallow wreck dive by the light of the moon was a pleasure no mermaid could pass up.

      That night, after listening to Nathan's breathing deepen, all of my senses tuned in to the ship's movements. I lay there for an hour, eyes wide open and body tense. When I sensed the ship slow, I slid out of bed and wrapped a knee-length knit cardigan around my naked body. I checked the time on the bedside clock. Two fifteen. I dropped the cabin key into my pocket and slipped out onto the deck in flip flops.

      Voices near the bridge carried over the wind and I headed toward the stern where the boat dock was. The ship was mostly silent. I passed by the lounge and saw the young couple Nathan and I had smiled at on the first day, talking quietly over a couple of martinis. The bartender had his nose in a book.

      I took the stairs down toward the boat dock, but cursed when the access was locked. Of course they locked up the dock at night. They couldn't take the chance of guests using the dock by themselves. It was the only way to leave or board the ship while the ship was at sea. I chewed my lip. The only other point that might work was the bowsprit, where the ropes of the net were tethered to a hook just a few feet from the waves. Getting into the water was the easy part, but getting out of the water and back to our cabin would require a bit of stealth.

      I made my way back to the foredeck, keeping my pace slow as I passed the lounge. The young couple was still there and hadn't noticed me. The bartender peeked over the edge of his book and nodded at me. "Ma'am."

      I nodded back.

      The foredeck was abandoned. I peered over the railing at the anchor. The thick chain disappeared into the water. I smiled. Now was the perfect time. I stepped into the netting and walked along the bowsprit towards the end where the ropes attached. I slipped out of my cardigan, wrapped the arms around the bowsprit and tied it tight. The sea air caressed my skin and raised gooseflesh. My legs began to tingle at the thought of transformation and I couldn't help but grin.

      I bent over the edge of the rope as thick as my biceps, hooked my fingers in the netting and flipped my body over the edge like a monkey. Legs dangling toward the gentle waves, I swung hand over hand along the underside of the netting toward the sturdy rope leading from the bowsprit to the bow of the ship. I heard a voice on the wind and held my breath, wrapping my legs around the taut rope. I was out of view of the deck, but if anyone peered over the railing at that moment in time, they'd get an eyeful. Nathan and I would get kicked off the ship if any of the crew knew what I was up to.

      When the voice passed, I loosened my grip and slid down the rope toward the bow, planting my feet against the cold metal. I barely noticed the rope burn on my fingers, I was too full of adrenalin. The waves were now only two feet below me. With an involuntary yip of happiness, I let go and splashed into the balmy waters of the Pacific.
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      Salt water pulled through my gills for the first time in months and immediately the cares of my human life, few though they were, melted away into the water like icing sugar. My legs bonded and my powerful tail drove me down away from the ship’s hull. The sound of water slapping against metal faded behind me. The squeaks and chirps of sea life filled my ears and I sang out three long notes of my own. My violins filled the water and in response the sea went still for a fraction of a moment before a fresh surge of underwater music answered.

      Moonlight illuminated the rocky seabed a hundred feet below and I spiraled down to the marine floor through a school of sardines, their metallic scales flashing in the cool light like nautical fireflies.

      The rocky terrain sped by as I flew over starfish-covered coral, waving anemones, and clouds of tropical fish. A large gap in the rock opened up and white sand spread before me, its ripples spotted with crabs and shells. A ghostly devil ray glided low against the sea floor. Particles of seaweed hooked over the fronts of its fins, rolled off its back, and drifted behind it.

      This was my first foray into the Pacific. In the eight years I'd passed at sea as a teenage siren, I had spent all of it in Atlantic and Sargasso waters. There was so much to explore in one small fraction of the ocean that it was no wonder a mermaid could live for centuries. Even with hundreds of years to live, there was no way a siren could ever discover all of the ocean's hidden depths.

      Even though my body was reveling in the exposure to the briny deep, there was a thread of consciousness that kept me tied to the sleeping man in the cabin aboard The Red Star. I had a moment of fear when the thought of him waking to find me gone crept through my mind like a shadow, but with my next intake of seawater and oxygen, the worry dissolved. I had some time.

      Huge rock formations jutted up from the ocean floor, looking like links of some massive rock chains of a prehistoric fallen giant. Just for fun, I looped my way through holes in the rock, winding my way along the crustacean-covered maze. As I squeezed through one small hole, a valley opened before me, a crevasse snaking its way into the underwater horizon. And there, cradled in the bottom of the hollow and tilted on its side, was the Spanish wreck.

      The moonlit water turned the ship’s watery grave into a nest of indigo shadows. The silhouettes of sharks and smaller fish whispered around the hull, appearing and disappearing like magicians. The broken end of her bowsprit jutted up from the front half of the wreck. Some fifty meters away, the faint curve of a stern where the captain's quarters would once have been, lay perched on a rock. The scattered halves gave evidence to the violent end that had broken this ship's back. While every shipwreck I explored felt new and exciting to me, most of them were also tombs. This consciousness was part of what separated me from the other creatures of the deep. Humans had died here, and that meant something to me. I was half-human, after all.

      I approached the wreck with caution, eyeing up possible entrance points. The wreck had long been marked by tour companies, like the one that operated The Red Star, as a good place to bring divers. And long before that it would have been salvaged by whoever had claimed the rights to her. That didn't mean there was nothing left to salvage, that meant that one had to look harder, and I was perfectly equipped to do just that.

      I drifted around the front half of the ship, which was barely recognizable as a ship anymore. Barnacles and crustaceans covered every surface. The shape of a cannon was jammed between two rock formations not far from the ship. Scattered about the wreck site were strange and mysterious shapes, clearly not part of the natural marine landscape. The tween deck and the hold opened up as I circled, and I drifted at the yawning jagged mouth. I entered the wreck slowly, drifting more than swimming. A fat purple eel snaked through a gun port to escape my probing eyes.

      There were very few organic material artifacts anymore. The ropes and sails had long since rotted away. Part of a wooden trunk, half dissolved by the salt and barely recognizable, sat jammed in a corner under a coating of algae. A starfish clung to the side of it. Not expecting to find anything, I approached the trunk and lifted away the top half. It almost dissolved in my fingers as chunks broke off and silt wafted up in a cloud. A tangle of long tubular shapes lay inside, covered in algae. They almost looked like pencils, only they were too thick and long. I picked one up, sucked water through my gills and blew away the algae with a jet stream from my mouth. I took the item into the moonlight to better see its distinct yellow hue. I held it to my nose. Honey? I brushed away more of the algae. It was a beeswax candle. I was surprised these hadn't been taken from the ship. They weren't hard to find, but they were almost worthless. Maybe that was why. Human divers could only dive for so long and retrieve so much. I guess they'd decided these weren't worth taking.

      I put the candle back and kept exploring. After going through the fore of the ship and finding nothing worth salvaging, I headed across the crevasse to the aft. As I passed over a tall rock formation, a moonbeam fell on something white mostly hidden under a jutting edge of rock. I redirected and dove to the bottom toward the sand. Only inches above the floor, a dark line in the rock suggested a deep crack. A crab darted under the rock as my shadow passed over him.

      My face nearly touched the sand on the ocean floor as I peered into the crack. Sand particles drifted, obscuring my view. I pulled water into my gills and expelled it through my mouth into the crack. The little crab flew out the side of the crack like he'd been was fired from a slingshot, his legs and claws splayed comically in surprise. I squinted into the darkness, reached inside the crack and dug my fingers into the sand.

      My hand closed on something thin and hard. I pulled the item out. It wasn't white, it was silver. But what was it? The bell shape on one end reminded me of a cupboard door handle, but the long silver rod going through the center of the bell was too long. The other end of the rod had broken off so the rest of it was missing. I reached my hand into the crevasse again and felt around. Other than stones, I found no other silver pieces. I didn't know if what I'd found was any more valuable than the silver it was made from, but I gripped it in my hand as I continued on to the other half of the wreck.

      The back half of the ship was disappointingly ruined, and I was running out of time for sniffing through the rubble. When the moonlight began to fade, and thoughts of Nathan couldn't be ignored, I turned and headed back to The Red Star, clutching the strange silver artifact.

      I propelled myself rapidly up toward the bow of the ship, leapt from the water and grabbed the rope. My tail split in the space of half a breath and I planted my feet against the metal hull of The Red Star and began to climb, hand over hand. Water sluiced from my hair and body as I monkeyed my way up and pulled myself over top of the net. I didn't know how much time had passed, but I paused to listen, and all was silent.

      I untied my cardigan, put it on over my wet skin, and scampered along the bowsprit to the hull with my silver treasure in hand. I leapt over the railing and skittered to a halt.

      The red-headed woman with the dark lips sat in a deck chair. She'd lowered it flat to make a bed but she was up on her elbows, staring at me. Her eyes were wide as saucers and her mouth was open in surprise.

      At least ten different swearwords ploughed through my mind, elbowing each other. None of them accurately communicated how I felt at that moment. I had been beyond sloppy.

      "What the..." She sat all the way up to her palms. "Were you swimming?"

      My eyes roamed the deck for any other humans, but she and I were alone. I opened my mouth to answer, but didn't know what to say. My siren voice began to swell, like a bubble in my throat.

      The woman scrambled to her feet and strode past me to the bow. She peered over the railing. "We're thirty feet up! How on earth did you..."

      Her jaw dropped as she stared down at the waves, and then back at me, eyes wide as saucers. Her gaze dropped to the silver artifact in my hand.

      She gasped. "What is that? Where did that come from?" Her voice had gone breathy.

      "Listen to me now," I said, my siren voice filling the air around us. Her face relaxed and she stared at my mouth. "You never saw me."

      "I never saw you," she whispered.

      "Go back to your deck chair and enjoy the stars."

      She moved as though in a dream, repeating the words after me. She lay back on the deck chair and looked up at the stars, crooking an arm under her head. Her body and face relaxed. She crossed one leg over the other and gave a contented sigh.

      I hoped that would be enough. With the things my father seemed to be remembering, I didn't fully trust my voice anymore. But it was all I could do.

      I let myself into the cabin silently. Glancing at the clock while I braided my wet hair into a rope so it didn't entirely soak the bed, I'd been gone for nearly three hours. I tucked the silver piece into the side of my luggage and shook my head as I slipped into bed beside Nathan's sleeping form. It was too easy to lose track of time under the water.

      Nathan rolled over and threw a heavy arm over me. He let out a sigh and lay still.
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      The wreck looked completely different in the daylight. Bright shafts of sunlight shot down through the water like spotlights, illuminating the galleon like a set piece from a movie. Brightly colored coral spread out in painted splotches around the wreck and beyond. Tropical fish darted through sunbeams and weaved around the jutting barnacle-covered wreckage. It was almost enchanting enough to make me forget that I had a big plastic mouthpiece jammed between my teeth, a plastic window suctioned to my face, tanks on my back, weights strapped to my waist, and ridiculous plastic flippers on my feet. Almost, but not quite. The desire to rip off all this gear and transform rippled beneath the surface of my skin like an itch. Focus, Mira. This is for Nathan.

      Nathan drifted ahead of me, looking back with an expression of pure rapture from time to time and overusing the hand signal for 'everything is A-OK.' He winked at me through his mask before facing front and kicking his way down toward the wreck. Beyond Nathan was Valdez, his wiry frame making him look like a teenager next to Nathan's barrel-chested bulk.

      Valdez had walked us through a map of the wreck before we'd ever gotten into the water. We had a dozen points to stop at in the tour, 'points of interest,' he called them. They included the prow, the crow’s nest, which had torn off and landed several hundred meters away, three different cannons, and several other pieces of the galleon which were barely recognizable anymore. We passed over the rock formation where I'd found the strange silver artifact and I scanned the sandy floor and crevices between the rocks for any other glints of metal.

      As we explored the rear half of the wreck, gooseflesh raised on my skin and a cold shiver went up my spine—the sensation of being watched. I could feel it so distinctly that I made a sudden rotation in the water to get a 360 degree snapshot of everything around us. Nathan and Valdez were nearer the bottom, looking at two large lobster claws poking out of a crack. I lifted the mask away from my face and closed my transparent under-lids. My vision snapped into focus like a telephoto lens. The horizon, which had been a blur through the plastic only a moment ago, extended out all around me in crystal-clear focus. I saw plenty of ocean life in every direction, but nothing that would have triggered the feeling of being watched.

      I looked down at Nathan and Valdez, both of them were half turned away from me. I wasn't out of their line of sight, but they weren't looking directly at me. I might just get away with ... I took the respirator out of my mouth and inhaled through the gills that opened on my neck. With the intake of salt, my instincts sharpened and the feeling of being watched clarified.

      Siren.

      There was another mermaid in these waters. She was close. My heart began to pound. Who was she? What did she want? Was she friendly? Why couldn't I see her? I scanned the rock formations again, but saw nothing other than regular ocean creatures.

      As the men turned away from the marine floor to look up at me, I jammed the respirator back in my mouth. I pulled the mask down over my face but it was full of water. Looking through seawater trapped next to my face was intolerable. I put the mask up again and left it.

      The tour was coming to an end and Nathan and Valdez swam slowly up to me, taking their time to avoid nitrogen poisoning. They both gave me looks of concern when they saw my mask was off my face. I gave them the 'A-OK' hand signal. We headed back toward the ship, and I trailed behind, but whenever I slowed, Valdez slowed, always keeping me in his sight.

      I took a last look at the wreck, now beyond the visibility of human eyes. My siren eyes pulled the rock around the wrecks forward and sharpened the edges. A flash of movement behind the rock formation that looked like a giant chain caught my eye. A purple sheen caught the sun. Purple with dark brown stripes toward the tail fin. I knew those colors and that pattern.

      Aris was here.

      Her brown face appeared through a hole in the rocks. She looked directly at me. Her rich brown hair floated up behind her face in a cloud. She knew that at this distance, I'd be able to see her, but the men wouldn't. The look on her face was priceless.

      You're a mermaid. What the hell are you doing in scuba gear?

      My mouth twitched and a wide grin broke out on her face, her bright white teeth stark against her skin. I couldn't help but smile back. Aris and I had spent some time traveling together during my eight years at sea. We'd explored underwater caves and blue holes off the coast of Belize, and discovered dozens of wrecks in the British Virgin Islands. Aris was from Iran originally, but hadn't been anywhere close to home in decades.

      Valdez and Nathan were waiting for me so I turned and swam toward the boat. As soon as we surfaced, Nathan pulled up his mask and spat out his respirator. "What happened, Mir? You took your mask off. You okay?"

      "Just sprung a leak," I answered, kicking off my fins and tossing them into the boat.

      Valdez helped us to board and take off our gear. He looked into my eyes. "Stinging?"

      I shook my head. "I'm okay." I looked at Nathan. "Wasn't that incredible?"

      "Oh, man! Did you see that huge eel snake out of the cannon?" Nathan went on about the shipwreck the entire boat ride back to The Red Star, and all afternoon. Which worked well for me because my thoughts kept going back to Aris. What was she doing here? Had she been looking for me, or was it just an accident?

      "Mir."

      I blinked and realized Nathan was staring at me as we stood at the door of the restaurant waiting to be seated for dinner. "What? Sorry, yes?"

      "What's going on, you've been distracted all afternoon." He put a hand on my waist.

      A man from the wait staff appeared. "You guys must be hungry after your dive today," he said in a Jamaican accent. "Did you enjoy it?"

      "It was awesome," I said, and Nathan smiled down at me. "Have you seen it?"

      "Many times. I never tire of it," he said. "Follow me to your table, please."

      Every evening, we'd been seated at a different table for dinner, and with different people. The crew wanted to encourage the guests to get to know one another. There were only 130-some people on board.

      My stomach did a little flip when we approached our table. The young red-headed woman who had caught me the night before looked up at us from the booth and smiled, a champagne flute in her hand. "Well, hello." Her brown eyes caught mine and she smiled. She spoke with an English accent. "Have a seat. Garret will be back from the loo shortly. I'm Anna, and you are?"

      Nathan and I slid into the booth and Nathan and Anna immediately started the human activity I sucked at—small talk.

      Anna's eyes would dart to me every so often but I couldn't say why. I relived the night before, trying to find some hole in my command that her memory could slip through.

      My thoughts went to my father, how he seemed to be remembering things he shouldn't remember. I didn't want to sit through dinner and wonder the whole time if something might be faulty with my siren voice. I snatched the fabric napkin from my plate, placed it on my lap, and waited for a break in the conversation.

      "They say she's almost three hundred years old," Nathan was saying. "I think it’s the coolest thing I've ever done. I mean, I grew up on the ocean, but it’s the North Atlantic so it’s not ideal for pleasure diving. Plus, who has time?"

      Anna nodded. "Well, good for you. You're braver than I. I don't mind snorkeling, but anything more strenuous than that and I'm simply not equipped for it."

      "So, what did you get up to last night?" I blurted.

      Nathan and Anna blinked at me for a second before she answered. "Actually, last night I couldn't sleep and it was so lovely out that I stayed up late and watched the stars. Out here on the ocean, stargazing is a whole new level of incredible."

      There was no hesitancy, no awkwardness or look of confusion from her. I let out a breath and began to relax. My voice had worked. So far, anyway.

      The slender, bespectacled Garret appeared and rubbed his hands together as he slid into the booth beside Anna. "Excellent, I was wondering when we'd get seated with you two," he said. "We'll have some good craic tonight, I expect. Don't get me wrong, I love the seniors, they're hilarious, but Anna and I have been craving some dinner conversation that didn't reference kidney stones and constipation." He held a long-fingered hand out to Nathan. "We haven't been properly introduced, I'm Garret. I'm from Dublin and Anna here hails from Bath. Where are you fine folks from?"

      "East coast of Canada," Nathan said, as we shook all around.

      "Canucks," Anna said. "I think you're the only Canadians on the Star, actually. You enjoying the tall-ship experience?"

      "Yeah, we don't really want to go home," Nathan laughed. "You?"

      "Definitely,” Garret said. “Anna here had a little bout of seasickness the first night, didn't you?" Garret elbowed Anna and she nodded and blew her cheeks out like a blowfish. "But after that, it’s been smooth sailing. Are you guys going to the beach party tomorrow night?"

      "The one on Tortuga, right?" Nathan said.

      "That's the one. Only one resort on the whole island. Should be a fun party."

      "Think so," Nathan looked toward me. "What do you think, Mir?"

      I nodded. "Sounds like fun."

      "It's a white party. Do you have a white dress?" Anna asked me, moving back against the booth seat as a waiter set a plate of steaming whitefish and roasted vegetables in front of her.

      "No."

      "I'll lend you one. I have a white sarong you can use." Anna said. "Have you ever worn a sarong? They're cool, you can tie them into a million different shapes..."

      I nodded and listened politely, but in the back of my mind I was thinking of Aris. Would she follow The Red Star to Tortuga? Was there something she wanted from me, or was her finding me just an accident?
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      Tortuga was a small island with a long stretch of beach. We were taken from The Red Star to the beach by motor boat and told they'd be there to taxi anyone back to the ship at any time. Sparkling fairy lights winked at us through the palm trees and swingy piano music floated over the wind. The music slowed to an end and was followed by applause.

      "Gershwin," Nathan said as we crossed the deep sand in bare feet. "Haven't heard this kind of music in years."

      "Gersh-who?" I asked, stepping up onto the wooden deck and stooping to put on my sandals.

      "The composer," Nathan said. "Don't you know Rhapsody in Blue, Mir?"

      He took my hand and we wandered through the crowd toward an empty table. Low tables and benches covered in candles cast a warm yellow light on the guests. The white clothing seemed to glow blue under the moonlight.

      "Look at their clothes, Nathan!" I said.

      "Yours too," he said, looking down at the white sarong I had borrowed from Anna. She'd shown me how to make a halter dress out of it. The white fabric glowed with an ethereal blue light.

      "Wow!" It reminded me of the color and light of bioluminescent algae. I could make this same glow under my skin when the pressure of deep water got heavy enough. Humans had figured out how to mimic it, somehow. "How is this done?"

      Nathan pointed to some fixtures above our heads. "Black lighting. You never did much clubbing when you were younger, did you?" He elbowed me and gave me a grin.

      I laughed. "Your teeth are blue, too! Do my teeth look like that?"

      "Yep. You look like you've been sucking on a glow-in-the-dark popsicle," Nathan said as we collapsed into a large glowing beanbag.

      "What a clever invention," I said, running my hands over the fabric beneath me, enjoying how dark my skin looked by contrast. "It even looks like I have a tan." I looked up and caught Nathan staring at me, bemused. "What?"

      "Sometimes I think you must have had the most sheltered childhood possible," he said. "What did you do all those years after you ran away from home? Live in a cave?"

      I was rescued from having to answer this by shouts of our names in an Irish accent. "Nathan! Mira!"

      We looked around and spotted Garrett and Anna seated in the middle of an enormous white bean bag not far from the white piano. They had coconut drinks with tiny white umbrellas sheltering the contents. We left our bean bag chair and joined them.

      "Bean bags and black lighting," Garrett cried as we approached. He raised his skinny arms and legs up and out like a starfish. "My life is complete. I can die a happy man."

      "We have plenty of room," Anna said. "Why don't you join us on our bean bag."

      "Sarong really looks lovely on you, Mira," Garrett said, patting the expanse of bag next to him. Anna's eyes caught on me, watching. I hesitated to sit as there wasn't quite enough room for Nathan and I to sit together.

      Anna got up and slapped Garrett on a thigh. "Move over, you big scarecrow. Let the lovebirds sit together. They're on their honeymoon, remember."

      "Ah, yes." Garrett moved over so there was enough room for Nathan and me. "You haven't tired of one another yet. Best enjoy it while you can. Ooof!" Anna thwacked him in the stomach with the back of her hand.

      A waitress dressed in a white skirt and blouse approached with two more coconut drinks. "These are courtesy of the Red Star crew." She set two coconuts on the small table at our knees. "Get you anything else?"

      We ordered some ceviche and guacamole dishes to share and by the time the food came, we'd gone through more coconut drinks and the piano music had been replaced by dance music.

      "You girls going to dance tonight?" Garrett asked, waggling his eyebrows.

      "No, I..." I began. The skin across my shoulder blades prickled with awareness and I looked over my shoulder into the palm trees.

      "Yes, and so are you," said Anna, yanking Garrett up from the bean bag with difficulty.

      With half-hearted complaints from the men, we moved onto the dance floor, which suited me fine because standing and moving around allowed me to scan the bushes and shadows behind them. The feeling of being watched intensified.

      The music slowed and Nathan pulled me close. I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek to his shoulder, still watching. We rotated gently to the music. The suggestion of a face materialized in the trees beyond the deck and gooseflesh swept my skin. Aris. Her face pressed forward until the light made her recognizable. Her dark skin and dark hair made her difficult to see. We made eye contact. I gave her the subtlest nod and her face melted away into the night.

      As the slow song came to a close, I kissed Nathan and said, "I'm just going to slip off to the bathroom. Want to try the pineapple drink?"

      "Absolutely. I've never been a big fan of coconut. I'll go ask." Nathan went to the bar.

      I headed across the deck toward the washrooms. I passed the ladies toilet and stepped off the edge of the deck and into the sand. I went through the palm tree grove and onto the beach. The Red Star glittered with fairy lights out in the bay, and the distant hum of a taxi-boat dwindled as the crew delivered guests back to the ship. I walked down the beach. A cluster of boulders jutted out into the ocean from the beach and I approached them. The hairs on my forearms stood up.

      "Hello, Aris," I said to the shape that stepped into the moonlight from the shadow of the  rocks. "Last time I saw you, we were off the coast of Belize. Did you swim around the southern tip of South America, or cross at Panama?"

      Aris's teeth and the whites of her eyes gleamed in the dark. "I swam of course. After you went north, I stayed in the Caribbean a while, and then swam around Cape Horn." Aris had a rich Middle Eastern accent and a deep, resonant voice. She padded across the sand toward me, naked. She was as lithe and wiry as I remembered. Her dark curly hair was long and heavy with seawater, dripping water down her skin.

      I dropped my eyes deferentially as she approached. She put a fingertip to the hollow between my collarbones and I allowed her to keep it there a moment. My pulse throbbed under her finger. Aris was an elemental, and far more powerful than me. The small gesture was siren etiquette and it was all the acknowledgment she needed. She pulled me into a wet embrace, and I hugged her back.

      "Is this an accident?" I asked, drawing back.

      "Somewhat," she said. "I wasn't looking for you, but when I sensed you in the water I thought I might ask if you'd like to join me. Of course," she laughed, "that was before I saw you trussed up in diving gear and realized you were with a human party. I have never seen anything so ridiculous before."

      I smiled. "It is even more ridiculous to be the one wearing the gear. Believe me."

      "You must really love him," she said.

      "I do."

      "The big one? With the red hair?"

      I nodded. "We're married."

      "That does answer my question then," she sighed. "I congratulate you," she said, but her voice had taken on a melancholic cast.

      "You don't sound congratulatory."

      "Oh I am, I just...know what it's like. Land cycles have been few and far between for me, but they have always been difficult. The leaving part."

      I raised my chin. "I'm not going to leave him."

      She put a hand to my cheekbone and the moonlight fell across her face, and her brows drew together. She didn't believe me.

      "I won't," I said, stubbornly. The surety that I would never leave Nathan was like steel forged to my spine, every vertebra. "I won't, Aris."

      She was quiet for a time. Then, "I'm Polarisin, now. Not just Aris." We turned toward the waves and let the salty water lap over our toes.

      "Polarisin?" I blinked.

      "The sea has finally given me my siren name," she said.

      "Siren name...?" I trailed off, confused. 

      She hooked my elbow with hers. "I forget that you lost your mother so young. There was so much she didn't have time to teach you."

      My heart gave an ache at mention of my mother. Now that I was in my land-cycle, the grief of my mother's passing was never far from me.

      "One day, when you're in your salt-cycle," she explained, "you'll hear yours, too."

      "I don't know what you mean. My name is Mira."

      She shook her head. "Mira is the name your mother gave you, but all sirens are christened by the sea. It took decades for me to hear it, but I finally did." She gave a laugh. "My mother was right, it sounds like a powerful current. You know when you're not far from a hot current and you can hear it whooshing through the water. It's like that. Your name won't change completely, it'll just get...swallowed up. Surrounded by the sea. Thus, Aris to Polarisin."

      I wasn't sure what to say. This was the first I had ever heard about the sea giving a name to a mermaid. I had never heard a current whisper my name. "Congratulations?" 

      She chuckled, "Thanks. And actually it's part of the reason that I wanted to talk to you before I continued on my journey. I had wanted to see if you wanted to come to the gathering with me. But, if you haven't been given your siren name yet, then I guess you won't have gotten the call."

      Call? It didn't matter. I wasn't going anywhere. "What gathering?"

      "It happens to named sirens every decade or so. We're called together for a sort of season of socialization, I think."

      "Socialization?" I said, astonished. Mermaids are either solitary, or they travel in twos, usually mother-daughter pairs, but not always.

      "Hard to believe, I know. I don't quite know what to expect, as this will be my first one. I was hoping for a companion, but I guess the timing is poor for you. And you're not named yet, anyway."

      I made a noise of agreement. Aris was way older than me. I tried not to let it make me feel inferior, but truthfully, that's what I was—an inferior siren. I wasn't an elemental, I was barely into my twenties, and I didn't even know that the sea named its sirens. I had only ever spent a week with Aris, swimming in the Caribbean and South Atlantic. She'd demonstrated a superior strength, so I could accept that she was an elemental. This naming business was new to me, though. Another thought occurred.

      "Aris, have you ever heard of a human getting his memory back?"

      "After a siren has used her voice on him?" She leaned away from me, her dark eyes wide. "No, never. It's not possible. Why?"

      "My father...I think he's starting to recall something he isn't supposed to."

      She halted us in the sand and turned to face me. Her face melted, "Ohhhhhh." She made a sound of understanding.

      "What?"

      "Your mother, what was her name?"

      "Trina."

      "She died. It's why you left home so young." She said more to herself.

      "Yes."

      She faced me. "When the siren who has given a command dies, the command dies with her. Not at first, but it slowly fades over time. It loses its grip on the human mind it was given to."

      I took a sharp breath. Hal really was remembering. What would he do with the knowledge when his memories came free?

      "It's a rare thing," Aris said. "After all, barring accidents or tragedies, we always live longer than the humans we mystify. In the case of your mom..." She left blank air for me to fill.

      "She died of cancer."

      "I see. That couldn't have been an easy memory to face."

      She was sharp, I'd give her that. It had been one of the most difficult emotional periods of my life, the memories of my mother’s death flooding back to me when I began my land-cycle. "Is there anything that can be done?"

      "Well, yes. You're alive and well, you can replace her faded commands with your own. As long as you are alive, they will hold."

      I nodded. "Thank you, Aris...Polarisin," I said. "I'm glad we ran into each other. I should be getting back to my husband. Have a safe journey to wherever this gathering is going to be."

      She kissed both of my cheeks. "And you, Mira. I hope your land-cycle produces a daughter and that she fills your heart. Perhaps the next time I see you, I shall meet her." 

      I watched her stride into the surf, disappearing into the darkness of the night. She walked until the water swept up over her head and was gone, leaving no more than a tiny ripple. I stood there a moment longer, watching the dark water ebb and flow, feeling the salt caress my feet. I turned and walked back to the party and back to Nathan.
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      After we'd been taken back to The Red Star, tipsy and drowsy, and said good-night to Garrett and Anna, Nathan pulled me close against him and whispered. "I know where the best place on the ship is."

      I had nearly forgotten about the sailor who'd told us about it on the first day. I turned to him, my curiosity aroused. "Where?"

      "We might get into trouble," he warned me.

      I smiled. "I think we can handle it." I had lived my life on the edge of trouble.

      Nathan took my hand and we walked casually toward the stern, Nathan glanced around for staff. A few people milled about, heading for their cabins or standing and chatting on the moonlit deck. Nathan and I leaned on the railing and waited until the coast was clear. We hopped over a rope cordoning off a short and narrow staircase.

      "This is where the crew parties," Nathan whispered.

      Voices carried over the wind as people passed by not far from us on the deck. "Come here," Nathan pulled me in front of him and lifted me up onto the roof over the steps leading down into the hold. The huge boom creaked overhead. "Climb up on the boom."

      I hopped up and discovered a nest of canvas where the sail had been tied down. A cradle had been made in the canvas, up against the rear mast and I crawled into it. Nathan hopped up after me.

      "Cool, huh?"

      "Very cool," I whispered. Nathan crawled behind me and sat leaning against the mast. He pulled me back against his chest and I leaned back into his warmth. The canvas piled up on either side of us made blinders to block out everything except the black sky, which was peppered with bright stars. We leaned back and looked up, watching the stars sway as the ship rocked back and forth. I sighed happily. We cuddled and stargazed, listening to the water and feeling each other breathe.

      "I found something interesting in the sand, I'll have to show it to you," I said.

      "Yeah? What is it?"

      I described the artifact to him as best I could. "It might be worth something."

      Nathan chuckled and kissed my temple. "Don't get your hopes up, Mir. It sounds like random junk to me."

      I shrugged. I knew the color of real silver. "Maybe. Maybe not."

      "Maybe we should get something nice to bring home for your dad."

      "That's a good idea," I said. "And Crystal."

      "For sure," Nathan said, his voice drowsy. "I think she'd like a captain's hat."

      I laughed. She would. Nathan knew her well.

      "Mir," Nathan said.

      "Yeah?"

      "We're going to let your dad be a grandpa to our kids, right?"

      I blinked at the unexpected question. If my father was planning on living in Saltford for good, then this was a possibility. I thought about what Aris had said about why my father's memories were coming back.

      "Mir?"

      I cleared my throat. "Yeah. Yes, of course he can be a grandpa." I said.

      He nuzzled into my neck. "Good."

      We stared up at the stars a while longer. Nathan thinking his thoughts, and me thinking mine: that I sure hoped Aris wasn't wrong.
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      I closed my eyes and swallowed hard, pressing my head back into the headrest. Maybe my reaction to the first plane ride had been a fluke?

      "Mira, hon are you okay?"

      I turned my head toward Nathan and forced a smile and a nod. He put a warm palm over my white knuckles.

      "What's wrong?"

      Dang. Was I that bad of an actress? "Nothing," I said through a tight jaw. "Just not loving the whole flying thing."

      He put a hand to my forehead. "You look ill. As soon as the plane levels off, put your seat back and try to sleep, okay?"

      I nodded. As the plane climbed, the pressure pulling down on me increased. My vertebrae creaked. My ears squeaked the way they did when I was descending into the depths of the ocean, only they didn't relieve any of the pressure. Both ears popped and I winced.

      "Shall I see if one of the crew has something you can take?" Nathan reached his hand toward the call button.

      I blew out a breath. "No. Thanks, love." I'd never ever taken a pill. I didn't know what synthetic substances built for and tested on humans might do to me. Maybe they would help, but I was too scared to take the chance. "I'll just try to sleep."

      "Here's a pillow. Prop it on my shoulder if you want. And here's some water." Nathan pulled a water bottle out of his seat pocket and stuck it in mine.

      The pressure increased and led to nausea and a bone-deep exhaustion. I let my eyes close and focused on breathing. I did sleep, but it was a strange, uncomfortable slumber haunted by dreams of dense, amorphous blobs hanging from my every joint.

      When we arrived in Houston to change planes, I made a beeline for the bathroom, my stomach churning. I sat on the edge of the toilet, taking deep breaths and feeling my strength slowly returning. When I looked in the mirror I was the same color I often took on when swimming through kelp forests—green. I splashed water on my face and braced my hands on the counter, dreading the next flight.

      "Airsick?"

      My eyes took a moment to focus on the teen with long yellow hair washing her hands next to me.

      "Think so," I said.

      "Here." She fished in her pocket and pulled out a nearly empty pack of gum and handed it to me. "Chew this for your ears. And get a bottle of ginger-ale on the plane. It's the only thing that keeps me from spewing chunks."

      "Thanks." I tucked the gum into my hoodie pocket.

      As Nathan and I buckled our seat-belts on the next plane, preparing for take-off, I popped a piece in my mouth.

      "You don't chew gum," Nathan said as he tucked the bottle of soda we'd purchased at the terminal into the seat pocket in front of me.

      "Girl in the bathroom said it would help," I replied around the gob in my mouth.

      It didn't.
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      Nathan's arm snaked around my ribcage and he pulled me back against his warm chest. I smiled and made a noise of pleasure. I never wanted to leave this flannel and down cocoon we'd made, finally at home in our own bed. Nathan gave a deep sigh and kissed behind my ear.

      "Nice to be home," he croaked in a sleepy voice. He squeezed me tight.

      "Let’s never leave," I said.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Nathan and I jerked with surprise at the sound of pounding on his front door.

      "Go away," I mumbled, pulling a pillow over my ear.

      Nathan rolled toward his bedside table. "It's six-thirty, Mir."

      "In the morning?"

      "At night," Nathan laughed. "We're all screwed up."

      Bang. Bang. Bang. More urgent this time.

      Nathan got out of bed and padded to the door in plaid pajama pants. He grabbed a t-shirt from the armchair in the corner and pulled it on. I threw the covers off and followed him down the stairs in my nightshirt. The front door was at the bottom of the stairs. I recognized the shape behind the frosted glass window.

      "That's Crystal," I said, as Nathan unlocked the door.

      She stood on our frosty porch, her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her breath hung in a cloud in front of her face. A wet sloppy snow plopped onto the ground behind her. The fading sunlight slanted across the street and the snow caught the light.

      "Snow!" Nathan said. "We should have stayed in Costa Rica. We haven't had snow in May in a decade."

      Crystal gave a tight smile. "Sorry, guys. Helluva welcome home, I know. I'd ask you how your trip was an' all, but," her eyes tracked from Nathan's to mine. "It's Hal. Can you come?"
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      "When Phil refused to serve him a drink, he went behind the bar and helped himself to a bottle of Jack when none of us was looking,” Crystal said. “I should have realized when he moved from the bar to a booth, claimin' he wanted to eat alone. He ordered a burger but didn't touch it." She strode across the parking lot toward the Sea Dog, her legs moving almost as fast as she was talking.

      "There's his truck," Nathan said, pointing to the old red flat bed. "He won't be driving that home."

      Crystal continued as though Nathan hadn't spoken. "Took me an hour to put two and two together, and by then nearly half the bottle was gone..."

      I felt the blood drain from my face and the edges of my vision fuzzed.

      "No," Nathan hissed. "You let him drink half a bottle of whiskey?"

      Crystal turned on him, her eyes flashing. "I didn't let him. Don't blame this on me. He's a crafty bastard—all addicts are."

      Nathan gave her a look. I broke into a sprint and he thundered after me.

      "It's full of customers," Crystal yelled behind us. "Don't make a scene!"

      I flew up the gangplank and barreled through the door. The restaurant was jammed with people, elbow to elbow. A waitress I didn't recognize carried a tray of steaming plates from the kitchen. She looked up and saw Crystal. She mouthed the words, 'Thank God.'

      I scanned the faces in the main dining area. No Hal.

      "She said booth," Nathan said.

      We squeezed between the tables toward the alcoves.

      "He's not here," I said, seeing nothing but families jammed in every booth. Worry fluttered in my stomach.

      "He left, Mira." I turned to see Phil wiping his hands on a towel. Sweat beaded his brow and his face was flushed. "I took his keys and tried to call him a cab but he slipped out without saying good-bye. I couldn't keep track of him in all this busyness." He put his hands out. "I'm sorry. I went out and called for him. He'd just vanished."

      "Any idea where he went?" Nathan asked.

      Phil shook his head. "Hopefully, he just decided to walk home."

      I felt a little better. At least he was still in good enough shape to walk. "How long ago did he leave?"

      "Twenty minutes. Try the harbor, maybe?"

      Nathan and I turned and snaked our way to the door. Crystal was at the entrance, her hand on the door. "Well?"

      "Gone," I said.

      The three of us left the restaurant and stood on the dock. I scanned the ground but there wasn't enough snow for footprints and the sleet was melting away as it struck the ground.

      "He's on foot, and he's only been gone ten minutes. Let’s split up," Nathan said. “I'll walk towards his apartment, I know where it is. Mira, you take the south boardwalk. Crys, you take the north? Whoever finds him just call or text and I’ll come get you in the truck.”

      We went our separate ways. The boardwalk extended for a long way in both directions up and down the coastline. It was interrupted in places for parking lots, parks, some private waterfront properties, and a handful of boating clubs. I began to jog, scanning the boardwalk railing and benches for Hal's stooped shape. Wind blew the snow toward me and it made my face and clothing wet and cold. Nervous energy was building in my limbs.

      My phone rang. I stopped running and let out a breath. That hadn't taken long. I pulled out my phone and looked at the number. It wasn't Nathan or Crystal—it was Hal.

      "Dad?" I put my head down against the wet snow and wind.

      "They aren't dreams," he said in a throaty voice I barely recognized.

      My head snapped up. "Where are you?"

      "Tell me the truth, Mir. So help me..."

      "Tell me where you are."

      "You can't see me?" He breathed heavily into the phone. "I can see you."

      I spun in a circle, my eyes roaming the boardwalk, the rough waves tossing along the rocks, the street running parallel to the boardwalk. A truck drove by, its headlights sending two beams out into the snow.

      "Down here, daughter."

      The only down was over the railing. I stepped close to the handrail and peered over it and into the rocky shoreline. Snow plopped on the tops of rocks while water licked up between the boulders, and washed away the white. My eyes followed the boulders beyond the circles of light provided by the street lamps. My eyes sharpened on a dark strip of boulders jutting out into the water. A moving shape. My father stood on a boulder at the very end of a dyke. He held up a hand in greeting.

      I hung up and pounded out a text to Nathan and Crystal to let them know I found him and where we were. I put the phone in my pocket, climbed over the railing and down onto the stones. I ran along the tops of the boulders toward the dyke and then out into the water where Hal stood. In the dying light, he looked even more haggard than normal. Dark bags circled his eyes and his cheeks looked sharp and hollow in the dim light.

      "You've been drinking," I said, stopping at the boulder next to his. "Where's the whiskey?"

      "I left it at the pub, believe it or not. I need something stronger."

      "No you don't, Dad." My heart ached at the look on his tortured face.

      "You're right. I need you to tell me the truth."

      "Tell me what you think you remember."

      "I don't think!" he yelled, spittle flew from his mouth. "I know."

      "Okay, Dad. I'm sorry," I kept my voice calm. My siren sound had begun to swell in my chest when he raised his voice, but I suppressed it. I wanted to know what he remembered, what to say to him. The waves hit the bottom of the boulder and sent spray up around us. "Why don't we go home and talk?"

      He shook his head. "We're staying right here." He took a step closer to the edge of the boulder. His intention suddenly became clear to me.

      "Dad," I said, my heart stuttering in my chest. "Please, don't do anything reckless."

      "Why not? You won't let your old man drown."

      I waited. His foolishness wasn't evident to him. I didn't need to transform into a mermaid to save him if he jumped into these waters. They weren't deep. He'd also die of hypothermia long before he drowned.

      "What did you see, Dad?" I coaxed.

      For a long time, he didn't speak. Then, "You were just little. So little. We were camping." His voice slurred a little, and he swayed on his feet.

      I knew instantly what he was talking about. My first transformation had happened during a camping trip. The only camping trip we'd ever taken.

      "Trina's laughter woke me." He brushed an arm across his face. "But I woke up alone. The trailer was empty, and you were both gone. I followed the sound to a bluff overlooking the lake." He spoke in slow motion, his consonants soft. "That strange, salty lake."

      "Lake Manitou," I said.

      "I forgot the name." A wave crashed into the rocks and sprayed up behind him, splattering us both with cold Atlantic water. He gazed far away, focused on nothing. "I saw Trina in the moonlight. I saw..." His focus sharpened and he looked at my face. "A tail, just like a fish. I couldn't believe my eyes. And you were there, like it was the most regular thing in the world." He drew a ragged breath. "I ran, thinking I was having a bad dream. I ran back to the trailer and made myself a drink."

      "And after Mom tucked me in for the night, you two went for a walk." I remembered the night well. After all, it was the night of my re-birth. But I hadn't known that Hal had been watching from the bluff.

      He nodded. "Trina told me I never woke up, never saw anything. And that's what I thought for the rest of my life. Until now. It's all come back to me. The truth. What your mother did. What she said. How she duped me." He held up a finger and swayed again. "Duped."

      "She did it to protect you, Dad," I said.

      "You knew about Trina, what she was," he accused.

      "Dad, I am what Trina was," I said, softly. "I can't help what I was born as."

      He shook his head. "No," he grated.

      The sound of truck tires crunching on snow made me turn. A work truck was headed our way, slowing as it approached the dyke.

      "Nathan," I whispered.

      Hal knocked into me as he stepped past me. I grabbed his arm and he spun back to face me, his eyes wild. "You can't marry him, Mir. Either you leave him, or I'll tell him. It's not right," he's slurred. "It's not right."

      At the utterance of this threat, I could no more have stopped my siren voice than I could have held back the tide.

      "Listen to me, Hal Belshaw." The violins poured from my throat and even the wind could not knock them away from my lips. The sound vibrated and shimmered in the air. All of the anger and betrayal in my father's face melted away, his face and body relaxed. "You never woke up that night at the campground. You slept solid through the night. You and I never fought at the wedding. Mermaids don't exist."

      His lips moved as he repeated my words.

      The truck came to a stop.

      "You had a relapse and wandered away from the Sea Dog," I finished. My heart was pounding in my chest like a drum. Both doors opened and Nathan and Crystal crossed the road toward the boardwalk.

      "...Away from the Sea Dog," Hal repeated.

      I swallowed down the siren sound. It tucked away easily, now that my identity was out of danger.

      "Let's go get you sobered up, Dad," I said. My mouth was full of ashes, my stomach a turmoil of anxiety, and something darker. Wasn't my dad right? If I really loved Nathan, shouldn't I leave him so he could make a life with a human girl? A voice screamed in my head at the thought of leaving Nathan. Something inside me felt as if it were breaking.

      Nathan and Crystal came across the dyke stones to meet us. Snow caked one side of us as the wind increased and whipped across our bodies.

      "I'm sorry," Hal was saying as Nathan put a steady arm around his shoulders and steered him toward land. "Must have had a relapse and wandered away from home instead of t'ward."

      "You were doing so well, Hal," Nathan said, his voice warm. "What happened?"

      "I... I..." Hal stuttered, unable to explain. "I'm not sure."

      Crystal looped an arm through Hal's other side. I trailed behind, feeling emotionally battered and bruised. I couldn't tear my eyes from the broad back of my husband. Was the thing that was good for me, bad for him?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      "There's newborn twins out front, Mir," Crystal sang as the doors to the kitchen flew open and she backed in with a pile of dirty plates balanced on a tray.

      "You can serve them," I said, without turning around. My hands were lost in a sea of bubbles as I scrubbed parts of the deep fryer that couldn't go through the dishwasher.

      "Did Phil demote you and forget to tell me or something?" Crystal set the tray down on the stainless steel.

      "I didn't demote anyone," Phil said, standing at the stove and ladling steaming hot soup into a bowl. "I suspect she's punishing herself. I already told her Ethan would wash everything up when he's finished his shift at the gas station, but she didn't listen."

      Crystal came to stand beside me. "Come on, Mir. They're really, really cute. Fresh outta the oven." She nudged me with an elbow.

      I hadn't slept in two days. My father's words echoed around in my skull nonstop like there was nothing else in there. Sleeping next to Nathan had been agony. He was so happy. I had been so happy, too. Now? Now I was caught in an inner battle the likes of which I'd never seen or felt before. Was I an evil being to deceive him in this way? Yet how could I do any different? Wouldn't I be doing him right if I just slipped away in the darkness? He'd be heartbroken at first, but eventually he'd move on. Was I even capable of going against the siren's biological imperative to mate?

      "Helloooo," Crystal said, snapping her fingers in front of my face. "Earth to Mira. What is wrong with you?" She lowered her voice. "You've been in a funk ever since you got back from the sailing trip. What happened? Did you and Nathan fight?"

      "No, it’s nothing. I'll go out. I'd like to see the babies," I said, withdrawing my hands from the water and wiping them on a towel.

      Crystal put a hand on her hip, not buying my show. I couldn't have gotten an unpaid role as background on a film set let alone fool her into thinking everything was fine.

      "Here, they ordered soup." Phil pushed a tray with two bowls of steaming potato and leek soup topped with melted cheese. I picked up the tray and went out into the Sea Dog's dining area.

      I froze. The only customers left were a young couple with a stroller parked near their table, just like a few months ago. Only, I knew these two: Angelica Butterfield and Chad Wendig.

      "You had babies!?" I blurted.

      Angelica hadn't heard me, she had her face in the stroller and was making cooing noises.

      Chad looked up. "Sorry, did you say something?" he said in his British accent.

      I crossed the restaurant. "No. Here's your dinner." I had been planning to track Angelica down about the silver artifact I had found, but it had seemed so unimportant since the incident with my father.

      "Oh great, I'm freezing. It's like March out there, not the end of May," Angelica said, straightening. She unwound the scarf from around her neck and smiled up at me, completely oblivious that we'd ever met before. Her pale skin glowed and her cheeks were full and pink. Her previously short blond hair was now shoulder length.

      "Here darling," Chad said, reaching a hand toward her. I stared at his fingertips. I had seen fire burst from those hands before, and been on the receiving end of the scorching pain they could deliver, but right now they showed nothing but care for Angelica. She handed him her scarf. He folded it and tucked it into the hood of her jacket hanging on the coat rack near him.

      I peeked into the stroller and my heart almost leaped from my chest. The infants were the youngest I had ever seen. So sweet. So helpless.

      "Would you like to see?" Angelica asked, catching my not so subtle snooping. She turned the stroller toward me and pulled back the blanket.

      "So little," I said, melting into a puddle of want. "What's are their names?"

      "Ryan and Gage," Chad said, puffing out his chest a little. His strange black eyes flashed with pride.

      One of the babies made a little mewling sound.

      "Awwwwwww," the three of us said together.

      I cleared my throat and turned to Angelica. "You're the lady who buys and sells antiques, aren't you?"

      "I am." She looked up with surprise and cocked her head like she was trying to place me. "Have we done business before?"

      I shook my head. "The lady at the antique store told me about you. I have a piece I've been meaning to get appraised," I said. "I have it here, in my bag. Would you like to see it?"

      "Absolutely," she said, brightly.

      I retrieved the silver piece I had taken from the wreck site, unwrapped the handkerchief from around it and handed it to Angelica.

      She pulled a pair of glasses out of her shirt pocket and put them on. She took the silver piece and inspected it. "How interesting. Shame it's broken."

      "What is it?"

      She took her glasses off. "It's part of a sword. This little bell on the end looks of Spanish design to me, though I'd have to do a bit of research to double check. This part," she pointed to the broken end of the silver rod, "would have had a wooden handle around it at one time and this," she put a finger on the end of the cabinet handle, "was the butt end of the hilt."

      "Is it worth anything?" Chad asked. He glanced at me and added, "She's really good at this."

      "To some it might be," she said. She handed it back to me. "Will you bring it round to my office on Pearl Street sometime later this week? I'll look into it."

      Chad fished out a card and handed it to me. I already knew what it would say—Radar Antiques. I agreed.
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      I crossed the sidewalk in front of Angelica's office just as Nathan pulled up to the curb in his work truck. I opened the passenger door and slid into the seat. Nathan leaned over to kiss me hello.

      "Did she buy?" he asked.

      I closed the door and he pulled out into the street. "She did," I said, while putting on my seatbelt. "Twenty-five hundred. Dollars."

      "What?" The truck swerved as Nathan took this in.

      I braced my hands against the door and gasped, "Nate!"

      The truck straightened. "Sorry, babe. I'm just shocked. Dollars? You got twenty-five hundred dollars for that piece of junk?"

      "One man's junk..."

      "Is another man's treasure. Right. Geez, we should make a regular thing out of beach combing."

      I laughed, but stopped suddenly when a heavy, warm feeling spread through the lowest part of my pelvis. I gasped and put a hand over my abdomen.

      Nathan lost his smile. "What? What's wrong, Mir?"

      "I'm pregnant," I blurted.

      "What?" The truck swerved wildly again, narrowly missing a parked car. "What do you mean, you're pregnant? Helluva time you picked to tell me! Are you sure it’s not just indigestion?"

      His words went fuzzy as my focus went inward. It was the tiniest, most subtle shift in sensation, but I knew without a doubt what it was. I hadn't felt the conception, but I sure had felt the implantation of an embryo into the wall of my uterus.

      My eyes filled with tears and my heart swelled.

      "Mir? Mira!" Nathan's voice penetrated. "Talk to me."

      My shoulder hit the door and brought me around. "Nathan! Look out!"

      Nathan swerved around a garbage bin propped against the curve. Two sharp yips of a police siren and red flashing lights went off behind us.

      "Oh, crap." Nathan pulled the truck over to the curb and put it into park. "I deserved that."

      Tears poured unbidden down my face, soaking into my scarf and down the front of my jacket. My deepest desire had come true. My entire body was vibrating with joy.

      "Mir," Nathan gasped. He'd never seen me cry before. I had never let him, and for good reason. Siren tears are usually not accompanied by sobs, but they're relentless and heavy. I mopped my face with a mitten. I was so full of emotion I didn't know what to do with myself. My heart felt like a balloon swelling and swelling. I gave a half-laugh, then hiccupped.

      There was a sharp knock on the glass. Nathan rolled down the window.

      "License and registration," said the young officer on the other side of the door. His face was stern. "Have you had anything to drink, sir?"

      "No, definitely not. I..." Nathan fumbled in the console for his papers.

      The officer spotted me and his face went from stern to concerned. He gave Nathan an accusatory look. "What's going on here?"

      "Uh..." Nathan looked from me to the officer.

      "I'm pregnant," I said, wiping at my face.

      The officer's eyebrows shot up.

      "It might also be indigestion," Nathan said to the officer, palm up, as though to say 'don't get excited.'

      "It's not indigestion," I said.

      The officer leveled a glance at me. "You told him, just now? While he was driving?"

      I nodded. The warm feeling in my pelvis had only increased.

      "She just blurted 'I'm pregnant,'" Nathan said, holding his hands up, helpless.

      "Hence the erratic driving," the officer finished.

      Nathan nodded. "Sorry about that."

      The officer handed back Nathan's documents and patted on the windowsill twice. "Consider this a warning, then. Carry on. And a word to the wise, ma'am. Timing is everything. Congratulations and good day."

      "Good day," Nathan said. "Thanks, officer." He rolled up the window and turned to me.

      "It's not indigestion, Nathan."

      He made a harrumphing noise, started the truck, and pulled away from the curb. Instead of driving toward home, he turned toward downtown. He pulled into the diagonal parking in front of the pharmacy, put the truck in park and hopped out. Less than three minutes later he came jogging back with a little paper bag. He tossed it in my lap and started the truck again.

      I peered inside the bag. "A pregnancy test?" I looked up as he hit the gas and my body pressed back into the seat. "Nate, don't speed or we'll get stopped again."

      We pulled up in front of our house, parked, and dashed up the front steps and inside.

      "Hurry up, Mir!" Nathan said as I flew into the bathroom.

      My hands shook as I held the end of the stick in my urine stream. I popped the cap over it and washed my hands. When I emerged with the stick Nathan snatched it from hands, peering at the little window.

      "Says it takes three minutes. Two lines means I'm pregnant."

      "Ugghhhhh," he groaned. "Longest three minutes ever."

      We stood in the entryway huddled around the stick, watching the little window breathlessly. What if my siren body worked in a different way? I didn't need the stick to confirm what I already knew, but Nathan did. What if the stick didn't work? All of these thoughts raced through my mind as the seconds dragged by.

      "Ha!" I cried when two blue lines appeared.

      Nathan's face was incredible to watch as it morphed from hope to disbelief to incredulity to happiness. He looked from the two blue lines to me. "You were right, Mir. How did you know?"

      I shrugged. The tears had started again. Not only because I was filled with joy, but all of the fears and worrying and doubts I had been wrestling with over the last two days dissolved in the presence of this third little being coming to life and taking root inside me. Nathan and I were fused together for good.

      Nathan crushed me in a hug and we sank to the hardwood floor, clinging to each other. Nathan covered my face in kisses and cupped my cheeks tenderly. His eyes misted up. "We're gonna be parents, Mir."

      I nodded and kissed his mouth. He smiled against my lips.

      I drew back. "What?"

      "I guess that explains why you were so sick on the plane." He ran his fingers through my hair, unsticking it from my wet face.

      I laughed and wrapped my arms around him. My love. My resolution hardened. I couldn't change what I was or what I wanted. So, I was in this for good. I put my hand over the life growing in my womb, and Nathan put his large hand over mine. Whatever came next, Nathan and I would face it together. The next big question rose like a bubble in my mind. Would it be a boy?

      Or would it be a siren, like me?
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        End Book 2

      

      

      

      Read on for a sneak peek at Surfacing, book 3 in the Mermaid’s Return trilogy.
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      In many ways, The Sea Dog was where I grew up. It was home and even Targa's day-care facility at times. It was a tourist restaurant modeled after a sixteenth-century barque floating in Saltford's harbor. It had been built by Nathan. Phil had the idea for the restaurant and pitched it to the town. They loved the idea and provided backing, and Nathan's labor was donated. This was all before I came out of the ocean for my land-cycle. Though I'd missed the construction of it, I could still feel Nathan's touch in the polished brass finishings and red lacquered hull. Locals loved to eat Phil's famous fish and chips, although they waited for the off-season when there was finally a way to make it to the toilets without tripping over a purse with a tiny dog in it.

      Phil took a chance on an inexperienced young woman (me), gave me a job, and taught me what forgiveness was––because I made a lot of mistakes. I was a quick study, but I was also a lot more sheltered from the ways of humanity than most young women, having spent the previous eight years at sea for my salt-cycle.

      An eleven-year period passed, and I continued waitressing at The Sea Dog, first supplementing Nathan’s income and now supporting myself and Targa. But nothing lasts forever, and change was in the air.

      Phil was getting on in years and though he never complained, I could see the stiffness settling into his bones and the stress lines etched into his brow. He longed for his recliner and a condition I didn't yet fully understand (and probably never would) known as retirement.

      "But what are you going to do?" I asked as I polished the hot silverware fresh from the industrial dishwasher and lay them in their appropriate drawers.

      Phil's damp and rosy face reappeared from behind the bar where he'd been changing one of the hoses. He slid the door shut with a snap.

      "That's the point. I'm going to do nothing." He put his palms together in prayer and shook them. "The whole reason people work so hard, scrimp and save their whole lives, and pay off their mortgages by the time they’re sixty or sixty-five, if they are lucky, is so they can retire and do nothing with the rest of their days."

      I frowned. "That doesn't sound right to me. Won't you get bored?"

      "Nope."

      I shook my head, mystified. 

      Phil wiped down the bar, making the wood gleam. "You've never thought about retirement?"

      I shook my head but couldn't justify myself. Mermaids didn't retire; they went to the ocean to die.

      "You should." He shook his damp rag at me. "You're, what, thirty?"

      "Thirty-one."

      "No spring chicken. Sorry, but you aren't. You look like you're twenty but one day the years will catch up to you and you'll," he put his hands to his lower back and stretched, something cracked, "fall apart."

      I laughed. "All at once? That's a little extreme."

      "It comes on fast. You only have one life, Mira. You work hard and raise that beauty of a little girl of yours, and maybe find a nice guy..."

      My smile disintegrated.

      Phil sighed. "It's been three years, Mir. No one would begrudge you a relationship. We just want you to be happy."

      "We?"

      "Crystal, me, Nathan's folks, Targa..." he paused, "I'm sure you have lots of other friends."

      But I didn't, and I didn't have the heart to correct Phil on the facts. Crystal had moved to Toronto four years after Nathan and I were married. She came back for Nathan's funeral and called once a year or so, but otherwise, she wasn't in my life anymore. Nathan's father was ill, so Nathan's mom had moved him to a care facility in Alberta. They loved Targa, and I had taken her to visit them a few times, but money was tight and it had been a year since we'd last seen them. Hal––my father––and I had never really bonded well. He’d been around while Targa was a toddler and made some effort with her then. But he’d met a woman online the year before Nathan passed and moved to Santa Barbara to be with her. He came back for the funeral and that was the last time we’d seen him in the flesh. We received a Christmas card most years, but that was the extent of our relationship.

      The Sea Dog's door swung open and Kayley, another server, blew in and tossed her coat on one of the anchor-shaped iron hooks behind the door. Phil had asked her many times to put her jacket on the hooks in the kitchen instead of where the customers hung them. Kayley had a selective memory. She snapped her gum and it went off like a gun. Phil visibly winced and we shared a look.

      "I still miss Crystal." I closed the silverware drawer with my hip, moved to the computer and booted it up.

      "She's not that bad," Phil whispered as Kayley clomped across the floor in a pair of knee-high lace-up motorcycle boots and snapped her gum a second time. "No gum please, Kayley," he said over his shoulder.

      "You missed a spot, Phil," she mimicked in a nasal voice before slamming her way through the swinging door and into the kitchen to get her apron.

      I gave Phil a look of long-suffering and he agreed with a weary nod. He missed Crystal, too.

      If I were Phil, I would have fired Kayley by now. For a while, I wondered why he was putting up with her attitude. But it was difficult to find and keep good help—it had taken several temporary hires after Crystal left before Phil found Kayley—and Phil was selling The Sea Dog, counting down the days until he would be passing the keys over to the new owner. Why disrupt things with a firing and a hiring?

      He'd told me about the sale only the week before, after the deal was already signed. The date for the handover was set for four weeks from now. Phil had assured me that the buyer was a lovely couple from Halifax who would give me a probationary period of three months before any final decision would be made about my role here.

      Great.

      Phil had no doubts that they would keep me. At eleven years, I was the longest-standing, most trustworthy employee Phil had ever had. I was given the responsibility of a manager and a slight bump in pay every year, but no official title (not that I cared). Phil ran with a small crew, five servers including himself during the high season. A manager wasn't really needed aside from himself.

      "What time will they be here?" Phil and the buyers had arranged a meeting to discuss the paperwork for the sale and for Phil to give them a thorough tour of The Sea Dog's inner and outer workings.

      "Just Clive is coming, his wife can't make it today." Phil looked at his watch. "And he's late. I asked him to come at ten-thirty to avoid the lunch rush. It’s almost eleven!”

      The front door opened again and a man in a long oilskin jacket and outback hat came in. The outfit could have been imposing, but the bulge in the middle––a considerable belly––diminished the effect.

      "Clive," Phil wiped away the look of annoyance and greeted the man with a hearty handshake. "Nice to see you could make it, after all."

      Clive nodded and wheezed. "Got tangled up in traffic at Hope's corner. You know how that intersection can be." Clive shrugged out of his oilskin and draped it on a hook. He kept the hat on.

      "Indeed," said Phil conspiratorially as they sat down at a table.

      Hope's corner was an intersection at the end of the shopping district where Pepper St. ran into the first suburb and became Hope St. It was never blocked up with traffic and even if it had been, it would never take thirty minutes to clear up.

      On the heels of Clive, five men entered. Three of them were wearing baseball jackets in the identical shade of azure. There was a logo on the arm of each jacket but it was difficult to make out hidden in the folds. A couple of the men shucked their jackets and hung them on the remaining coat-hooks.

      The door to the kitchen opened and Kayley came out, snapping her gum. She glanced at Clive, her eyes raking his outfit. She made a face and I thought I heard her say, "All hat and no cowboy," under her breath. Then her eyes fell on the table of five young men and she loudly said, "Ooh, men-flesh. I'll take this one."

      Kayley ignored many of the rules of engagement Phil had put into place for his servers. The server with greatest seniority took the first table to sit down and it alternated after that. It was irritating that Kayley behaved in this selfish way, but I wouldn't cry about it to Phil. He didn't need the extra stress, and did it really matter? I let her sashay over to the table of men as they chose a booth near the ship's wheel and settled in.

      The group seemed happy about something, talking and laughing, their faces sunburned and lively. They grinned up at Kayley as she took their drinks order, someone said something funny and the table exploded with laughter.

      I made my way across to where Phil and Clive were sitting and asked if they would like a drink.

      "Thanks, Mira," said Phil appreciatively. "I'd love a ginger ale."

      I swung my attention to Clive. He was staring at my chest, his jaw slack and mouth hanging open. His cheeks were tomato-red and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of his neck and stained his collar.

      "Clive?" Phil shot me an apologetic look. "Would you like a drink?"

      Clive came to life. "Ah, yes how kind. On you, of course?"

      Phil colored. "Of, course," he murmured.

      Annoyance zinged through me.

      Clive craned his neck to scan the bar. "What have you got for single-malt scotch?"

      I blinked. Hard liquor before noon? I rattled off a few brands we carried. Clive chose the most expensive one.

      As I turned for the bar, rolling my eyes, he slapped me on the ass.

      Hard.

      "Atta girl," he wheezed as the smack resounded through the restaurant.

      I froze in disbelief. In eleven years of serving I had been flirted with, hit on, and asked out too many times to count, but never had I been treated with such blatant disrespect.

      I turned stiffly back to the table, catching a glimpse of Phil's horror.

      I made a fist, but Phil was already on his feet.

      "Out!" he stormed. "Get out of my restaurant! Forget the scotch, forget the deal!" He reached across the table and grabbed Clive by the shirt-collar, heaving. There was no way Phil could lift Clive but it didn't matter, Clive was on his feet, huffing and puffing and turning purple.

      "This is still my place!" Phil yelled.

      "No it isn't, we signed the paperwork!" Clive bellowed back and the two men stumbled toward the door, Phil shoving and Clive tottering.

      I noticed the table of men in blue jackets had paused and were watching with interest and some mirth. It looked like an irate grizzled gerbil was escorting a sweating walrus to the door, both of them grousing and arguing.

      Clive stumbled over the runner and crashed into the wall below the coat-hooks, grabbing his jacket on the way down. The sound of cracking wood echoed through the bar as Clive ripped out most of the screws which held the coat rack to the wall. He crumpled to a heap on the floor. He thrashed in a clumsy effort to get up, his hat jammed crookedly over one eye. Finally, heaving himself to his feet, he found his oilskin in the fallen pile of coats.

      "You'll be hearing from my lawyer," he said, his face apoplectic with rage. He straightened his hat and opened the door.

      "Just try it," Phil replied. "You'll be staring down the barrel of a sexual-harassment charge." He slammed the door and the remaining screw holding the hooks to the wall gave way and the unit fell to the hardwood with a clank. Phil turned, nostrils flaring. "I'm sorry about that, Mira."

      I bent to pick up the coat rack and the few jackets it had been holding. "Don't worry about it."

      Truthfully, I was both shocked and touched. Phil needed the deal to go through, and he also knew I could handle myself. I had broken up four bar fights and bounced at least a dozen men twice my size from The Sea Dog. I had a reputation, which even tourists picked up on if they mingled with enough locals. He hadn't needed to interfere on my behalf. I might have been making a fist, but I hadn't been intending to hit Clive with it; I’d only planned on intimidating him into an apology. I wondered if Phil had reacted first to prevent me from beating his buyer to a pulp.

      It wasn't the first time Phil had come to my defense but it was the most dramatic. The Sea Dog's owner was gentle, a pacifist who hated conflict in any form.

      I turned to carry the coat rack to Phil's office until the wall could be fixed, and nearly ran into one of the men in blue jackets.

      "You all right, miss?" he said, his round face concerned and tinged with pink. "That took us all a little by surprise there." He had a pleasant, lyrical way of speaking.

      "I'm fine." I passed by him before remembering my manners. I turned back. "Thank you."

      He nodded and went back to his table, sliding into the booth where his friends were already talking and laughing again.

      I passed Kayley on the way to Phil's office. She'd missed the whole event and came out of the kitchen completely oblivious.

      "They're treasure hunters," she hissed in obvious delight. "Probably rich as Midas."

      I blanked out for a second until I realized she was talking about the men in blue jackets. She balanced a tray of drinks on a single flat palm and swayed her hips dramatically as she approached their table.

      Phil appeared and took the coat rack from me. "They're not treasure hunters." His tone was exasperated, as it usually was when Kayley was involved. "They're salvage divers. Honestly."

      He disappeared into his office to deposit the coat rack.

      I peered at the men with curiosity. When Phil returned from his office, I probed for more information. "What kind of salvage?"

      "You don't know Simon?"

      I shook my head. "Never saw him before, or any of them."

      "He grew up here, though he was gone for quite a few years, working for a larger salvage crew on the other side of the country. He returned and started Bluejackets, thinks there's need in the east. His company is still small, and most of his business is subcontracts from larger companies. He's got big dreams, that lad."

      "Salvage of...shipwrecks?"

      Phil rocked his head back and forth, indicating maybe, maybe not. "Sometimes. I think that's what he'd like to do the most of, it’s more fun than dragging a truck driven into a river by a drunk teenager." He blew out a sigh. "I'm sure he takes whatever work comes along, like most of us."

      The heavy tone of Phil's voice drew my attention away from the dive team.

      "What are you going to do now that the sale is null?"

      Phil chewed his lip, his brow furrowing with worry. "Honestly, I think I have to wait and see if Clive holds true on his threat. He's got a copy of the contract and he's right, we signed it last week. If he wants to, he has legal grounds to take me to court for breach of contract."

      "Would you really charge him with sexual harassment?"

      "I don't want any trouble," he grumbled. "If I had to, I suppose I would, but I sure hope he just goes away. I've got enough on my plate and it looks like my retirement plans are shot until I find another buyer."

      Phil suddenly looked very old and I thought that the consequences of breaking the deal with Clive were sinking home.

      "I'll be in my office." He closed the door behind him.
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      It has been five years since I conceptualized Mira and the cast of the Elemental Origins Series. I’m amazed at the staying power my little mermaids have exhibited for as of today, all 7 of my siren titles (yes there are many more adventures) seem to have become readers’ favorites. Thank you to those who have supported their evolution as my catalogue has expanded.

      My mermaid mythology began as a vignette in my imagination; what if (all great stories begin with this question), a mermaid, as she was exploring an old wreck, fascinated by all its features, comes to the figurehead on the front of the ship and, after blowing away the algae, discovers the face on the figurehead is an exact replica of her own?

      This vignette sparked a whole bunch more questions; how did her face get there? Why was it there? Why didn’t she know about it, or couldn’t she remember that someone had sculpted her once, long ago? This led to much broader questions about how I thought mermaid mythology might work; how are they affected by saltwater versus fresh? How would their mating cycles work? Are there males? How is the mermaid gene passed down? And so on. Answering these questions began as a fun exercise but quickly became a story with characters I fell in love with.

      Some readers like to point out that in ancient myths, sirens and mermaids are not the same beings, and they would be right. I love both of these ancient myths, and wanted to do something fresh with them, which is how my mermaids ended up with qualities from both.

      Thank you for reading, thank you for supporting books and authors, thank you for caring.

      Love Abby,

      Lycean Coast, 2022
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