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      Two women, one love, and a curse lurking in deep, dark waters.

      For as long as she can remember, Maris Heilen has been haunted by dreams of a beautiful woman beckoning to her from beneath the water. These dreams have been Maris’s only constant. She’s lived her life like a leaf caught in the rushing tide: no rules, no commitments, and no long-term lovers, either—just a string of broken hearts that have tried to anchor her unwilling heart to the earth. When her dreams take on a new sense of urgency following the mysterious death of her estranged father, Maris knows it’s time to uproot and keep moving, her soul pulled to the west, toward the water—toward her.

      Instead Maris finds herself drawn to a surreal little town high in the Colorado mountains, where she begins to believe her dream might be much closer to reality than she’d ever imagined. When she discovers her past is linked to a legend even more haunting than her dreams—and that the woman in them is not only real but in danger of being lost to an unfathomable darkness—Maris resolves to outshine the evil that has crept into a small corner of a forgotten forest in Havenwood Falls.
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        To everyone who’s ever fallen in love with the water.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to MR, the brightest star in my sky.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The darkest hour is just before the dawn.

        —Proverb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MANY YEARS AGO

      At the edge of the lush green forests that surround Havenwood Falls, where the sweet-smelling junipers and majestic pines tickle the walls of the silver snowcapped mountains that border the town, in a place seldom traveled and even less often remembered, there once stood a well.

      It was a well of the wishing sort, with a peaked cedar canopy that hovered above a yawning mouth of gray stone rendered soft by the breath of innumerable years. The well was one of those rare structures that during the day appeared carved of sunlight, its golden shine so blinding that the only way to look upon it was to shield one’s eyes and sip it in quick glances lest it steal your vision completely. At night, however, the well was perhaps even more beautiful, when under the glow of a silver moon it seemed as soft and elusive as the stuff of dreams, formed into being by the twinkling of a thousand stars. Regardless of the time of day, the air always seemed more fragrant near the well—scented by day with a pomander of wildflowers and by night with the heady flora of thistle and night-blooming jasmine. So tangible, too, was the magic in this place that the air was always just a little cooler here—a wrap was necessary even during the hottest parts of the year—and it was so quiet that the whisper of the clear water that swelled nearly to the well’s lips could even be heard above the rustling of the forest itself.

      The animals that lived in the surrounding wood did not drink from the well, nor was its water harvested as drinking water for the town. Indeed, no bucket was ever hung from the awning from which to draw, for those few who knew of the well also knew that it was enchanted, and its waters imbued with a very special sort of magic. See, the well was not merely the fount of a spring. Far below the water’s surface, in a hidden lake in a cavern below the earth, dwelled a creature as temporal and beautiful as the structure itself—a naiad by the name Noelani.

      The naiad’s well was a carefully guarded secret in Havenwood Falls, and only a few knew of its location, but those that were lucky enough to know the well’s secret—most often women but occasionally men and children as well—would visit. There they would cut their hair and cast hushed wishes to Noelani, the Lady of the Water, and dip long wooden spoons into the well for a sip of her water’s magic.

      Most of the well’s patrons—both human and supernatural alike—wished for love, for like other naiads, Noelani was a spirit of such things. Young girls were keen to look for their beloved’s reflection hovering under the wildflower petals that floated on the well’s surface. Older—but no less lovestruck—young brides garbed in their wedding dresses came to collect vials of Noelani’s water, which brought them fertility. And when their bones began to ache, elderly women in their widow’s habits sipped spoonsful of the well’s water for vitality. If one was lucky, they might even catch a glimpse of the naiad herself, alight on the well’s brim under the glow of the sun or the full moon, her long red hair swirling in the water beneath her as she sang songs more beautiful than those of the sirens at the banks of the waterfalls on the other side of Havenwood Falls. If this were the case, then the person would have been even more richly blessed, for it was said that whoever’s eyes met Noelani’s would be granted the gift of her magic, and some of her love would remain in their hearts forever, making all of their days blessed and sweet.

      For many years, the naiad’s well was a place of good fortune for all who visited. Noelani was happy, and her water was pure. But that was long ago, and such lovely places rarely endure for long—even those so consumed with love, for love is the most fickle of all beasts.
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        * * *

      

      The opposite of love is not hate but jealousy, and it was this that caused the well to ferment and the magic of Noelani to become diseased. It was jealousy of the ugliest kind—that which bleeds from the eyes and can sour milk just by the look of it—that led to the death of a young bride by the name of Stella Malley, who, on the very eve of her wedding, had come to ask the naiad’s blessing and instead found herself drowned by the man who’d promised to marry her.

      The manner in which he killed her—some say he held her head below the water until her lungs filled all the way to her throat, others that he strangled her with the train of her veil and sank her body with stones—is less important than his reason for doing so. The root of his this man’s darkness was jealousy, not of what he couldn’t have—for Stella had promised to be his—but of what he couldn’t control. With her long black hair, creamed honey skin, and black eyes that sparkled like stars, Stella was as lovely as the midnight sky. But even more charming than her face was her heart, which drew others to her in droves and caused her to outshine the man who would have been her husband, and—had such a thing been possible—her shadow.

      The man—his name important only because it is on the list of those that have been banished from Havenwood Falls, and such things are sparingly done—was a Mister Peter Heilen. And when Heilen forced his betrothed’s face into the naiad’s well, Noelani watched, helpless from below as Stella thrashed, the poor girl’s lungs filling with water she could not breathe. As precious moments passed, Noelani saw the light inside Stella’s eyes grow dim and faint until it burnt out altogether, and when the richness of her skin had been replaced with the gray tinge of death, her face relaxed and her mouth fell open.

      Only Noelani heard Stella’s final scream, and the sound was so anguished that when it infused the water, it also filled the naiad’s heart with rage. With Stella’s scream in her stomach, the naiad shrieked, her beautiful voice so racked with pain that when it broke forth from the water, the drops pierced Heilen’s skin like shards of glass, causing him to stumble and look into the well. When he did, his eyes met Noelani’s. He saw her red hair pooled like blood around her and her pearly white teeth grown long with fury, and he was afraid. And as the jealous are also often cowards, he ran, leaving Stella’s body to topple into the well and sink, lost forever.

      By the time Stella’s corpse had made its way to the bottom of the well, it had turned the blue water black, and along with it, Noelani’s heart. Death is a sorrowful thing, but murder is bitter, and crimes of passion are tinged with powerful dark magic that can snuff out even the brightest candle. Noelani’s warmth turned cold as stone within her, and the love inside her drowned in a pool of darkness much in the same way that Stella Malley had been drowned in Heilen’s.

      Still, Noelani had seen the face of the man who’d murdered his bride, and so when he left the naiad’s well, a part of her had been forced to go with him, trapped inside his eyes. The love held within Noelani’s magic soon soured within him, turning every drop of love he encountered into something vapid and impenetrable until, one night many years later, he drowned in his bed where he slept—as dry and far from the water as he had been able to go to escape what he’d seen that night in the well. Heilen’s death was a mystery, for how could a man as dry as a dead leaf choke on water that had risen up his throat from his own insides? But the doctors said he had drowned, and so he had. And because of the curse Heilen had brought upon himself and Noelani, there had been no one left behind to mourn his death, for he had never again had the chance for love.
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        * * *

      

      Time has changed the well. What was once a place of love and light has fallen largely to the ruin of legend. Years have passed since any girl or young bride or even a widow has dared visit its part of the forest, for they know there is no love left for the naiad to give. The well’s once clear and flowing water has sunk lower and lower until all that remains at the bottom is salt from Noelani’s tears. The cool air around the well has iced over, the remnants of Noelani’s sobs still on the air in the form of ice and frost, and the forest has crept in around the well until the meadow has been overcome completely by a rambling snarl of thorn and root. The scent of wildflowers has been overrun by the stench of death, and in the absence of Noelani’s light, the forest had grown thick with loveless creatures both cruel and vile.

      None has seen the naiad Noelani, but those who tell tales of such things insist that Stella’s bitter death consumed the once lovely creature, her beautiful red hair turned black, and her skin grew gaunt and pallid like a corpse left too long underwater. Those who might wander too far into the woods are warned to avoid the wrath of the well, for even if one were to survive the dangers of the forest, the creature that would crawl forth from her prison would not be the naiad, but a miserable and cursed thing. A rusalka they called Noelani now—a monster, dark and sinister, with a heart consumed with spiteful evil. And if she saw you, it would not be blessing that she’d give. Instead, she would pass on her curse and drag you down into the depths of darkness with her.
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        * * *

      

      The time of the well has passed, and the love of Noelani is lost. What remained of her magic passed to Heilen, and when he died, it faded with him—or so those who remember were inclined to believe. Noelani’s story has faded largely to legend, and whatever remains of her—whether naiad or rusalka—is left to wallow in her well, guarded by the Court of the Sun and the Moon, who leave Noelani in peace so long as she brings no harm to the residents of Havenwood Falls. Some once whispered of a cure, a return of Noelani’s love that could only be brought about from the seeds of her deepest hate, but it has been many years, and none have come forward that might break her curse and heal her broken heart.

      And so Noelani waits, trapped in her own darkness, for a star to save her.
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      PRESENT DAY

      Maris’s eyes snapped open in the midnight darkness of her bedroom. She’d been having that dream again—the same one she’d been having her whole life. Okay, well, maybe not her whole life, but certainly for as many of her twenty-four years as she could remember. For the most part, they’d been the passing kind of nighttime fancies, the type that you woke up still feeling but only barely able to remember, and even those last little tendrils had faded completely by the time her feet touched the morning floor. But lately, the dreams had begun to linger, growing more and more insistent, as if they were trying to tell her something—to carve the memory of them into her heart with ghostly fingers and bedtime secrets. And they had begun to hurt, as if the longing in her dreams was enough to wound her heart, so that Maris sometimes woke with a dull ache in her chest.

      Lately, her awakenings had grown even stranger. Sometimes she woke with her mouth full of warm, salty water. Other times she’d find strands of hair much darker than her own wound in the crevices of her body—around the backs of knees, her wrists, her throat—but when she’d go to remove them the strands would be gone. At first it had baffled and confused her, and lately it began to frighten her, although it was impossible to say why because it was impossible to understand in the first place.

      This bramble stuck in Maris’s daytime thoughts, invading her dreams night after night in a pattern that had become as regular as her heartbeat. After Maris’s father passed away a little more than a month ago—dried up and dead broke in some pitiful little hostel somewhere in the desert while she’d been buried under snow in Denver—the dreams had taken on an air of urgency, and the strange incidents had increased. Still, even though she often woke up sweat-drenched and panting, Maris could barely remember the dream by the time her eyes opened, and certainly couldn’t recall enough to decipher any hidden message.

      Insofar as she could tell, there was nothing truly remarkable about the dream itself. There was no grand inspiration or message that could be decoded with a dream dictionary, and she’d never once experienced any of that waking form of déjà vu that might connect the dream to her real life. The strange events aside, the dream wasn’t scary or suspenseful—at least not enough that she would remember it being so. It wasn’t even particularly thrilling. In fact, it was much the opposite. The scraps she could remember were beautiful—maybe the most beautiful she’d ever had, like something out of a fairy tale.

      In the dream, it was always light out, but only just barely, with wisps of sunset coloring the sky in pastel shades of pink and orange. There was a forest she’d never set foot in and a small pool of water she’d never swum in, and both of these were more lush and vibrant than any parcel of land she’d ever seen—even in Colorado, where beautiful landscapes were a dime a dozen. But even more breathtaking than the scenery, there was her.

      The woman in the dream.

      The woman of her dreams.

      The woman in Maris’s dream was always constant, even if the scenery changed—which it did, but only with the weather, which followed the seasonal cycle of Maris’s waking life. The woman—if she was that, because there was something distinctly magical about her that marked her as not completely human but certainly feminine—swam in a large stone well. Sometimes the water that rippled atop the edges of the stones was frosted over with a layer of glittering ice; other times Maris could tell by its look that it was as warm as bathwater. Throughout all of these, however, the woman never changed. She always appeared, rising out of the water so that it spilled off her milk-white skin like rain and weighed down hair that was the color of liquid scarlet but might have been strawberry blond when dry. She had the most dazzling emerald-green eyes and a curve to her lips that was simultaneously taunting and coy, and she never wore anything more than a thin white slip of a dress, which gave her an air of innocence that was almost certainly misleading if one judged the way it clung, damp and revealing, against her flesh. She seemed always covered in dew and softness, and there was a small mark on the inside of one of her wrists: a tattoo of a star with four lines that stretched to create eight points—the one called the North Star.

      “Maris,” the woman would whisper, her lips shiny and wet with water and a voice that sounded like the ocean and deeper things and had a way of pulling Maris’s heart into her throat.

      “Yes,” Maris would hear herself responding, as in her peripheral vision she watched her own hand reach for the water—for the woman in the water.

      “Come away with me,” the woman would say then, and the words were nectar on Maris’s tongue when at last she closed the distance between the two of them and could taste the words on the woman’s waiting lips. There was something that changed in Maris each time she kissed the woman in the well—a blossoming inside of her that grew and became more solid and real every time she touched the woman’s lips with hers, until the dream had ceased to be a fantasy and began to feel like home.

      If Maris had her way, she’d wrap every bit of herself—every strand of her dishwater blond hair, every square inch of the freckled, sun-kissed skin she’d inherited from the mother she’d never known, each of her ten long fingers and ten agile toes—around the woman in her dream. She’d hold her close, touch her lips against her sweet, glistening flesh, and slide with her beneath the water and never let her go. But then, just as this seemed like it might be a possibility, the dream would end, and Maris’s eyes would open somewhere grim and dry and far away, the ethereal image of the woman’s eyes tinting her vision emerald until she blinked it away. Darkness would creep in on the edges of the dream, and all would be lost—until the next night.

      The woman in the dream had a way of undoing Maris, and not the least of it was because she was a woman.

      Though she’d often been accused of being insatiable when it came to matters of the heart—a trait she’d had since puberty and had long since quit being ashamed of—Maris Heilen had never been terribly choosy about her lovers’ genders. That wasn’t to say she’d been particularly inclusive in her bedroom either, though whether that was by default or decision she wasn’t sure. Honestly, the sex of her lovers had always paled in comparison to the actual act itself. Although her tastes had been diverse and far-ranging, her lovers had always and consistently been men. She’d bedded men with blond hair and with dark, men lean and bulky, those fair-skinned and those carved from ebony, tattooed and pierced and unadorned, smooth-faced and bearded, a decade older or a handful of years younger, and every possible combination in between. None had ever held her fancy for very long, though one summer she’d very nearly accidentally fallen for a Frenchman who’d had chocolat brown eyes and curling chestnut hair and who didn’t speak a lick of English—something that had never been a problem for Maris when weighed against his gentle caresses and endlessly generous lovemaking.

      In any case, no matter how many or how different the men that passed through Maris’s bed, she was inevitably left unsatisfied, as if there was a hole deep inside of her that could never be filled, though she’d tried like hell to address that in the most literal of ways—not that she’d bothered herself to keep a tally of her conquests. A man wouldn’t have done so, so why should she?

      And through all of these men, Maris stayed empty, longing for something more that she could never quite articulate, let alone hold in her hands, until at last she’d come to believe it would never be a man who claimed her heart. Even so, Maris had never considered herself to be particularly attracted to women. But, if that was true, then so was the fact that she wasn’t not attracted to women, either. They were beautiful and so lovely in ways that men just couldn’t be, with their long smooth limbs and shapely curves, their soft blushing skin. It had simply never occurred to Maris to take one to bed, and she wasn’t sure whether that was disinterest or some sort of deep insecurity—like if she finally opened herself up to someone she might fall into them, never to resurface. Lust, Maris was comfortable with. Lust she could control; she could embrace or let go and it wouldn’t hurt her. Love was something else entirely. It was deep and bottomless, consuming.

      To love someone, Maris feared, was to drown, and in that sea of emotions, she had never even learned how to swim.

      Still, Maris couldn’t deny that she felt something stirring within her whenever she caught herself looking at other women in the manner that she often caught men looking at her—all hungry-eyed and wet-lipped, like they were starving creatures just presented with a savory meal. Whatever it was that she felt, Maris had never done more than look, though no woman who had ever crossed Maris’s line of sight could have compared to the woman in her dreams, including her boyfriend—a word Maris still wasn’t entirely comfortable with two years into their relationship—who was currently asleep and snoring softly in the bed beside her.

      Barely three months ago Maris had done something she thought she never would, not that she’d ever planned to find herself landlocked in Colorado to begin with. She’d agreed to relieve herself of her private little sanctuary in Lower Highland—a recent addition to Denver’s neighborhoods known as one of the hippest new neighborhoods in the country—and shack up with a tech nerd from Capitol Hill. Not just any man, but Graham, her current long-term boyfriend who seemed to be becoming a little bit more serious about their relationship than Maris was totally equipped to deal with. Graham, with his unruly jet-black hair and rugged jawline. Graham, who knew how to wear a starched white dress shirt like it was lingerie, and often did, accessorizing his look with the top three buttons left undone under a shadow of dark stubble that had as much of a strange, weakening effect on Maris’s knees now as it had on the first night they’d met. It had been the first thing she’d noticed about him when they crossed glances across the bar where she’d been slinging drinks for some extra cash: his unkempt hair and unshaven face juxtaposed against the stark white crispness of his shirt, a brooding counterfeit of a budding businessman. And Graham had not disappointed when Maris had given the last call and the pair had stumbled their way back between the sheets at her place.

      Once upon a time, Maris would have taken Graham for a night, maybe two—three if the days bled together, which they often did—and then set him free to float away on the current of her spent desire. Such days, Maris reflected, seemed a lifetime ago now. Two years had a way of feeling like an eternity, and Maris wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about anything so endlessly long and boringly predictable. She’d always been a free spirit, as restless as the tide itself, and now she felt stuck, like someone had built a dam around her heart and refused to set her free.
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