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“Her eyes have feasted on the dead,

And small and shapely is her head,

And dark and small her mouth,” they said,

“And beautiful to kiss;

Her mouth is sinister and red

As blood in moonlight is.”

The Vampire

Conrad Aiken, 1916
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Chapter One—Nike
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Smashed Siren

“I’ve heard of getting ‘smashed’ before, but you took it to a whole new level last night, princess.” The familiar voice filled my pounding head and woke me up with a start. If I could have mustered the energy, I would have thrown the bedside lamp at him. But it wasn’t to be. At the moment, I only had the strength needed to push my wild hair out of my face and give him the dirtiest look I could. I tried to pretend I didn’t notice that I had pillow feathers stuck in my wavy hair. 

“What are you doing in my house, Ramara?” My voice sounded rough and gravelly, as if I’d been screaming all night. I desperately wanted a glass or two—hundred—of fresh, cold water. 

“You mean you don’t remember? I thought sirens remembered everything,” he quipped dramatically in a playful voice. As he sat beside me on the bed, he stroked my arm gently with his index finger. It would have been an enjoyable sensation if I hadn’t felt so seasick. I rolled over on my back to tell him off face to face when a new revelation hit me. I was completely naked. Pulling the covers around me, I gasped and blushed. 

“What the heck? Where are my clothes, Ramara? Don’t tell me we...I mean...did we?” I pulled the covers over my face in an attempt to avoid his big, cheesy grin. 

He patted my arm. “Uh, no, but I can honestly say you thought about it once or twice.” 

Angry now, I sat up and leaned against the padded headboard. “What have I told you about reading my mind?” 

“It’s hard not to when you force me to drink with you, princess.” 

“I have asked you a thousand times not to call me princess. Why are you here in my house uninvited, and why am I minus clothing?” 

“You sound disappointed. You did invite me, Nik. After I listened to you cry about the mermaid for yet another hour, you passed out. That was after the incident at the Shark’s Tooth. You put on quite a show, so much so that the Order contacted me this morning and reminded me we are supposed to keep a low profile.” 

“Oh God. What did I do?” Still clutching the white down comforter to my naked frame, I dreaded the answer as I peeked over the covers. 

“Let’s see...You insisted on singing karaoke after you drank about four shots of tequila—which, for the record, I tried to talk you out of, princess. You cried about Meri and the death of a mermaid, but I don’t think anyone understood you. Well, besides me. Then you grabbed the microphone and belted out ‘Wind Beneath My Wings.’ It was a great performance until the key change at the end.”

“I’m sure I don’t want to know what happened next.”

“Probably not, but since it might be in the island paper or at least on your criminal record, I feel obligated to tell you. You shattered the windows out of the bar and sent the customers ducking for cover during your finale. I wouldn’t be surprised if they banned you for life from the Shark’s Tooth.” 

“Great.”

“It gets better. Your boyfriend answered the call, because naturally the owner called the cops. Although I don’t guess you can be arrested for bad singing.”

I sighed in exhaustion. “Cruise came to the bar? Crap.” 

“Yes, and you’re lucky you aren’t waking up in jail this morning. I’m sure he wishes he’d skipped that call.” 

“Whatever,” I fussed at him halfheartedly. “That doesn’t explain why I have no clothes on and you’re shirtless.” Through groggy eyes I noticed that Ramara wore only his blue jeans. His muscular frame was aggravatingly perfect. He would have made the perfect model for one of Agabus’ statues. That had been so long ago. I reminded myself that he could read my mind; I had to keep my thoughts clean. Like he smelled, clean and sexy. Oh Lord, am I still drunk? Get it together, Nik! 

“My shirt and the dress you wore are in the dryer now. Apparently, the rotgut they serve at the Shark’s Tooth makes sirens vomit. I wonder how your boyfriend got the puke out of his shoes.”

“Oh, hell.” I flopped on the bed and covered my face, hoping for Death. It didn’t come, but someone decided to bang on my front door. Might as well be Death, right? 

“Should I answer it?” he asked politely. 

“Well, I’m not going to, so yeah, that would be great. Tell whoever it is I’m dead.” 

He chuckled at my plight and padded out of my bedroom, his bare feet slapping on the tile floor. Through slitted eyes I watched him walk. Oh no! What if it was Cruise? I bolted out of the bed and ran to my dresser. I found a giant blue whale t-shirt and covered my body with it. I couldn’t do anything about my hair at the moment except pull it back in a scrunchie. I dashed to the bathroom and scrubbed my teeth furiously. The minty flavor made me want to retch, again. I held on to the side of the sink until the waves of nausea passed. 

“There you are. I’ve never been in here. Um, you have a guest.”

“I’m really not up to seeing anyone unless it’s...”

“No, it’s not him.” His face reflected his disapproval.

“I think I’m going to throw up again.” 

Another voice joined us in my tiny bathroom. “Suck it up, buttercup. That’s what happens when you make an ass out of yourself and drink up the whole island.” 

“Lily?” I pressed my hand to my forehead, as if that would stop the room from moving. 

“Yep, it’s me. We need coffee, pronto—not Tonto. Hop to it, eloi.” 

“My name is...”

“Whatever!” She flipped her hand at him and turned her nose up. “Black coffee and burnt toast is what she needs. We’ll be out in five minutes.” With that she shoved him out of the bathroom, shut the door and turned on the shower, all in less than ten seconds. And that made me sick, too. Once she got the temperature where she wanted it, Lily snapped her fingers at me. “In the water, now, Nik.” 

“Gee, you haven’t changed much,” I said as I plopped down on the toilet lid. 

“Yes, yes, yes. I’m bossy and you’re a twit, but here we are together again. I don’t have much time. You know we can’t be together for long, and I have a ton of stuff to tell you. So get moving!” She snapped her fingers again. I shed the shirt, pulled the scrunchie out of my sloppy hair and stepped into the icy water. 

“Lily! This is freezing! What are you trying to do? Kill me?”

“Not yet. Now get cleaned up, and I’ll meet you in the dining room. The Order sent me, and I’ve got a job to do so I can go home. I’d hate to hurt you, Thessalonike.”

“Fine, Liliana! A little privacy, please?” I barked back as I adjusted the water temperature from freezing-my-ass-off to nice-and-warm.

I heard the door slam, which sent another wonderful wave of pain through my head. “I’m going to kill her for that.” My thought had an unexpected sharpness to it that surprised me, but that came with the territory when two sirens got together. They always brought the worst out in the other—cruelty, hatred, a territorialism unmatched in others. That was the way it was, the way it had always been with our kind. We weren’t like mermaids or any other supernatural creature. We didn’t have “families” or “covens” who hung out together. We brought out the worst in one another. To put it bluntly, there were no siren BFFs to spend time with. 

Nope. Whenever you see two or more sirens together, you know it’s never going to end well. Someone will get hurt—usually in cruel fashion. 

So far, my day wasn’t full of sunshine and roses. Liliana was here, Ramara read my mind constantly and I learned that I’d puked in Cruise’s shoes. Not to mention everyone on the island was probably talking about me. 

Yep, this was going to be a great day. 
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[image: ]




Healing Song

The eloi didn’t speak to me when I walked back into the tiny kitchen, but I noticed that he put his shirt on. He was nervous, as he should be. He was Thessalonike’s unofficial Protector, or so he thought of himself. I wondered how long it would be before he lost his wings again. I smiled at him, and he grimaced at me. He didn’t like that I was there, but that was his tough luck. We were all pawns in the game, weren’t we?

“So here we are, supernatural creatures acting like humans. Doesn’t it get old? Don’t you miss the days when you could just be yourself? I know I do. Sometimes the human charade gets so tiring.” I sat down at the table and watched as Ramara buttered some dark toast and poured two cups of coffee. Yes, he was completely in love with Thessalonike. Hmm...this could be problematic. 

“It is a necessary charade.” 

“So they tell us. Tell me, eloi. How do you come down on the whole ‘protect the humans’ theology?”

He sipped some coffee but didn’t offer me any. Obviously that second cup was for the Macedonian. He leveled a serious gaze at me. He scanned me, and I let him without worry—but I didn’t let him peek too deeply into my mind. He wasn’t going to know my personal thoughts, but I gathered he’d gotten used to reading Thessalonike’s. That would change as she got stronger. Unless she wanted him poking around in there. Our race had enough challenges to deal with without the unwanted invasion of an oversexed eloi. 

“As Faydra says, the races must be treated equally if we are to survive here.” His voice sounded smooth like buttered rum. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at his attempt at political correctness. “You’re telling me you believe mermaids and eloi are equal? That muses are equal to sirens?” A dry, condescending chuckle escaped my lips. I didn’t really feel that way, but I wanted to test the waters with this one. Although he wasn’t my assignment, it would be good to know his feelings on the matter. Might come in handy later. 

“I don’t think directly the same, no. We are different, but we are equal. In the eyes of the Order,” he added diplomatically. I wondered if he was ever going to offer me any coffee. 

“What about vamps? How do you feel about those, eloi? Did you know you have some on the island?” 

He shot to the window faster than a lightning strike. “Just the one, but she’s buried deep under the police station.” 

“Calm down, Ramara. You know the vamps don’t travel about much in daylight. They are nighttime creatures, like the brionne of old. How I hated those monsters.” 

He shivered at the mention of that ancient evil race, long dead and best forgotten. The brionne had no redeeming qualities. They had been ruthless killers, killing even their own kind. 

I continued, “Vampires are the only race of supernaturates that do not keep human families, which provides them with little opportunity to develop any compassion toward humans. Well, and eloi. They don’t keep human families either. Just a point of fact.” 

“No, but we don’t prey on humans—we don’t eat them,” he corrected me. “What do you want from me, Lily?”

I didn’t answer his question. I liked the idea of this handsome angel dangling on the end of a string that I held. However, it wouldn’t pay to make an enemy at this juncture. I expertly changed the subject. “Sorry I missed the fun with Roxana. What a witch! At least Nemesis has been secured now—we assume. I wonder how the Order allowed her to slip away like that.” 

That put a pause in the action. He faced me, his muscles tense, his face a handsome stone mask. “Is that a question? Speak plainly now.”

His defensiveness puzzled me. I waved my hands. “She is Nemesis. Opposing others is her job. Breaking free and looking for fights? She literally lives for that stuff. It seems to me that her favorite opponent is you, eloi. I wouldn’t be surprised if she found a way to challenge you at some point in the future.” 

“Why don’t you speak your mind? Are you suggesting that my continued presence here might put Nik in further danger?” 

“I said nothing like that, Ramara. Just following a logical train of thought.” I smiled at him as I rolled one of the green apples in my hand. “I have no power to command you, but technically, you are no longer ‘Nik’s’ protector.” 

He put the cup down with a thud and looked like he wanted to say a few rude words but thought better of it. “Tell Thessalonike I am going to work. On second thought, don’t say anything. I’ll make my own excuses.” He pushed on the screen door, his handsome mouth set in a frown, and left the kitchen quickly like only an eloi could. 

I smiled at his back and felt proud of myself—I definitely had a mean streak. That was too easy! The Order hadn’t asked for information on that one, but Ramara wasn’t difficult to read. If only getting rid of the vampires would be that simple. I dug inside my book bag and pulled out my mini-laptop. Tapping into my cell phone’s hotspot, I continued my research using the files the Higher Order had provided me with. 

This was the third barrier island I’d been to in the past month. However, it was the only one with an actual gate, and that made this job even more crucial. I typed a few notes and began my report. I couldn’t afford to make another mistake. I’d underestimated the vamps’ influence on Mon Luis Island, and that had cost a siren her sanity and her life. After torture and deprivation, she naturally became a rage—and then the vampire bit her. She became a monster, which left me with no choice. I put her down with flame. I did not think I would live through it, but I had been favored. This time. Now the Order wanted to know who was responsible for this offense. Why would the vampires need such monsters? What were they planning? They had the power to turn humans and were allowed to add an annual quota if they needed to shore up their numbers. All with the Order’s permission, of course. Why take this extreme measure and disobey the Order? I typed the last paragraphs of my report: 

Antoinette of Persia died by my hand. No others were involved in the execution of the pitiful creature. Neera of Spain, and lately of Mon Luis, has been missing for four days, and I have found no sign of her. However, I feel it is only a matter of time before I face off with her or another of these hybrid creatures. Fire has proved to be a very effective tool, but these hybrids are fast, faster than even an eloi. If possible, please send Aeon’s Fire. I will return the artifact when my assignment is complete. 

May I inform the Sirens Gate guardians, old and new, about the approaching incursion by the vampires? I understand that secrecy is paramount, but I believe the sirens here need to know about the impending danger.

All respect,

Liliana of Greece, Siren

I submitted the report, and a scroll appeared in the air almost immediately. I retrieved it, nodded my thanks to the Invisible Messenger and opened it:

Yes, Liliana. You may inform the Sirens Gate guardians and the Island Council about the vampires’ unauthorized behavior. The artifact is on the way. Agrios brings it now. Please immediately send him back to us. 

Thessalonike came into the kitchen, dressed for work in blue jean shorts, a “Shipwreck Souvenirs” pink t-shirt and canvas tennis shoes. She’d piled her light brown hair on top of her head in a messy bun, which really suited her. Discreetly I shoved the scroll in my book bag. Thessalonike appeared as if she belonged in this age, this time. It wasn’t always so for supernatural creatures. Some were known to sleep through long ages until they would fit into the culture again. This appeared to be Thessalonike’s perfect moment. She had the look of a young, angsty magazine model with a slender body and an exquisite face. My favorite age of late had been the 1800s—such a time of exploration! Such freedom! Except for the ridiculous gowns, yet even those had a particular charm. 

“I must call a town meeting with the Island Council for tonight with the leaders of all the races. Who should I call first?”

“Before I tell you, I want to know why you’ve come. Please tell me Nemesis isn’t winging her way here.”

She took the coffee cup that Ramara left behind for her and sipped from it. Hmm...very cozy indeed. I pretended I didn’t see her close her eyes and breathe in his scent. He did have a seductive scent. I noticed that too. No, surely it was the coffee she enjoyed. Yeah, right.

“Vampires are in the area, and they have an eye on the sirens. They’ve been to Frenchman Bay and Mon Luis, and they have returned to Dauphin Island. And thanks to your amazing performance last night at the Shark’s Tooth, they know who you are.”

“Why would they care?”

“Your turn to answer my question now. Who do I call for a town meeting with the supes?”

Thessalonike furrowed her brow and said, “I can’t remember. That is so odd.” She looked embarrassed. “You want some coffee?”

“I thought you’d never ask. Yes, please. Black is fine.” She poured me a cup and slid it carefully in front of me. “Thanks.” She sat across from me and stared into her cup as if the answers would be there. I couldn’t help myself. I felt sympathy for her. “Something must have gone wrong with your Awakening, Thessalonike. You should remember everything by now. It’s been a couple of days, hasn’t it?”

“Yes, it has. My mermaid friend Meri would have helped me with her healing magic, but she has gone through the gate and hasn’t returned. I don’t have anyone else, except Heliope, and who knows if she’ll come back?” She sipped the coffee and added with a smile, “And I don’t think I’d trust her magical ability, even if she did.” 

I laughed. “Nobody trusts Heliope’s magic. Did you hear she once turned Agrios into a pig? She claimed it was an accident, but I don’t think that’s quite the case. Now here’s what we can do, I’ll sing over you. Only one song, and then we’ll obviously have to be apart the rest of the day. But we should be okay by tonight. I can make the meeting for late, say about 9 p.m. Where’s a good place to hold it?”

“The Isle of Dauphine Golf Club is the place we’ve used in the past.” She seemed pleased that she remembered at least that.

“We’ve got a major problem, though,” I warned her. “These vamps aren’t out looking for a summer vacation place. Nothing is holding you now; you could leave for a little while.” I knew she’d get defensive. If I were her, I would too. 
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