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AYRA.

The hot, southerly wind picked up the sand, whipping it around my legs, stinging the skin.  

“Oh. My. God!” Tanya gasped, hopping from one foot to the other. The sand is so hot!”

“You shouldn’t have kicked off your flip-flops,” I said with a laugh. 

“They get stuck in the sand, and you guys didn’t want to follow the path.”

“It’s the beach!” Naomi cried out. “What did you expect, drama queen? Come on, Tanya, it’s not that bad.”

“Easy for you to say,” Tanya grumbled. 

“Come on.” Brian walked to her and lowered himself, offering his back. “I’ll carry you there.”

“How noble.” I rolled my eyes. “Careful, she might complain you’re too hot, too.”

Everyone blinked at my comment before they erupted in a fit of laughter. 

“Thanks, Ayra,” Brian snorted. “Nice of you to notice. You’re one to talk though, after you rejected me.”

His words held bitterness but his eyes smiled at me, and I shook my head, looking toward the waves instead, listening to the way they crashed on the sand. The whoosh of the waves hid a sound I could never truly make out. 

Brian had asked me on a date last Christmas. The four of us had been friends since high school, and he’d told me he always had a crush on me. I never saw it coming. The other two had said over and over again that I must have been blind. Maybe I was. 

I just wasn’t attracted to Brian in the same way he was to me.

I never really felt like I belonged. And I hadn’t wanted to date him just because Tanya and Naomi thought we would be good together or because I’d never dated before. Or even because it seemed logical to take our friendship to the next level.. 

Since then, he’d been a little sour about it. Our friendship wasn’t what it used to be, but we still hung out, the four of us, and he was getting over it. 

I hoped eventually we could be like we used to. 

“Can we stop here?” Tanya asked. “This bag is getting heavy.” Her beach bag hung over her shoulder, bouncing against her while Brian carried her. 

“Imagine how heavy it for me then,” he said with a smirk. 

Tanya wriggled until he let her go and she slid off his back, dumping her load in the sand. 

I looked around. We were about fifty feet from the water, and close to a lifeguard tower if we needed help. 

Closer would have been better 

“If we go just a bit further...” I started, but Tanya and Naomi both groaned and Brian stretched his arms up, twisting his back until it popped. 

“We’re fine here, Ayra,” he said. 

I sighed, giving in. I wasn’t going to win an argument against the three of them, anyway.

It was safer to swim closer to the flags, but then again, they might not even swim. Tanya was here to sunbathe – for what it was worth – and Naomi had her moods. Brian would go into the water, I knew that. But he was a stronger swimmer than they were and would be okay if something happened. 

“We’ll set up here, then,” I said. 

“Thank God,” Naomi said and put the beach umbrella she’d been carrying down in the sand. She arranged her towel close by.

I looked out at the sea again. The white waves foamed before they ran onto the sand, caressing like lovers meeting again, and beyond the surf, the sun twinkled on the water, the wind tipping the small waves with white caps. My heart tightened in my chest and when the feeling released, endorphins flowed through my body. 

This was where I was happiest. This was home. 

I had no idea what it was about the ocean, why it drew me like a magnet, why it called to me, beckoning me closer to submerge myself. No one understood it. I’d stopped trying to explain years ago. 

But Brian knew that I loved being at the beach, and he’d been the one to suggest this little holiday for the four of us. 

I hoped he didn’t think it would change my mind about him. The fact that he knew me well enough to arrange something like this was sweet, but I couldn’t date him. He didn’t understand me. He never would, not really. 

“Can you help, Ayra?” Tanya asked, and when I turned, she was trying to set up the umbrella. The wind scooped it up when she opened it and she couldn’t wedge it into the sand. 

I would have left the damn umbrella at the house we were renting, but Tanya was pale with a complexion that burned to a crisp if she wasn’t careful. 

“Sure,” I said, walking to her. I pushed the umbrella open to its full circumference and held onto it so it wouldn’t blow away. I pushed the other end deep into the sand. 

“I could have helped,” Brian said. 

“Ayra has it,” Tanya said. 

“I’m still stronger.”

Tanya and Naomi looked at each other, giggling. I shook my head, trying to ignore Brian’s pout and the fact that my strength was being compared to his, and not the girls’. 

“Thanks,” Tanya said. “I don’t know how you do it.”

I rubbed my arms and turned to my bag. I didn’t like it when my friends drew attention to my power. Most of the time they didn’t say anything, but occasionally it was helpful to have someone around who could do something they couldn’t. 

My foster mom had always told me that my strength had to be something that ran in my family, a trait I should be proud of. 

Maybe, if my real family hadn’t abandoned me, I would have been proud of who I was. But since they’d thrown me away, I couldn’t see why anything I’d gotten from them was something to be proud of. The only thing I was proud of was the person I’d become, and that was thanks to my foster parents. 

Brian wasn’t threatened by my strength, but I’d driven more than one guy away in my high school years because I’d been able to beat them at any skill or sport. I had better abs than they did, for one. And guys liked to look tough. Around me, they looked pathetic. It didn’t sit well. 

I had always been the odd one out.

“I’ll get some water to wet the sand to make it more solid,” I said to Tanya and grabbed the bucket, running to the water. As soon as it washed over my feet, my skin tingled and hummed, and laughter bubbled up in my throat. I waded in deeper, the water splashing around my calves, and I gasped at how cold it was. I bent over and ran my fingers through the water, a quick caress before I plunged the bucket under and filled it. 

When I returned to my friends, Naomi was already settled under the sun, lying on her back with nothing but the tiniest bikini to cover her modesty. 

She was slender and beautiful, and she could pull off wearing bikinis like that. Beachgoers always stared at her. Men with lust, women with jealousy. 

I didn’t wear bikinis like that. I wanted to hide my six-pack and the fact that I didn’t have curves the way they did. My foster dad always told me I was sporty, where others were curvy, and that was fine. 

Still, I wore a black one-piece to the beach.

I dumped the water around the base of the umbrella to hold it in place. 

“Thanks,” Tanya said. She lay on a towel in her bikini too, but she kept to the shade. Enough UV rays would bounce from the sand and get her, despite her efforts to stay hidden. 

I pulled off my tank top and shorts and flicked my towel out. The wind was starting to settle, and sunbathing was worth it. 

I stretched out on my belly, the heat warming the back of my thighs and calves. 

When I closed my eyes, I could hear it again. The whispers cloaked by the crashing of the waves. When I listened intently, I could almost hear words. Sometimes, I imagined I heard my name. 

Ayra. 

I couldn’t stay on the beach when the ocean was calling to me. 

“I’m going in,” I said, popping up. “Who’s coming with me?”

“Come on, we just sat down,” Tanya complained. 

“If you swim first, lying in the sun will warm you up,” I said. 

“I’ll come,” Brian offered and stood, digging in his bag for a tennis ball. “We can throw this around.”

I nodded and headed toward the ocean. 

“Sure, I’ll come, too,” Naomi said and stood to follow. 

“You can’t just leave me here!” Tanya jumped up and followed us. 

Brian and I glanced at each other and laughed. Tanya was going to follow no matter what we did, even if she didn’t want to. 

We waded into the waves and started throwing the ball at each other. I caught it easily and threw it to Naomi, who had to jump and barely caught it. She flung it toward Tanya, who missed, and it splashed into the water. 

“Oh, God, this isn’t fun,” she complained. 

The ball floated on the surface. A wave caught it as she moved to scoop it up, and she wailed. 

“Come on, a little help here?” she called to Naomi, who rolled her eyes and headed for the ball. 

Brian and I ducked under the water to avoid a large wave that rolled over us. Just as we both attempted to stand, the undertow whipped our legs out from underneath us and we went under. I kicked hard, fighting the current that was suddenly stronger than it should be, and surfaced. 

I looked around for Brian, who popped up a moment after I did. 

In the distance, the lifeguards’ whistles screamed on the breeze, calling swimmers out of the water. The waves began to get bigger, dangerous rips developing quickly. It was obvious the lifeguards were struggling to keep an eye on all the swimmers.

“We should get out of here,” Brian gasped. 

I nodded and turned. Naomi was already heading out, walking to where it was shallower but Tanya was nowhere to be seen. 

“Where is she?” I asked, looking around frantically. 

“Help!” I heard her voice, much further away from us than she’d been a moment ago.

The current had grabbed her and swept her out, away from us, away from the lifeguard tower. Away from anyone who could help. 

“Shit,” Brian muttered, heading after her. 

I followed too. 

“Get out of the water, Ayra,” he commanded. 

But when he did, his feet were swept out from underneath him again and he went under. 

If he was going to help Tanya, he couldn’t do it alone. 

“Help!” I heard again, Tanya’s voice strained as she gasped and sputtered, clawing the water and swinging her arms to stay afloat. I saw a flash of her blonde hair before she was sucked under the water again. 
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THERE WAS NO ONE TO help. Brian was heading toward Tanya, but he was struggling to keep his head above water and fight the tide. He wasn’t going to make it, not unless he had support.

The water seemed calm around my legs, not tugging nearly as hard as before, so I dove in, swimming with strong strokes toward Brian and Tanya.

Brian had slowly made his way to her, but by the time I reached them, he was coughing up water too.

“Hold on to me!” he shouted above the roar of the ocean all around us.

Tanya clutched Brian, eyes squeezed shut, whimpering.

He tried to swim toward the shore, but another wave crashed down on both of them, and they disappeared.

I wasn’t close enough to reach them.

“Just keep your heads above water,” I muttered as if they would be able to hear me or even do as I said.

As if the ocean itself had heard me, a great swell lifted Brian and Tanya to the surface, and they broke free of the water, both gasping for breath.

“Don’t hold me so tightly,” I heard Brian spatter. “You’re going to drag me under.”

But Tanya was in a panic. She wasn’t thinking straight anymore, clutching Brian for dear life. I watched as he struggled, trying to keep them both afloat, the ocean floor having disappeared from beneath our feet completely. The raging water had swept us out further and further from the shore, and there was no way to fight the current unless we swam against it.

“Let her go,” I commanded when I reached them.

“She’ll drown,” Brian protested.

“You’ll both drown if you don’t!” I grabbed her arm, trying to pry her loose from Brian’s neck. “She’s going to drag you under.”

“What am I supposed to do?” he asked. His eyes were pleading when he looked at me, hoping I had an answer.

“Save yourself. I can’t help you both. I’ll follow with Tanya.”

Brian shook his head. “You can’t, Ayra.”

Just as he said it, another wave washed over us all and Tanya clutched so tightly to Brian, he struggled to stay afloat. He’d been smacked in the face by a wave and coughed violently, trying to clear his lungs of the salty water he kept inhaling.

“Just let go!” I shouted. “Trust me.”

Brian didn’t have a choice. He looked reluctant, but he let me pry Tanya loose, and as soon as she let go of him, she clung on to me.

For a moment, she yanked me under too, but I kicked up, feeling the power in my legs, and we broke the surface again, both of us gulping air.

I’d hated the fact that I was so much stronger than everyone else, but now I was grateful. If it wasn’t for my strength, we probably would have died.

I watched as Brian tried to make it to shore alone. He was a strong swimmer, but he struggled against the current and went under a couple of times. He wouldn’t have made it with Tanya.

I swam, letting her cling to me like a monkey, using my arms and my legs without holding onto her, trusting she wouldn’t let go of me.

Her survival instinct wouldn’t allow her, even if she wanted to.

The undercurrent threatened to drag me down, but the waves seemed to carry me over and we reached the shore, getting closer and closer with every stroke.

Finally, I shuffled us out onto the sand, coughing and breathing hard.

Tanya finally let go of me, rolling onto her back, gasping.

A couple of feet away from us, Brian lay on the sand too.

“Hey!” a lifeguard shouted, running toward us. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, pushing up. Brian helped Tanya to her feet, but she sank to the sand again.

“We couldn’t get to you guys, there were too many swimmers struggling,” the lifeguard said. “How did you get out?”

“We swam,” Brian said. “I don’t know how Ayra did it, but we made it.”

“Thank you,” Tanya said to me weakly.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“Let me check you out just to be sure you’re okay,” the lifeguard said, falling to his knees in front of Tanya and monitoring her pulse, her pupils.

Brian moved to me. “I didn’t think you were going to be able to do it. It was crazy out there.”

“I didn’t think I would be able to do it, either,” I admitted. “We got lucky.”

“Next time, we’ll walk closer to the lifeguard tower. We’ll listen to you.”

Nodding, I didn’t what else to say. I looked back toward the ocean, which didn’t look nearly as terrifying now that we were on the sand, safe and sound.

It felt like the ocean had carried us towards the shore. How was that possible? We shouldn’t have made it. I knew that for a fact. We should have drowned out there but somehow, we had survived.

“Can we go home?” Tanya asked after the lifeguard was satisfied that she would be fine.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Brian said.

I nodded, agreeing.

The three of us walked back to our umbrella where Naomi was waiting for us, anxious.

“Oh my God, are you guys okay? I lost sight of you, and I didn’t know what was going on.”

“We’re fine,” Brian said, putting an arm around Tanya’s shoulders. “Just a little shaken up, but we will get through it. Let’s go back to the house, recover, and go out for a drink or two to calm our nerves.”

We all agreed and packed our things.

Just before we walked away, heading back to the beach buggy Brian had rented from the guy who let us use his beach house, I glanced back at the ocean.

I still couldn’t figure out exactly what had happened. There was no good explanation for why we had made it out.

I guess we had been lucky.

Brian drove us back to the house. It was a couple of miles down the shore, on a private part of the beach where the only beachgoers were the ones who owned houses there. It was a large, wooden house, decorated with a nautical theme, and the view of the ocean was spectacular.

After taking a shower and getting dressed, I stood on the deck that overlooked the ocean, the wind tugging at my hair, which was where Brian found me.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “How is Tanya holding up? I think she had a bigger scare than we did.”

“She’s doing okay, but I think it will do us all good to have a couple of drinks. We were thinking about going to the bar down near the pier.”

“Sure,” I said.

There was a bar just down the road, next to the pier – it had probably started by servicing the beachgoers on the private beach, but it was quite popular, at full capacity most evenings.

“God, this is the perfect place to drown my sorrows,” Tanya said dramatically when we sat down on the deck at a table that looked out over the beach. The sun was starting to set, splashing the sky with gold and orange, and the night followed on its heels. 

“I feel so much better sitting here, looking at the ocean, then being stuck in it.”

I smiled at her. “I’m just glad we’re all safe.”

“Thanks to you,” Naomi said and lifted her drink.

We all toasted to being safe.

The conversation picked up, turning in a different direction, and the more everyone drank, the more cheerful they became.

Everyone but me.

I sipped my drink, keeping up with the rest of them, drinking one after the other, but I didn’t feel the effects of alcohol. Instead, I felt like I remained completely sober, listening to a conversation that become more and more ridiculous.

I watched the three of my friends and wondered why I didn’t feel like I fit in with them. We had gone to the same school for years, growing up in the same neighborhood. But I felt like a foreigner when I was around them sometimes. And now, it was worse than ever before.

I turned my face to the ocean, tuning out the conversation around me and listening to the whispering sound behind the normal sound of the waves crashing down on the shore. It was soothing, almost like a lullaby, and I closed my eyes and listened.

Ayra.

I frowned and opened my eyes. Why did it sound like someone was calling me?

“Are you okay?” Tanya asked and I turned my attention back to the conversation.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re very quiet.”

I shrugged. “I guess I got scared today too. I think I’m going to go for a walk.”

“Along the beach?” Brian asked.

I nodded. “Just to clear my head.”

“Don’t get too close to the water,” Tanya warned.

I smiled. “I’ll be careful. What happened today isn’t the norm, you know.”

Tanya shivered. “I think it will be a while before I head back into the water.”

I stood from the table and followed the stairs down to the beach, leaving my friends behind to talk and laugh, enjoying their cocktails.

The further away from the bar I got, the more the night swallowed me.

I walked along the beach, stopping after a couple of steps to take off my shoes.

The sand was cold under my feet, and I loved the feel of it between my toes as I walked.

I never really felt like I belonged, but tonight it was so much worse.

Maybe it was because I’d been adopted. My adoptive parents had never made a point of hiding it from me. They had said from the start that it was important that I knew who I was and where I came from. They had never wanted to leave me with questions that would make me wonder about my identity.

I knew their intention was not to shock me with the news that I was adopted when I believed they were my real parents. What they hadn’t expected were all the other questions I had about my real parents.

Like why they wouldn’t want me. And who they were. And what it was that made me so different from everyone else?

Those were questions I felt like I couldn’t ask my parents. Not wanting to offend them by finding out too much about myself, I wanted them to feel like I was happy with where I’d grown up. Not once did I wish that I’d ended up with some other family. They had been the best parents anyone could ask for.

But I had a gaping hole inside of me, something that I couldn’t fill without knowing where I came from.

And I had no idea how I would ever find out.

Ayra.

Every time I heard my name it was louder and clearer, almost as if the ocean itself was calling me. But that was absurd, right? I was imagining things.

And yet...

The ocean drew me tonight, the pull stronger than ever.

I wanted to walk into the waves, to feel the water run over my feet.

I glanced toward the bar, quite some distance away now, wondering if my friends could see me. They’d told me to stay away from the water, but I was a big girl, old enough to make my own decisions. 

Besides, today had proved I was a strong swimmer. It didn’t matter what happened, I would be all right.

I turned toward the water.

Ayra.

I swallowed and took a step toward the waves. Then another and another, feeling the water run over my feet, lap at my calves, splashing my pants.

I knew I should have stopped, but I wanted to go deeper. Further. I didn’t know what it was, but the water drew me.

I took another step and another.
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I WAS IN THE WATER up to my knees and finally the tension eased in my shoulders, my lungs, my breath.

It was ridiculous that I needed to be in the water to feel whole. After what had happened today, it should have been the opposite. I should have felt better on land.

But despite the current drawing out, I still felt like there was something about the ocean that made me feel at home. And now that I stood with my legs in the water, I could feel the anxiety bleeding out of me. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Who am I?” I asked, my words blown away by the wind.

The water swelled around me, a wave coming in, and suddenly I was far deeper than I’d meant to be. A moment ago, the water had been just below my knees. Now, it lapped around my waist.

I turned, saw the lights of the bar in the distance, and started making my way to the beach.

But it was as if the ocean wanted me there. It clutched onto me, pulling me back in the water.

“No!” I cried out. “Help!”

Laughter from the bar drifted toward me on the wind, and I knew that no one was going to hear me. The conversation was too loud, the bar too far away for anyone to hear or see me.

I tried to walk to shore, fighting against the water that kept rising higher and higher.

Another swell lifted me off my feet and when I tried to find my footing in the sand again, I dipped under water, unable to find anything at all.

I was so deep now my feet couldn’t touch bottom.

I flailed my arms in panic before I started thinking swim, that was what I had to do.

I started swimming towards the shore, kicking as hard as I could, using the same stroke I had when I’d gone to save Tanya.

But this time, it wasn’t working. It felt like I was being dragged further out to sea, my attempts to swim to shore completely inept.

“Help!” I cried out again.

The wind was strong, whipping around my face, and I shivered as the water around me became frigid.

I felt the current swirl as if a giant hand wrapped around me and yanked me under, and I managed to take a small breath before being submerged again.

Beneath the water, everything was surprisingly quiet. I was aware of how peaceful it seemed, but my lungs cramped, panic clutched at my throat, and I squirmed and kicked violently to get back to the surface.

It was taking too long to get to the surface. The ocean had dragged me too far under for comfort.

I was in real trouble.

Think, I told myself. What do I do now?

It was difficult to concentrate when I was in a state of panic, but I forced myself to calm, to hear my dad’s voice when he’d told me what to do.

“Remember, Ayra, the ocean is alive and powerful, and it’s not your friend. We don’t play games and we don’t take chances in the water. If the current drags you out, don’t fight it. You will lose. Go with it, it will spit you out to shore again.”

It was difficult to do nothing. All I had to do was stay afloat. I had to make sure that I preserved my energy and that I could breathe. Other than that, I had to let the ocean take me where it wanted to.

Eventually, it would spit me out somewhere, allowing me to get back to land.

I let the water carry me along, floating on my back, trying to prepare every time a wave crashed down on me.

Twice waves came out of nowhere, forcing me under, catching me without air in my lungs.

Every time I managed to resurface, I coughed and sputtered, trying to catch my breath.

How long was this going to take? How far would the ocean carry me? How long would it be until my friends to realized I was gone?

Again, another wave washed over me. I held my breath, trying to duck underneath it, but this time, the wave tumbled me, pulling me one way on the surface and another beneath it. I rolled underneath the water, struggling to keep track of which way was up. When I kicked hard, I found only more water, and I became dizzy and disoriented. My lungs cramped with the lack of oxygen, and no matter how hard I swam, I couldn’t seem to find the surface. I didn’t float toward it, and the waves rolled me, one after the other.

I was starting to feel lightheaded. My chest burned and I fought the urge to suck in air.

This was how people drowned. This was how I was going to die, wasn’t it?

This was the end.

I stopped fighting. I was going to run out of energy, and it wasn’t going to work, anyway.

It wasn’t that I was giving up, it was more like giving in.

After all, if I had to choose a way to go, drowning wasn’t as terrible as some other ways I could think of.

I loved the ocean. It was ironic, since it was what was going to kill me.

But, God, I loved being in the water.

Ayra.

My name was being called by someone from far in the distance at first. It was almost like it came to me while I was sleeping, and it seemed more like a dream than a reality.

But my name became louder and louder, forcing through the haze that wrapped around me.

I felt light and airy, as if I’d somehow escaped gravity and was floating.

My vision was blurry, and when I looked around, everything was murky blue and out of focus.

It was only a moment later that I realized I was still submerged in the ocean.

When I looked around, I didn’t know how far down I was, but I was surrounded by an incredibly vast space, the water pressing up against me, squeezing me almost like a lover’s caress.

What was going on? Was I dead? My lungs didn’t burn. I was breathing just fine.

The ocean embraced me intimately, like a lover or a friend. When I moved my arms, the water ran through my fingers and I could almost feel the pleasure at the contact, feeling the water rub itself up against me like a cat.

What was going on?

Slowly, the water moved around me, pushing me forward. I became aware that it was taking me somewhere.

Somewhere specific.

Ayra.

“Who’s there?” I asked, spinning around, looking for where the voice originated. But seemed as if the sound had surrounded me, as if coming from every direction.

A dark formation came into view and I frowned, unable to make it out. I wasn’t used to looking through water, but my vision was slowly adjusting, and I could see more clearly. The bottom of the ocean became clear, a couple of feet below with seaweed gently wafting in the current. Fish languidly swam through it, schools of them, flashing silver in the dim light that made its way through the water from the surface somewhere up above.

The formation in front of me took shape, presenting itself as rock, dark and rugged. On the rocks grew bright sea fronds, anemones, and other types of plants I didn’t recognize. Fish swirled around them too, and it was like something from those documentaries about the reefs that scuba divers recorded when they explored.

Except, I wasn’t a scuba diver.

And somehow, I wasn’t drowning.

The water gently pushed me toward the rock formation, and I started kicking, trying to get away from it. It wasn’t until I got closer that I noticed the crevice, an entrance, and I submitted to the current pushing me in. 

As soon as I slipped through the opening, I was in some sort of underwater cave. The surface was close above me now and I swam towards it, eventually breaking the surface, gasping for air. Why, I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like I’d struggled to breathe.

I was in a large, underwater cavern. The entrance was so far below the surface I would never have found it. No one would.
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I SWAM TOWARDS A SMALL beach and pulled myself onto the sand. My skin was warm, so I put my feet to the stand and stood up. All around me, strange little glow worms clung to the rock, making it seem like the dome above me was littered with stars.

“Hello?” The urge to speak was strong, even though no one was nearby.

“What are you doing here?” someone asked from behind me.

A man stood a couple of feet away from me, dressed in a strange outfit that seemed to be made from seaweed and melded to his body.

He was tall, much taller than I was, and incredibly muscular, the shape of his muscles showing through the strange green outfit. He had shoulder-length brown hair and eyes the color of the ocean.

“How did you get here?” he asked when I remained silent.

“I...” How was I going to explain the ocean had brought me here? “I was pulled out by the current.”

He narrowed his gaze at me as if he didn’t believe me. His eyes were an incredible shade of aqua, but almost glowing. Then he took a couple of steps so that he stood in front of me. I was very aware of how close he was, almost as if he had no concept of personal space.

When he reached for my hair and ran his fingers through it, I tried not to react. He rolled the strands between his fingers as if he was testing it.

I pulled back slowly, removing my hair from his grasp.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s red,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically.

Yes, my hair was flaming red. It wasn’t very typical in the States, but it wasn’t uncommon, either. Having him this close was strangely satisfying. Electricity hummed all around me, and I knew it was coming from him.

“How did you get here?” he asked again.

“Why do you insist I repeat myself?” I asked defensively.

His tone indicated I was  not welcome in his space.

“You should come with me,” he said.

I shook my head. “Why? I don’t even know you.”

He smirked at me, and God, he was drop-dead gorgeous. When he smiled, his face lit up, and there was something about him that made my insides melt.

“I’m Rogue.”

“Ayra.”

“Yes.”

I frowned. “What do you mean, yes? Do you know who I am?”

Rogue shook his head, but it was an uncertain gesture. What was going on?

“Come with me, Ayra.” 

“Where? I should probably get back to my friends. They’re...”

I wanted to say that they would be worried, which was true. If they hadn’t realized I was gone, they would soon. Saying that they were back on the surface seemed strange, though. And if I had to be honest, I desperately wanted to know where Rogue wanted to take me.

Had I completely lost my mind? Here I was in an underwater cavern, with some stranger – albeit sexy – and he just expected me to blindly follow him. 

None of this made sense. Surviving underwater, for instance. Or being here. 

This was likely all a dream. I’d probably sat at the bar and drank too much, and now I was hallucinating or something.

Brian would wake me up in the morning with a glass of tomato juice and vitamin B12 to fight a hangover.

That’s what it was.

“We’re going to the Jade Kingdom.”

I barked out a laugh. “Are you trying to mess with me?”

Rogue blinked at me as if he didn’t understand what was so funny.

Maybe he had been serious. After all, if everything else was real, how could this not be real?

“You should come with me,” Rogue said again.

I nodded meekly, unable to find it in myself to say no. I was dying of curiosity. And seeing that it was all probably some kind of hallucination or dream, I might as well go with it. Maybe this whole trip was going to be something entertaining before I snapped out of it.

Rogue turned and walked away, taking that strange, electric current that I’d felt while he was close with him. I followed and realized there was another pool in the underwater cavern, much like the one from which I’d emerged.

Rogue looked over his shoulder at me, gave me a lopsided grin that made me feel just as unbalanced, and jumped into the water in front of him.

Well, this was going to be fun, wasn’t it?

“You’ve lost your mind,” I told myself before I held my breath and jumped into the water after him.

Rogue was already quite a distance ahead of me. He was a fast swimmer, I had to give him that. I tried to catch up with him, and to my surprise, I moved through the water at a much faster speed than expected when kicking my legs.

I held my breath until my lungs burned, not having thought about what it would mean to follow. I glanced up at the surface, hoping to catch my breath before following again, but the surface was far too high. There was no way I was going to be able to reach it in time.

I started to panic.

I gasped for air while still under water as if I’d just broken the surface, and for some reason, I didn’t drown.

Now I knew I was crazy. This stuff didn’t happen unless it was a book or a movie. I knew enough after watching The Little Mermaid. 

But that was just a fairy tale, right? It couldn’t possibly be true that I was caught up in one of my own.

Then again, when I glanced at Rogue in the strange outfit he was wearing and the way he moved through the water almost like a fish, I started to wonder.

His legs were like mine – human – but he was swimming easily at a great speed and clearly, he was breathing too.

And I was easily keeping up.

“Don’t panic, don’t panic,” I whispered to myself before I realized I was speaking underwater.

Great, I was certifiable at this point.

“What are you muttering to yourself?” Rogue asked.

“Nothing. This whole thing just seems surreal.”

“Well, wait until you see what became of the kingdom.”

I frowned, but suddenly Rogue slowed down near a large rock and grabbed my wrist, pulling me next to him.

We popped our heads over the rock and he pointed.

I sucked in my breath.

Far below lay a city lit by a thousand lights glowing gently on the ocean floor. Large buildings were scattered about, with pointed towers and spirals reaching out into the ocean.

Around it, fish of all sizes were swimming in huge schools.

It only took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t fish I was looking at, but people.

People like me, swimming beneath the water, moving around the city.

“I don’t understand.” 

“I know.” Rogue had a dark expression. “It looks terrible. Since King Cyreus took over, the kingdom has been waning. It’s going to take enormous effort and resources to restore it to its former glory. But now that you’re here—”

“Hold up,” I said, interrupting him. “Me?”

Rogue frowned and nodded. “Who else?”

“What, exactly, is supposed to happen now that I’m here?”

He looked confused. “The kingdom,” he said. “You’ve returned. To rule it.”

I blinked at him. Kingdom? Back? Rule?

“No, no, no,” I said, waving my hands in front of me. “I don’t even know what’s going on here, who you are, or what this is. Not my circus, not my monkeys.”

“It’s your responsibility. The kingdom needs you.”

“That kingdom?” I pointed to the undersea world.

He nodded at the same time I shook my head.

“They need a hero. And you’re it”

“No,” I said again, firmly. “That, over there—” I kept pointing toward the kingdom. “—isn’t my problem.”

Rogue blinked at me. “Oh my God.”

“What?” I asked.

“You don’t know who you are.”

“Who I am? What do you mean?”

Rogue opened his mouth to answer but before he could say anything, he froze. He frowned, glancing one way and then the other.

“Ayra, I think we should—" 

Before he could finish his sentence, we were surrounded by guards. They wore a sort of chainmail armor, although it was made of a material I hadn’t seen before. They had spears and helmets, and they looked like they meant business.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Rogue said.

Two guards grabbed me by my arms.

“Let go of me!” I cried out, fighting against them. I’d always been able to break free from anyone attempting to hold me. I never knew why, but I’d always been stronger than most people.

Here, my strength was paltry. Fighting these guys was impossible. Their hands gripped my arms like iron manacles.

“It’s taken us a long time to capture you, thief,” one of the guards sneered at Rogue. “But you can’t run forever. You were a fool to return.”

“Fine,” Rogue said. “But let her go. She’s got nothing to do with this.”

“There is no chance we are releasing your little friend,” the guard said, and at that, the two holding me laughed as if he’d just told a hilarious joke. “We’re not giving you a chance to escape this time.”
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