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Dedication

Swim, little brother. I’m right behind you.

“Come this way, honored Odysseus, great glory of the Achaians, and stay your ship, so that you can listen here to our singing...” (The Sirens)

The Odyssey

Homer

​
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Chapter One—Nike
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Dusty Souvenir

Dauphin Island had more than its share of weirdness—a fact illustrated by tomorrow’s Mullet Toss—but it was home to me. It wasn’t as popular as nearby Sand Island or Frenchman Bay, and we islanders clung to our small-town identity like it was a badge of honor. Almost unanimously, islanders refused to succumb to the pressure of beach developers and big-city politicians who occasionally visited our pristine stretches of sand with dollar signs in their eyes. No matter how they sweet-talked the town elders, they left unsatisfied time and time again, with the exception of a lone tower of condominiums that stood awkwardly in the center of the island. 

As someone said recently at our monthly town meeting, “We don’t need all that hoopla.” 

That seemed to be the general sense of things, and although I valued what they were trying to preserve, I didn’t always agree with my fellow business owners and residents. Still, I was just Nike Augustine, the girl with a weird name and a love for french fries but most notably the granddaughter of the late Jack Augustine, respected one-time mayor of Dauphin Island. 

What did I know? I was too young to appreciate the importance of protecting our sheltered island. Or so I had been told. So island folk such as myself made the bulk of our money during spring break and the Deep Sea Fishing Rodeo in July. It was enough to make a girl nuts. 

But despite this prime example of narrow-mindedness, I fit in here. Along with all the oddities like the island clock that never worked properly, the abandoned lighthouse that everyone believed was haunted and the fake purple shark that hung outside my grandfather’s souvenir shop. I reminded myself of that when the overwhelming desire to wander overtook me, as it threatened to do today and had done most days recently. I had even begun to dream of diving into the ocean and swimming as far down as I could. 

Pretty crazy since I feared the water, or more specifically what swam hidden in the darkness. Another Nike eccentricity. 

Only my grandfather understood my reluctance, but he was no longer here to tell me I wasn’t crazy. My fear of water separated me from my friends, who practically lived in or on the waters of the Gulf of Mexico or the Mobile Bay most of the year.

Meandering down the aisles of the souvenir shop, I stopped occasionally to turn a glass dolphin and rearrange a few baskets of dusty shells. I halfheartedly slapped the shelves with my dust rag and glanced at the clock again and again until finally the shark-tooth-tipped hands hit five o’clock. With a bored sigh, I walked to the door, turned the sign to Closed and flicked off the neon sign that glowed: “Shipwreck Souvenirs.” I’d keep longer hours when spring break began, but for now it was 9 to 5. 

I walked to the storeroom to retrieve the straw broom. I had to pay homage to tradition and make a quick pass over the chipped floor. I’d had barely any traffic today, just a few landlubbers hoping to avoid the spring breakers; as many early birds had discovered, the cold Gulf waters weren’t warm enough to frolic in yet. Probably fewer than a dozen people had darkened my door today, and only half of those had the courtesy to buy something. With another sigh, I remembered the annoying child who had rubbed his sticky hands all over the inflatables before announcing to the world that he had to pee. I thanked my Lucky Stars that I didn’t have kids. But then again, I would need a boyfriend or husband for that, right? 

Oh, yeah. I get to clean the toilets, too. 

I wondered what the little miscreant had left behind for me in the tiny bathroom. No sense in griping about it. It was me or no one. I wouldn’t be hiring any help anytime soon. I grabbed the broom and turned to take care of the task at hand when I heard a suspicious sound that made me pause.

Someone was near the back door, rattling through the garbage cans. I could hear the metal lid banging on the ground. Might be a cat or dog, but it might also be Dauphin Island’s latest homeless resident. We had a few, but this lost soul tugged at my heartstrings. I had never seen a woman without a place to live. So far she had refused to tell me her name or speak to me at all. Perhaps she was hard of hearing too? Whatever the case, it sounded as if she weren’t above digging through my trash cans. Which meant even more work for me. “Hey,” I called through the door, hoping to stop her before she destroyed it.

I had remembered her today as I was eating my lunch. I saved her half of my club sandwich. I had hoped I could tempt her to talk to me, but as if she knew what I had planned, she’d made herself scarce. Until now. 

I slung the door open, and the blinds crashed into the mauve-painted wall. Nobody was there, but a torn bag of trash lay on the ground. I yelled in the direction of the cans, “Hey! You don’t have to tear up the garbage! I have food for you. Are you hungry?”

I might as well have been talking to the dolphins that splashed offshore. Nobody answered me. “I know you’re there! I just heard you in my trash. Come out, lady. I won’t hurt you.” Still nobody answered. I heard a sound like a low growl coming from the side of my store. 

What the heck was that? 

Immediately I felt my adrenaline surge. Danger stalked close. I ran to the back wall of my shop and flattened myself against the rough wood. I heard the growl again. Was that a possum? Gator? Rabies-crazed homeless lady? I knew I shouldn’t have started binge-watching The Walking Dead this week. There was absolutely nothing wrong with my imagination. My mind reeled with the possibilities. After a few seconds I quietly reasoned with myself. I didn’t have time for this. Time to face the beast—whatever it might be.

Gripping the broom as if it were a weapon, I tiptoed to the corner of the building and spun around the edge with my broom raised above my head. I shouted, “Ha!” as if that would help me seem more menacing, but to my surprise there was nobody there. Not a scary possum, no alligators and no sign of the zombie homeless lady. Nobody was there but Mr. Targetti, the man who owned the bike rental shop next door. He caught me and snorted in amusement. 

“Oh, hi, Mr. Targetti. I thought I heard someone back here. Got into my garbage again.” He just stared at me, as he always did. I don’t think he’d ever spoken to me. That bothered me. I was a likeable gal. I gave up trying to explain why I’d been brandishing my broom like a katana. I lowered it with a sheepish expression. He raised his shiny black eyebrows even higher, so they looked like they might slip up and over the top of his head. I let out a nervous laugh at the sight. With a grunt of disgust, he turned his broad back to me and headed back inside, all the while shaking his overly large head as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. 

“One day, your head’s going to fall off,” I whispered at his back. 

I thought I saw him pause, but he didn’t turn around again. He slammed the side door of his shop behind him, and I heard the lock snap in place. How could that giant of a man be afraid of little old me? He must have weighed three hundred pounds—hardly the kind of guy you’d think would rent bicycles, but then again who was I to judge? I just turned twenty-two and barely had a high school diploma. 

But I had a bad-ass broom, I thought with a big grin. Proud of myself for at least aggravating Mr. Targetti, I swung the broom like a ninja one last time before heading back into the store. Just then, I screamed. 

“Cruise! You scared the heck out of me. What are you doing sneaking up behind a person?”

He laughed as he removed his aviator glasses from his tanned face. “You didn’t hear me? I guess you were too busy practicing some Karate Kid moves?”

“Karate Kid? How old are you?”

“Hey, that movie is a classic.”

“Kind of like you, huh?” I was very much aware that Cruise was only twenty-five, but I liked reminding him of the age difference between us. It aggravated the crap out of him. And that made me extremely happy. Most days. I grinned up at him and cupped my free hand above my eyes to shield them from the sun. Unlike the one other island police officer, he did not wear shorts, despite the fact that he had terrific legs. I liked seeing him in his blue uniform, but it would be a month of Sundays before I told him so. 

“Wow. Way to wound a guy. Do you need help with something, or are you leading a raid on Mr. Targetti’s bike shop? If so, you might need a bigger broom.” 

“That guy. Don’t get me started. No, I’m good. Unless you want to help me pick up trash. Something got in the cans again.” 

“You’ll have to make sure you put the lids on good and tight next time.” 

“Geesh, officer. I never would have thought of that.”

We strolled back to the mess and began picking up the empty boxes and paper. Thank goodness there was no food in the bags. That would have been totally disgusting. 

“I’m just trying to help, Nike.” 

I tucked my hair behind my shoulder and glanced at him as he picked up trash with me. I was being a jerk, and he was picking up my garbage. Here he was doing something nice for me, and I was being...well, me.

“Sorry, but I could have sworn I put those lids on good. I made sure of it. I heard something out here, so I came out to see. Hey, have you heard any reports about a homeless lady?”

“Homeless lady? No, but there are quite a few interesting characters over at the Sunset RV Park. Quite a few drunks. I have a feeling I’ll have a few late nights this weekend.” 

“Well, there’s this one lady. She’s about as big as a minute. I’ve seen her out here wandering around, along the shore there. Looks like she was scavenging. I was thinking she was looking for food, but maybe she was picking up cans or shells or something.”

“She bothering you?”

“No. What bothers me is that she might need something to eat. I can’t stand the idea of somebody going hungry.”

He tossed the last piece of garbage in the can and pressed the lid down, his toned arms flexing as he made a big show of it. I tried to pretend I hadn’t noticed. “You remind me of your grandfather. He couldn’t stand to eat by himself. I sure miss him.” 

We walked back inside and washed our hands in the tiny bathroom. Thankfully the child-criminal had not left any surprises like piles of paper towels or anything gross in the sink. I put the broom back and locked the back door. Cruise walked toward the front door, and I followed him so I could lock it behind him. I still had a handful of change to count. How would I ever keep this place going?

“You never did say why you came by.”

“Oh, yeah. It was nothing important. Just wanted to see if you were going to eat tonight.” He tossed his hat in his hands and avoided my eyes. 

“What? Of course. I eat every night.” Then it hit me. He was asking me out. Finally. What brought this on? 

“Come on, Nik. You know what I mean.” 

I leaned my back against the counter as he flipped the lock on the front door to open it. “I’m not sure I do know, Officer Castille. What could you mean?”

“Do I have to spell it out?” 

Now I was getting ticked. How could he expect an answer if he hadn’t even asked me out? “What kind of half-assed question is that? Now ask me right.” 

“Nike Augustine, will you...”

“Come on now, Cruise. Unless you’re asking me to marry you, you don’t have to use my last name. How long have we known one another?”

“Um, okay, Miss Bossy. You haven’t changed since the first time I met you.” I didn’t let him meander down Memory Lane; I raised my eyebrows like Targetti had. 

He smiled pitifully. “If you haven’t got plans and you don’t have something in the oven, which I know you don’t because you don’t cook....” I tilted my head, giving him a warning. He tossed his hat again and smiled at me even bigger. “I thought maybe we’d have a drink or share a meal.”

“You thought? Haven’t got plans? This isn’t getting any better.” 

“Why are you making this so difficult?”

I walked to the door and opened it wide. Waving my hand to show him the way out I gave him my answer. “Since you didn’t really ask me, I can’t really answer you.” His smile disappeared, and I quickly added, “Come by the house around seven and I’ll give you my answer.” 

He tossed his hat up, caught it and plopped it on his head like he was about to climb on a horse. “And wear something nice!” I called after him as he drove off. I grinned like the possum that I couldn’t find earlier. This felt right. I had all but given up on Cruise. Again I half wondered what had happened to inspire him to ask me out. 

“Calm down, Nike. He didn’t give you a ring,” I scolded myself. I went back inside, ready to lock it up, race home and get ready for my long-awaited date. Then I came face to face with the homeless lady. I yelled in surprise, and then everything went black.
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​Chapter Two—Meri
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Dark Halo

Quickly I slipped beneath the water’s surface to prevent her gray eyes from spotting me. It was not time yet to reveal my true self—I must wait. The command came from Heliope, but it had proved difficult adhering to her rule. I could barely contain my excitement! Once again the time drew near. Friend would awaken and know me—she would recall our adventures. 

No more of this haunting her from the water. No more slipping onto the rocks to peek into the window and watch with disapproval as she did human things like toil and clean. We would be together again—as we had been many times before. The times may have changed, at least for the human world, but this time would be no different. Friend would remember me—I would not be forgotten forever! Not long now, Thess-uh-lo-nike! 

I never called her that. She was Friend. 

That was a good thing since my scales were losing their vibrant blue and purple colors and were falling off at a disturbing rate. Glancing at them now, I moaned at the sight. I needed her companionship. Desperately. A mermaid with no Friend was not much of a mermaid. 

And I was too far from home. Too far from Friend. I dove and spun in an ever-tightening circle at the thought of being close to her again. The dolphin pod that traveled off the point spun in celebration with me. They did not understand my joy, but they felt it all the same. They were not stupid animals, and they felt deeply. 

Neither was I stupid; however, many of the Higher Order believed all mermaids were simpleminded. Let them believe it. Better for me and for my kind. There were few of us now, very few. Not like before when we swam the Azure Circle. We had filled the oceans, befriending and assisting the other Oceanids and even humans. We were made with the need to serve, but that propensity to care for others had not served us well. Not at all. I moaned again as I recalled the faces of my kin, lost now at the bottom of the ocean. 

How I have missed you, Friend! Maybe we would swim home. Home to the warmth, to the white stones and the cozy harbor of sparkling blueness. Maybe. It would be a long swim, but we were strong and there were many places to visit along the way. Yes! I would convince her. We would dive the Arch of Reason, skim along the Bimini Road, explore Archimedes’ Tomb where the Blood Crocus grew. If I could find those places still. Yes. It was time to leave this place and these strange waters. Besides, no one came to the Sirens Gate anymore. The days of magic were over, weren’t they? I moaned again, remembering a different time. 

What was that? A ripple of warning trembled through the water like a knife slicing through flesh. I sensed Danger headed toward me. And toward the one I guarded. Danger greater than the kind that rolled off sharks and other large predators. I swam quickly to a nearby reef—an old shipwreck, the only hiding place in this barren space. There were not many reefs here in these murky waters, but this one would hide me nicely. I kicked my wide tail and dove into the shelter, the sense of Danger increasing with each passing moment. Paddling harder as The Danger drew near, I grabbed the railing of the sunken ship. Another wave of Danger washed over me; this one was so strong it nearly knocked me over.

Water has a sound. It’s full of life, full of the heartbeats of living things, but now the water was empty and deceptively quiet. Nothing stirred other than the currents, and they were Neptune’s children. They always had a mind and will of their own. They followed no rules.

Ping, ping, ping. 

Glancing around me, I saw other creatures hiding. There were none of my kind, and no supernatural beings, but the creatures of the sea sensed The Danger too. This did not bring me comfort. There was no comfort in fear. The ocean emptied as The Danger approached. Small fish, large ones, even minuscule creatures swam, crawled and slithered out of sight.

Ping, ping, ping. The Presence searched for something. But what?

I peered through a wooden slat in the ship as the water shook with the approach of this unknown threat. A very young dolphin jetted past me, confused by the seeking signals. He was too young and helpless to hear his own kind over this new, alarming noise. Yet his family searched for him. I could hear them, feel their concern. 

Ping, ping, ping. 

I screeched at him to pull him away from Danger, even though I knew doing so would reveal my presence. I stared at him, and my turquoise eyes touched his frightened spirit briefly. That would also reveal my location, but in the moment, I cared not. He turned obediently and swam toward me—and then past me. Yes, here The Danger approached! 

It hovered above us, not in the water but poised on the glassy surface. I gasped, and it paused. I squinted to see The Danger but could discern nothing. The being cast a wide shadow over all those beneath it. The shadowy figure blocked the setting sun, making the depths even blacker. The figure left only a halo of darkness, and the fading light behind it made it appear even more frightening. 

No boat, no ship, no seacraft. So entranced was I with this new arrival that I forgot the juvenile dolphin. Then he swam to the Down Deep, and I watched him as he made long, fluid strokes with his tail, moving as quietly as he could. Eager to keep him safe, I decided to follow him. It was my nature to do so. I was mermaid-kind after all. 

Yes, down further would be better. Away. Away from The Danger. But I could not hide from this forever, and I had to know what this was. Heliope would want to know. And Friend. Awareness washed over me. 

Within this shadow was an old danger. 

A familiar danger. A bad thing. 

Yes, this would be bad. 
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​Chapter Three—Nike
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Full Awake

I floated above myself for what seemed like hours. Again I was faced with a choice: dip back inside and live or fade away into the eternal night. I had made this choice before. At least I had one, unlike others of my kind. Some less fortunate than I was never had such choices. 

Like humans, I had no way of knowing for sure what lay in the beyond, but it wasn’t fear that drove me back into my human body. It was that panicked feeling that I had not completed the thing I had been sent to do. But what was that? With what might be considered a deep breath I focused on my body and fell back into it with an unpleasant slap. As I did, I became aware that I was being shaken not merely from the inside but from the outside as well. 

“You in there?” 

I let the pain subside before I answered the voice. There was always pain with an Awakening. It began at the shoulders and neck and then flowed out toward my fingertips and toes. After that, my head would pound and my heart would thud like a heavy rock slamming against an unyielding boulder. But the pain and discomfort would dissipate, and I would remember. It was usually quick, but this transition seemed off somehow. 

Squinting to adjust to my surroundings, I heard her voice again. Low and soft, like my mother’s voice, but she was not my mother. “Can you hear me?” 

“Yes. I can hear you,” I said without moving my lips. 

“Good. I thought maybe you weren’t all there yet.”

“I’m not.” I struggled to sit up. I could not move or open my eyes. I struggled to remember her name. My name. I knew that I knew her name, but it escaped my memory. Yet here I was. In my own beach house, in my lumpy bed, as I had been this morning. 

I breathed in deeply, trying to embrace my human form again. Yes, I should focus on my surroundings. The smell of honeysuckle candles on my nightstand. The ticking of the mermaid clock on my blue dresser. The subtle smell of fresh paint. I recently painted this room and the wooden headboard of this bed. 

Yes, that I remembered, but I couldn’t remember who I was. Who she was. What I was doing. Something was wrong. As the feeling of wrongness increased, anxiety stretched me, making me feel as if I would snap in half and be lost forever. What the hell was going on? I felt agitated—anger festered inside me. But at who or what, I could not say. All I wanted was to be left alone to figure this out. To figure it all out. 

“Enough of this. How do you want to do this? The easy way or the hard way?” 

That she could hear me think made me angry too. I answered without considering my decision. “The hard way!” I growled at her. With a sigh she whacked me on the forehead with the palm of her hand. Then the lamp light faded and I remembered her name.

“Heliope!” 

“Mm... hum...”

I don’t know how long I lay there like a fever-stricken child, but when I woke up she was still there beside me on the bed, reading a newspaper, wearing a pair of gold-rimmed glasses on a gold chain. I glanced at the clock. It was 6:30 now. Great. I’d been asleep for at least an hour. Maybe more.

I clutched my stomach as the queasiness rose. Another side effect of the Awakening. It was like having butterflies in your stomach times a thousand. The longer the slumber, the more intense the Awakening experience. I should have known this by now. I had experienced this dozens of times, more like a hundred, and it was always the same. But I had no choice. It was sleep a while or go mad. 
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