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Part 1 

AS SOON AS I STEP into the warehouse, something inside me recoils. My hands shake. The doors shut the daylight out. It smells stuffy, like an indoor pool. The bright lights don’t dispel the oppressive humidity. My stomach churns. 

“Where are we? This isn’t a cruise ship.” My voice is small, and I look up at my boyfriend, Trevor. 

Fluorescent lights glare on bare concrete walls that press in on me. A buzzy ache fills my skull, and every breath feels too shallow. My hands tighten their grip on my bag, as if grasping for help where there is none.

Trevor scoffs, “Calm down; this is where the real money is, not on some cruise.” 

I feel heat rush to my cheeks, and I look around wildly. 

Trevor rolls his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. Besides, this is way better than a cruise.” His body straightens. “This will make me—I mean us—money.” He looks at me. “Don’t worry.” 

“Don’t worry? Trevor, do you realize what you’ve done?” I say through gritted teeth.

Rolling his eyes again, he says, “Yeah, don’t worry. I packed appropriate clothes for you in my spare bag. I figured you wouldn’t pick” —his eyes survey my outfit, and a sneer contorts his face—“ the right clothes.” 

The tank top and cutoff jean shorts I’m wearing made sense for a cruise, but not for Phobia—a televised fear course where the survivors win money. I look down at my carefully packed bag. For the second time today, my cheeks heat, but this time not in fear. 

“I can dress myself when you give me the correct information. You told me this was a cruise.” I try to keep my tone soft, so I don’t anger him. 

“Could’ve fooled me,” he snaps, and I wince. He waves to a crowd of several other people in the middle of the warehouse turned arena. He’s never pleased lately. No matter how hard I try, I seem to either be embarrassing him or angering him. Even now, when he’s tricked me, it’s somehow my fault. 

“Now remember, don’t embarrass me. My friends aren’t used to being around . . .” Trevor pauses to think of the right word. “Well, they aren’t used to people like you.”

I look down at my feet, trying to quell my impulse to apologize. Trevor saunters toward the group, leaving me angry, scared, and alone by the door. Should I just leave? Wait. Can I leave? Quickly, I spin around and face the double doors and test the handle. It pushes in slightly, but the door doesn’t budge. I gulp, and the shaking returns.  We’re locked in for the week. The anger is gone, and full panic takes control.

I grip the handle, debating. Maybe I could say I’m in the wrong place, that I never agreed to be here, and that I was just supposed to go on a cruise. But then I’d have to talk to them. The ones I know run this place and could be the reason I never leave. Every instinct tells me to run. I force myself to face the arena, to determine my options. 

The room we’re in is so large I can barely see the other end. Even still, the concrete walls seem to push in on me from all sides. I can hear panting, and with a start, I realize it’s coming from me. I force myself to take one slow, deep breath and then another.

There’s a buzzing in my head. I suck in air, but it doesn’t feel like it’s enough. My hands flex as if grasping for help where there is none. 

There’s no escape, no windows, only locked doors. I force my fingers to release the death grip I have on my now useless bag and drag it toward Trevor like a lost puppy. 

He meets me partway, “Kate, this is going to be so easy.” And just like that, the anger is back. It pushes the panic down slightly. He turns back to the others without waiting for a reply from me.

I can’t help it, my eyes finally scan the rest of the room for them, the Rens. The male version of Sirens, and instead of half fish, they’re half octopus. My breath hitches; there they are standing in an intimidating line. I gulp and quickly look away before they notice me. 

Even at a glance, I can see that the talk about how attractive they are is accurate. They exude confidence, and their postures hint at their readiness for any confrontation. 

I sneak another quick look, and my eyes are immediately drawn to one of them. Something about him holds my attention. 

All hopes of a quick peek are ruined when his deep emerald eyes pull me unwillingly into their depths. My mouth hangs open slightly, and for some reason, I blush.  

I realize I’ve been staring, so I look at him from under my lashes. His eyes are still on me, and I‘m caught in my evaluation. Still, despite the pit of fear in my stomach, I don’t stop. His dark hair is spiked in the middle, and I suspect it took more than just a few minutes to style in front of a mirror. He smirks, and I notice that his beard doesn’t hide his full lips. Suddenly, I’m thinking about kissing him.

What is wrong with me? I’m angry. Yeah, that’s right, angry and scared. He could kill me and through me, my sisters. I don’t want to think about kissing him, especially because he and his brothers are also the reason for my fear. 

The Ren’s smirk widens, and he winks. I lift my chin and glare back. Brave action for someone whose legs are trembling. 

His eyes swivel, and I’m released from his spell. That was reckless. I did a great job of going unnoticed. I practically had a staring contest with him. 

He addresses the rest of the room and, with a rich, low voice, says, “Welcome to our arena, welcome to Phobia.” His voice echoes against the cold walls, but on my skin, it vibrates and comes alive. 

As he continues, his voice sings to me, pulling me in despite my resistance, “To the right are your sleeping quarters. All of you know the rules, but it needs to be said, if any of you decide to stop or are caught by one of us during the trials, that’s it, you’re done, and you’ll never be able to participate in the trial again. You’ll be immediately moved to our camp on the left across the water.”

The arena is half covered with a big pool filled with salt water, and a small patch of ground with six double-wide trailers set up in a half-moon. In front of them is a large campfire pit, cleaned and ready to be lit. Tables and benches are spread out in a wide circle on the other side of the pit. A deep river separates another body of land with two cabins. The rest of the group, or I should say, the contestants, quiet down, their eyes eager.

“That camp is off-limits to those of you still in the race. We’ve received all your signatures confirming that you’ve gone over the rules and understand them.” He pauses and looks at each of us in turn. It feels like his eyes linger on me longer than my plain features warrant, and a shiver rolls up my spine.

My brain is holding a full-blown emergency meeting. I’m not here willingly, and I haven’t signed anything except a waiver for a cruise — Drat. I didn’t even read it, I just trusted Trevor. I should’ve known better. I did know better. But I wanted it to be real—him, this trip, all of it. So I didn’t read the fine print. And now I’m here. How was I supposed to know it wasn’t a cruise waiver? I’ve never even been on a cruise. I mean, other than reading it, of course. But who actually reads the terms and conditions?

If the Rens ever find out that I’m a Siren, they could kill me. Like me, they’re not Human. They’re dangerous, powerful, fast, and someone I swore an oath never to go near. This course is their twisted version of bonding with Humans, proving fear is just a weakness to be conquered. At least, that’s what the TV says.

Wait, am I being recorded right now? I glance around, searching for cameras, but don’t see any. Maybe I should’ve worn my hair down to better hide my face. How much of my panic did they already capture? I’m going to have to be careful. Very careful. Every expression, every move could give away what I am.

The AC clicks on, and a slight breeze blows the smell of the seawater to me. My nerves settle slightly. I glare up at Trevor, his blond hair and big blue eyes make him look innocent and disguise the selfish devil inside him. His actions have put me in real and physical danger. 

Now I’m trapped here for eight days—seven of them I’ll be mercilessly hunted by the very creatures that have nearly eliminated Sirens.

The Ren’s voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. “Each day will feature a new course and a unique set of phobias. To advance, you'll have to face your fear—and on most days, avoid our capture as we pursue you.” He pauses, then adds almost as an afterthought, “This season will not be recorded or aired.”

A murmur ripples through the contestants.

There’s something behind the Rens’ eyes, something wild and fearsome. It tells you they aren’t human and don’t think like one. If Humans still listened to their instincts, they’d know to fear these men. Instead, they’re fascinated by them.

As I watch the Ren speaking, a new concern surfaces. Instead of the fear I should feel, I’m attracted to him. There’s still fear, yes, but not nearly enough. I force myself to look at the other Rens, and my stomach flips. There it is. That’s the fear I was expecting.

I glare again at Trevor. Oh, if only looks could do real damage, he would be in such pain right now. I glance back at the Rens and sigh. This is going to be tricky, if not impossible.

He continues, “Please get settled and get to know the other contestants if you haven’t already. We’ll also be around so that we can get to know you, too.“ His eyes move to me, and I look down.

The others drift towards Trevor like it's familiar territory to them. They clearly know him. I stick to the edge of the group. Trevor grabs his bags. "Welp, let's get settled then."

When I don’t immediately follow, he whines, “Kate, let’s go.” I sigh heavily and slouch after him.

Just before I enter the trailer, I glance back at the last six Rens on Earth. They think they’ve wiped out the Sirens. My sisters and I want to keep it that way.

I square my shoulders and enter the trailer. I expected it to smell dank and old, but it’s surprisingly fresh: a living room with a kitchenette leading down a hall to a bathroom and two bedrooms. 

Trevor tosses the bag he packed for me onto one of the beds, claiming it as mine, then disappears into the room on the right without a word. I’m left standing in the doorway, still holding my own duffel. I glare at the bag. I should toss it out and use my clothes, but that would anger Trevor, and I don’t want that fight right now. I put the dreaded clothes away and store my carefully packed bag under the bed. 

I chew on my cheek as I decide what else I can do to waste time. If only I’d thought to bring a book. I stare at the wall for a long minute, hoping something will block the thoughts and fear. It doesn't work, the room starts to close in on me, and my breathing catches and becomes uneven. 

The full fear I’ve been trying to hide from hits me. With nothing distracting me, I can’t fight the waves of panic. I rush to the small window and fling it open, and the smell of the ocean fills my room. 

I breathe deep, heaving breaths. Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. I blink rapidly, refusing to let them fall. Crying feels like surrender. First, Trevor tricks me. Then I’m trapped with my family’s mortal enemies. Plus, Trevor is being, well, not the Trevor I started dating three years ago. Our relationship started out so promising. 

Crossing my arms on the windowsill, I rest my quivering chin. The cool air massages my emotions and penetrates my nerves. 

After a few moments, I feel more in control of myself. Turning, I take in my room. I sit on the edge of the bed to test the comfort level. With a little squeak, I sink into a lush mattress that almost forces me to relax. I half expected it to be like one of those seedy motel room beds, seemingly made of cardboard. 

I lay there for a moment. Well, now what? There’s nothing else in this room to look at. I slap my hands down on the mattress and stand up to pace the small room. I cover it in three steps.  

I put my head in my hands, “What am I going to do?” Unbidden, the Ren who gave the orientation comes to my mind, and my stomach does a little flip-flop. I can’t afford this. Not now. Not with him.
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I GLARE AT THE DOOR AND SIGH as I flop back onto the bed, letting my legs dangle over the edge. I roll to my side and tuck my feet up under me. 

Before I go back out, I have to come up with a plan to avoid the Rens. I pick at a loose string on the comforter and try not to think about the past. 

Once, Sirens and Rens lived in peace. We found mates, kept the oceans healthy, and shared magic that protected everything beneath the waves. A win-win for all the ocean. Then things changed.

They called it The Madness. No one knows who was infected first, Siren or Ren, but once it started, it moved fast. Something in the mind fractured. Resentment turned to fury, and fury to bloodshed. The infected became violent, empty things, only searching for blood.

Mated couples went first, but no family was spared. We might have fallen, too, had we not been saved. We were born right before the war started. For decades, we believed we were the only ones left.

Then the Rens announced their existence to the world and ripped ours apart. We made a vow after that—no matter what, stay away from them. Even when they moved into our small city.

Every breath I take in this place reminds me we should’ve left Duxbury when we had the chance. Maybe this isn’t all Trevor’s fault.

Trevor. I still have to figure out what to do about him. I think I loved him once. My sisters never liked him; I should’ve listened. But I kept trying, kept hoping, like something invisible was keeping me tethered to him.

I shake my head. My mood is making me fanciful.

If I focus on the anger, the fear dulls. Maybe this is how The Madness started, rage pushing everything else aside. My head swims, and I feel dizzy.

I pound my fists into the bed and push myself up. No, I refuse to sit here, letting fear make my choices for me. Standing, I breathe several more times before I stomp to the front door of the trailer. I stop when I reach it. My bravery only lasts so long, it seems. 

It takes everything I have to close my fingers around the handle and give it a turn. By some miracle, the knob turns easily under my hand. On silent hinges, the door swings open. Most of the contestants are gathered around some tables, talking and laughing. Surreptitiously, I spot each of the Rens and mentally mark their locations.

I force myself to walk closer to the group. There are twelve of us total, and most of them already seem familiar with one another. I’m the odd one out again. 

Besides me, only two other women are here, and both are effortlessly pretty. Naturally, the men orbit them in a half-circle of flattery and posturing. One of the women, her strawberry-blond curls picture-perfect, catches sight of me. She looks me up and down and then pointedly turns her back.

I smile to myself. Styles and trends change, but the dating scene doesn’t.

I realize that just like the typical wallflower, I’m standing apart from the others, hoping to be involved. At least dressed like this and with the two beauties, no one should pay attention to me. 

Looking away from the group, I see twelve rafts sitting on the sand near the water. Next to them is a giant pile of supplies.

Intrigued and giving up on my idea of meeting people, I head to the big pile. A freshly painted sign explains that these are supplies for tomorrow’s trial. Sure, vague instructions help so much. I’ll just have to pick a selection that can be useful under any circumstance.

Biting my lip, I bend down to dig in. There’s a mass of cans and tarps. Moving them aside, I find a large and solid-looking pocket knife. It’s one of those knives with the twenty other tools attached. I grin and toss it in my hand, testing the weight. I’ve always wanted one of these. 

Nodding, I set it on the ground next to me. As I dig deeper, I find a couple of small lanterns. I tug the handle on one, and it lights up instantly, perfect. I add a few to my growing pile. 

My movements must’ve drawn unwanted attention because the others filter over and start to pick through the pile with me. 

Ducking my head down further, I imagine myself as being invisible. Almost immediately, the blonde woman steps beside me, all easy smiles and confidence, her expression open and friendly. 

“Hey, I’m Melissa, Melissa Tully.” She holds out her hand for me to shake. I hesitantly put my hand in hers. Surprisingly, she gives a good handshake, raising her in my esteem. 

I smile back politely, avoiding eye contact, “Kateri Douglas.” My voice cracks. She hesitates to repeat my name, so I amend, “It’s pronounced Cat-er-ree.” I give a small shrug. “It’s a family name.”

Her smile brightens. “Kateri. That’s a pretty name. I’m jealous that you have a family name. I always wished my name had a story behind it. When I was little, I used to make up stories that my name came from some exotic place. But really, my parents just found it in a book.” 

When all I do is smile back at her, she continues, “Well, it’s nice to meet you. Did you join by yourself or...?” Her words trail off as Trevor joins our little group and casually throws his arm over my shoulders. 

“She came with me.” His smile is only for Melissa, as if I’m only there to hold his arm up. “I put together the best group for this to give us the best chances. Almost everyone here’s a friend of mine.” 

I hold back my eye roll while she smiles and blushes at his attention. Looking at him objectively, I can see why. It’s all the same reasons I was first attracted to him. He plays the charming guy well, until someone threatens his spotlight.

“Does everyone have their rafts packed?” He calls to the others milling around. 

As the circle trades names, the woman who glared at me earlier steps forward. Tossing her strawberry-blond curls, she says her name is Carry. Her smile is only for Trevor; I know I won’t remember the rest, so I don’t even try. It’s hard to get to know people while staring at the ground and trying to be invisible. 

I keep my head down, waiting until a burst of laughter masks my quiet exit. I sneak to the other side of the pile and continue digging. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end; someone is watching me. If I don’t turn to look at him, maybe he will go away. 

Distracting myself with items, I quickly scan the pile. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a poncho. On impulse, I grab it. It's military-grade, reusable, and sturdy. I guess it could come in handy, and it won’t take up much space. I tuck it under my arm.

Trevor magically appears at my side, and I jump. I was trying so hard not to notice any attention on me that I missed his approach. 

“I don’t think that is going to help you stay dry.” He chuckles mockingly. He looks at the large pool of water and back to me, “We’ll be in boats in the water.” He arches his brows at me. I don’t know who this show is for, and at this point, I don’t really care.

My sarcasm slips out before I remember that I want to stay invisible. “Oh, I wasn’t planning to use it to keep me dry.” My grin turns sly, “I was thinking it would make a good body bag or something.” 

I look up into his blue, startled eyes, “Fear makes people do crazy things, you know? You never know when something like this will come in handy.” 

Looking back at the poncho and then at him, I continue, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it could be very useful.” His eyes widen, and his superior smirk falters. 

My spine stiffens as I hear a snort. Slowly, I finally turn to see the Ren. He doesn’t look away when I catch him staring; instead, he grins at me. He’s obviously listening to our conversation, which is impressive because Humans can’t hear from that distance. I add that fact to my very small library of Ren knowledge. 

I lift an eyebrow at him. He stays slouched against the wall, arms folded, that devastating smirk fixed in place. I wonder if his circulation ever gets cut off from all the muscles in his arms, bunching like that. It can’t be comfortable to cram all that mass across his chest. The thought makes me grin, and my gaze slips to his mouth. From his wider smile, he notices. Heat crawls up my throat as I jerk my eyes back to his.

I remember I don’t want his attention and break eye contact. I can’t lie to myself, though, deep down, a not-so-small part of me enjoys his attention. I’m doing my best to blend in and be insignificant, and he’s still staring at me. 

Trevor leans in and hisses in my ear; I flinch. I’d completely forgotten he was there. “Why is that creature staring at you?” I can hear the jealousy in his voice, and this time I can’t hold back the eye roll. Just because I’m wondering the same thing doesn’t mean his jealousy is justified.

In a low, controlled voice, I say, “Trevor, you know that I have no idea why. I’ve been standing here talking to you. Besides, you’re the one who got me into this.” 

I put my hands on my hips and take a step closer to him. He takes a half-step back. “Maybe he thinks I look delicious and wants to eat me, or maybe he’s trying to figure out how to get all the wrinkles out of my shirt.” 

My words are flippant, but my tone is a bit crazed. “At this point, Trevor, I know as much as you do. If you want to know so bad, then why don’t you go ask him?” 

I turn my back on him and gather my gear. I glare at Trevor as I reach a raft and vigorously pack the items. I make eye contact as I defiantly put the poncho on top and snap the lid shut. I stomp past a stunned and silent Trevor and head back to the trailer. 

I shove the flimsy trailer door closed; it rattles like a tin sheet instead of giving me the satisfying crash I wanted. I scowl at the stupid thing. For some reason, my scowl doesn’t cower the door into compliance. I throw my hands in the air and heave a huge sigh.  

I stalk the narrow hall, counting each footstep until the pulse in my ears settles. As I pass the bathroom mirror, I catch my reflection and stop, stunned. I see a severe, frumpy woman staring back, closer to forty than twenty-five.

My green eyes are sad and guarded, like they’ve seen too much. The air around me is lonely, and I am trying so hard to disappear that I almost do. After this race, I’m going to change. I’m not this hollow girl. I’m a vibrant, strong woman. If Trevor doesn’t like it, well, then he can leave. A weight I didn’t know I was carrying leaves my chest. 

Trevor blows into the trailer. Another hollow rattle; somehow it’s funnier when he’s the one trying to slam the door. I swallow the laughter when I see his face. His normally handsome face is twisted in anger and jealousy. His eyes crease as they find me in the gloom of the hallway. 

“What were you trying to prove back there? You made me seem like a fool. The others could’ve heard you.” His hands ball into fists, and he takes several measured steps toward me. “Maybe I shouldn’t have let you come.”

I suck in a breath, fighting the urge to punch him. “Trevor, you made yourself look like a fool. Flirting with the other girls and then coming to harass me because someone looked at me? If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were insecure or something.” I stand my ground and glare back at him.  

Surprise flickers across Trevor’s hard face, but he masks it with a quick sneer. “You sound jealous.” 

I scoff, voice flat as ice. “Me? Jealous? Trevor, that guy was just looking at me, and you flipped out. Besides, you know that I have every reason to be jealous. You don’t just look, you touch. You have fling after fling and think you can just keep coming back. There’s a limit to what you can get away with, and you’ve reached it.” 

Rage takes over his face again. Color surges from crimson to purple; his mouth works soundlessly. With one last glare, he storms out of the trailer. This time, he doesn’t attempt to slam the door. He just lets it close softly behind him. 

A grin slips out, and I do a quick victory shuffle, another weight sliding off my shoulders.

I look in the mirror; the woman I used to be peeks out, testing the ground to see if it’s safe. I rip my hair tie out and let my hair fall down my back. It sticks out at weird angles with the creases from the bun, but like me, it’s free. 

I stay inside the trailer in an attempt to lay low and let the drama cool down. Laughter drifts in through the open window; one shrill and showy, the other low and warm. I don’t have to peek outside to know exactly which girl belongs to which sound.

Their laughter drifts past my window like surf on a calm tide. Tomorrow the trials start, and these flimsy walls won’t save or hide me.
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Chapter 3
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I’VE HIDDEN IN THESE FOUR WALLS long enough. Time to face my fate. I step outside and stop short. In amazement, I stare. The concrete walls have transformed into a glorious sunset. Woodsmoke drifts on a breeze from the fire pit’s new flames. 

Quickly, I scan the area for the Rens, and when I don’t see any, I let myself relax a little. On the other side of the fire, I see that food has been placed on banquet tables. 

My stomach rumbles at the sight of food heaped on plates. Suddenly, starving, I rush over and grab a plate from the stack. Platters overflow with steak, potato wedges, green salad with every kind of topping, garlic bread toasted to perfection, individual bags of chips, steaming broccoli, carrots, and corn on the cob. I load it with a big steak and potato wedges. One thing is for sure; if this is any indication of the food here, I’m not going to starve. 

The plate is heavy in my hands. There is no spare room for any more food. Then I spot the dessert table. I look down at my full plate and judge that it isn’t sufficient for my needs.

I grab a fresh plate and beeline for the pies, cakes, cheesecakes, and cookies. At the far end sits a platter of brownies, fudge frosting oozing like they’ve been exiled by the fancier desserts. Poor brownies, I can’t let them feel left out. I grab a few and put them on my dessert plate. I limit myself, but if I were alone, I’d eat the entire plate and not regret it at all. 

“Hey, Kateri. Where have you been all day? You just disappeared. Are you okay?” Melissa grabs a plate and proceeds to fill it with food. 

“Oh, yeah, um, I wasn’t feeling well,” I stumble. 

She looks concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay? I have Tums in my trailer if you need them.” Her gaze is gentle but unblinking, pinning me in place. She will see more than I want her to if I‘m not careful. 

Smiling, I say, “Thank you, I’m okay now; I think I was just nervous or something. This is not what I was expecting when Trevor told me to pack for a vacation.”

Her mouth forms a perfect O. “You mean you didn’t know you were signing up for Phobia?” She glances around and lowers her voice conspiratorially, “Sorry, I know this is an assumption, but he does that a lot, doesn't he?”

Melissa’s smarter than she looks. “Way more than I care to admit.”

She frowns, and I shuffle my feet, out of things to say. Then Melissa reaches the dessert table, and all discussion of Trevor stops. Serious decisions need to be made. There’s limited space, and some items will have to be left behind. I watch her in fascination as she expertly arranges delicacies on her plate. 

She sees the brownies and says, “Oh no, we can’t have them feeling bad about being kicked out of the dessert society. I’ll rescue them.” I laugh.

Smiling at each other, we take our plates and sit at one of the tables. Trevor scowls at us from his table. He’s probably worried that I’ll reveal that I'm more than his pet charity case. I flash him a sugary smile, and his scowl darkens. When did bothering him turn into something fun to do?

He doesn’t need to worry; Melissa carries the conversation while I just nod and toss in the occasional “mm-hmm.” Feeling eyes on me again, reflexively, I look over my shoulder. The Ren is staring at me again. I snap my head back to Melissa. Be invisible, be invisible, I chant in my head. 

Melissa cuts off mid-sentence, her eyes find the Ren as well. “He does that a lot, you know?” She says while stuffing part of a brownie in her mouth. 

“Does what?” I ask. She raises a finger, her mouth full and eyes wide.  

She swallows with a big gulp. “He stares at you. Like, a lot. Like, more than someone should.” My stomach does a flip-flop and then drops. I can’t decide if I like the attention. I wish my body would make up its mind. 

“When you were in the trailer earlier, he sat in his seat over there and stared at the door. Everyone else thought he was asleep because he was wearing those sunglasses that make him look like a biker god. But I knew he wasn’t asleep because his breathing was fast and his muscles were really tense.” I sneak a quick glance, and he’s grinning.

Melissa leans in and whispers, and I see the Ren lean forward. “When Trevor came out of the trailer tonight, he looked relieved and then got up to help with dinner.” The Ren looks annoyed, maybe he couldn’t hear her.

Melissa’s very observant, and now that I’m focused on it, I can sense the power in her. I wonder if she knows she’s a witch. Feeling brave, I tease her, “You seem to have a good handle on his movements.” 

She smiles and blushes. “Well, I think he is hotter than the devil playing poker on the sun, so, yeah, I might be staring at him like he is staring at you.”

I can’t help it, the laughter tumbles out, and I realize I haven’t laughed like this in a long time. From the corner of my eye, I see the Ren go still, surprise flickering into a soft half-smile that’s downright distracting.  

Melissa smiles. “If you didn’t know, his name is Magnus and he’s the oldest of the brothers. I’ve read all about them. Don’t get me wrong, I think they’re all extremely hot, but I’ve always liked Magnus the best.” Happily, she continues, “His brothers are just not as, hmm, well, not as old as he is.” I giggle at that. 

“That is usually how being the oldest works.” I grin.

She smiles brighter, “I was hoping that he’d be available.” She sighs heavily, “I haven’t read anything online about him having a girlfriend. He seems to like you, though.”

“I doubt that,” I say, dismissing her comments. “Maybe he’s just trying to figure out why I’m in this group.” 

She giggles. “Oh, I see, you’re one of those.”

“One of who?”

“You really can’t tell when someone’s into you, can you?” She teases, and my cheeks warm.

”No.” She continues, “he isn’t looking at you like that. He looks at you like you’re his prey or someone he’d very much like to catch. Which, I guess, because of these games, you kind of are his prey. Just not the type of prey I mean.” Her babbling makes the butterflies reappear in my stomach. 

“Don’t you think he’s hot?” She tips her head, curious. 

I glance at Magnus. He’s over at the food table. He must sense me staring, because he lifts his head and meets my eyes, wearing the same curious look Melissa is giving me. My answer is more for him than for Melissa.

“I don’t know, I guess he’s attractive enough if you’re into that type,” I shrug, “But I like men who don’t scare me.” 

Magnus straightens and faces me fully. His heavy brows pull together in a deep frown, “Plus, I’m dating someone else,” I finally remember to add. He glances at Trevor sourly.

Nodding, Melissa says, “Oh, I didn’t know you were already with someone. That explains a lot. I’ve always fallen for the bad boy.” 

She sighs and puts her chin in her hand. “It hasn’t brought me true love yet, so it might not be the right way to go.” She scrunches her nose and then steals a piece of brownie from my plate.

“Hey!” I laugh and realize I‘ve actually enjoyed the evening, despite all of my fears, thanks to Melissa.

After dinner, we all head straight to our trailers for bed. Trevor and I walk back in silence. I have nothing to say, and he seems to be trying the silent treatment on me. It’s new for him; I hope he sticks with it. 

I sink into my bed and feel like I’m floating. The bed has two huge, fluffy pillows on it. I use one for my head and hug the other tightly to my chest. Replaying the day I admit I failed at lying low. Tomorrow I'll do a better job.

Flat on my back, I stare at the ceiling. The memory of Magnus and his devastating grin appears, and suddenly, I am grinning like an idiot. Alone, and only in my mind, I can admit it; he is exactly my type.

I roll over, punch the pillow into shape, and clamp my eyes shut. It isn't long before I start to dream.

We’re packing again. Maya moves with quiet authority, already seven and acting older, while the rest of us cling to our few belongings. My bag holds a ragged doll from my mother and my Father’s water blade. 

Heather brushes up beside me, whispering, “Don’t worry, Ri. I’ll take the scary from you.” Her little hand finds mine, and warmth spreads through my chest.

I smile at her. “Thanks, Heathen. Maybe you could help Claurice as well.”

She bites her nail and looks at the Old Ones, considering, “Her scary is too strong for me.” Her frown turns sad, “I can’t help her.” Her chin wobbles, and I quickly swim over to hug her.

“It’s okay, she can manage on her own.”

The cave is restless. Magic crackles against the walls like static, and the Old Ones move with urgent, clipped motions. There is no talking now, only the quiet weight of knowing. 

When Claurice signals, we swim into formation without hesitation. The Old Ones carry the glowing scrolls of our history bound in Atlantian paper, in bags strapped to their back. Their weapons are drawn. They close in around us, protective and tense. It’s only then that I realize how close the Ren Hunters must be.

We move fast through the dark water. Eighteen of us in total, six girls and twelve elders. Magic speeds our escape, but not even that eases the pressure building in my chest. Even Heather’s calm can only stretch so far.

Time begins to blur until finally, we slow. Claurice looks up. We’re heading for the surface.

The cold air bites as we break through the waves. Fog hangs thick, blanketing everything in white. The sky is gray. The sea smells like smoke and rot. A wooden dock appears through the mist, and on it, a woman in black waits, unmoving.

“These are the girls,” Claurice says.

Lightning flashes. Thunder follows, low and deep. I flinch. Even Maya tenses beside me.

The woman nods. “They’ll be safe here. Quickly now.”

The Old Ones begin unloading their satchels onto the dock. The scrolls shimmer faintly in the gloom. Claurice turns to us, pressing each of our knuckles to her forehead. This is our people’s sign of love.

“You must go with Sister Mary now,” she says softly. “She’ll protect you. She knows our ways.”

I can feel my hands shaking. Claurice’s voice tightens.

“You’re more powerful than we were. You carry our past and our future. The Madness is growing stronger in us. But you—” her eyes move across our small faces—“you will be the key to our species’ survival.”

I don’t want to leave her. I don’t want to go to the pale world with the strange-smelling air. But I nod. We all do. Claurice smiles. For a moment, she looks young again.

One by one, we’re lifted onto the dock. Our bodies shift into human form. The cold seeps in fast. Sister Mary wraps me in a wool cloak, then trades my sandals for stiff black boots. Nothing fits right. Everything scratches.

Behind us, the elders linger at the edge of the water. They watch us with eyes half mad and half in longing. Then, with a final wave, they slip beneath the surface.

Rain begins to fall. I grip my satchel tighter and breathe the sour air, fighting the ache in my chest. Beside me, Heather’s hand slips into mine once more, and just like before, the fear quiets.

I wake up with a start. My hair is stuck to my head with sweat, and I feel that my cheeks are damp from tears. I slow my breathing and try to calm down, but the dream clings to me like fog. I’ve had it a hundred times. It isn’t really a dream. It’s a memory. I don’t know why it still haunts me. Maybe it’s just a reminder of everything I’ve lost. 

I look at the open window and see that it’s still dark. The clock on the bedside table glows 3:02 AM. 

The dream always leaves me moody and unsettled. Usually, I’d curl up with a good book and something warm to drink, or keep busy until the feeling faded. 

But today, I’m in a trailer barely thirty feet away from the Rens and only separated by thin metal walls and a small river. 

They might have been the last to see the Old Ones alive. A chill runs through me. They might have been the ones who killed them.

Hugging myself, I quietly get out of bed and walk to the living area to look out of the big, well, bigger than the bedroom, window. I expected to see a darkened warehouse, but instead, I’m stunned by a view of heavy fog. Just like in the dream, I can’t see much farther than the Rens camp. 

The mist now makes my dream and the real world twist and turn and blend into each other. The oppressive feelings fill me. Squinting, I can see a figure standing at the edge of the water. 

At first, I wonder if it’s Sister Mary and if I’m still in my dream. But the figure’s too large to be her. My stomach settles, and somehow, I know it’s Magnus. His back is to me, shoulders hunched and heavy.

I watch him by the water’s edge, looking out at the calm waves. Even with everything, I can’t help wondering what he was thinking out there, alone in the dark.

He turns and looks in the direction of our camp and my trailer. There’s no way he can see me, but I still pull back from the window further into the shadows. After several long seconds, he straightens and retreats into the mist. More unnerved than before, I slip back into my room and under the covers.  

Tears prick my eyes, and I feel the weight of everything smothering me. Then a rush of calm covers me. It permeates my cold skin and forces the darkness from my mind. I whisper, “Thank you, Heather,” Not that she can hear me. I must’ve woken her with my dream. For a second time that night, I force my eyes closed and try for sleep.
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Chapter 4
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I JUMP AND SHOOT out of bed as my alarm dings. Glancing at my clock, I spring into action. I can’t be late on my first day.

I dig through the clothes Trevor picked for me and frown. There’s not a single swimsuit in here. Grimacing, I pull out my bag and gather a few suits to add to the drawer. I consider unpacking the rest, then decide one fight at a time. 

I pick a modest green one-piece and gray shorts. I put my long hair into a bun at the base of my head. It’s already giving me a headache. Perfect. When I finish, Trevor is waiting for me in the living room.

“It’s about time! What took-” His eyes bulge. “What are you wearing?”

I look down at my outfit and then back at him. “What? Is something inside out?” 

With a dramatic sigh, he stomps into my room. He comes back holding a sad, stretched-out blue t-shirt. “Cover yourself.”  

Grinding my teeth, I shove the shirt over my head and follow him out. 

The shirt must have shrunk in the wash, I pull at it awkwardly as I walk. It fits like it was sewn by three different people. It's too tight across my stomach and too loose at the hips. The collar keeps sliding off and baring my shoulder.

I am so focused on my shirt that when I reach the tables and look up, my mouth hangs open slightly. The water line is now dotted with our rafts, and there are big trees and bushes blocking the rest of our view. 

The sun looks real, and the cement walls have completely disappeared. The air’s thick with the scent of wet earth and trees. It doesn’t feel like a simulation anymore. It feels like a real forest. I even hear birds in the distance. It’s as if we have been transported to another location.

The pool is now a river, swift and dark. It winds around a corner and continues out of sight. The sound of it is subtle, but I can feel the currents flowing. I close my eyes and let my magic reach out to the currents in the water. The currents reach out and meet my magic like an old friend. Joy fills me, it always does when using my magic. It clears the last of the depression from my dream.

I’m dragged out of my sensation by Trevor, “Kate, don’t you think that outfit is a little inappropriate?” His gaze drops to the shirt, and his jaw ticks.

My eyebrows raise as I pointedly look over at Melissa and Carry, both in bikinis and short shorts. The men, including Trevor, are just in board shorts. My eyes linger on Magnus for a few moments too long before snapping back to Trevor. I’m clearly overdressed. He flushes, and I step around him to move closer to my raft without saying a word.

He flashes that rehearsed smile and saunters over like nothing’s wrong. I might’ve believed it if his face weren’t still blotchy with anger. I locate my raft and check over my supplies one last time. 

As I’m bent over my raft, I feel a stare boring into me again. I know who it is without looking. He has a habit of staring. This time it doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable. My stomach flips, and the butterflies return.

I glance over at him from over my shoulder. I raise my eyebrows. He doesn’t look away. He just shrugs and grins at me. My lips twitch, almost a smile, and I shake my head. I turn back around to meet Trevor’s angry eyes. The fake smile is gone, and his glower replaces the butterflies with lead. 

Well, I can’t help if the Ren is looking at me. It isn’t like I want his attention or anything. Well, not really. Okay, I like it, but I shouldn’t. I’ve kept my head down. I haven’t asked for attention. If anyone’s to blame, it’s Trevor. I frown at him.

I need something to do besides standing between Trevor and Magnus, so I go back to finding items to pack in my raft again. Now that I see we‘ll be on a fast-moving river, maybe there’s something else I can find that I’ll need.  

After digging for a moment, I  don’t see anything that I can use. I start to turn away, and my eyes catch an odd shape. It looks like a bright-colored parrot. 

I pull it out and find that it’s an umbrella. I smile. the handle is indeed carved to look like a parrot. The beak wraps around my pinkie. It’s a rich forest green, edged with soft, leafy outlines. I run my fingers across the carved bird; it’s actually kind of pretty, if not impractical. 

“Something like rope makes more sense than an umbrella,” Says a deep voice behind me. Chills spread from my toes up to my head.

Smiling, I turn, not really surprised that Magnus is behind me. “Are you giving me a hint? Or are you trying to misguide me?” 

Magnus grins, and my stomach does another flip-flop, “Let’s just say I don’t see rain in the forecast today.” 

I wasn’t planning to take the umbrella, but now I’m tempted to. I look at the Ren and then the umbrella, hesitating before I set it back down carefully. “Fine, I won’t take it. But it is pretty.”

As I straighten, I realize he’s a lot closer than he was a second ago. At 5’10”, I’m used to meeting most men eye to eye. With him, I find myself looking at his shoulder. It’s a weird feeling to have to look up at him. 

He moves in, and I react without thinking, stepping back as heat rushes to my face. His eyes narrow in warning. I forgot what he is. I’m too used to living around humans. If I run, his instinct would be to chase me. Maybe not hurt me, but certainly to catch me. I smile at him again, “Sorry, I forgot for a second you aren’t human.” 

His laugh is deep and free, and it sends a shiver up my spine. “Most humans don’t notice the differences. It seems you’ve had dealings with Others before.”

“Others? You mean there are more like you?” I widen my eyes, “My only experience is with wild animals.” I tap my chin in thought. “Hmm, I wonder if you fit in that category too.”

“You think I’m like a wild animal?” 

I look him up and down and nod. “Mmhm, definitely!” He’s laughing as I sidestep him and walk away. I was flirting with him, and it felt...good.

The others are already gathered near the water when I drift to the edge of the group. Trevor says, “We need to appoint a leader. I think we should set up some sort of voting system. Who here would like to be the leader?” His question is met with silence and blank stares.

“I think that means it’s you, Trevor,” Melissa laughs. 

He smiles his practiced half-smile and puffs up his chest. “Well, okay then, I think our strategy should be that we stick together. No one should go off on their own. Got it?” We all nod. 

“We already have a navigator. She’ll tell us what direction to go in. Once we get moving and see what we have to face, we can come up with a better plan on how to move forward from there.” 

“Who’s navigating?” A blond-haired man asks. His abs are flexed just in case there is any question about his fitness. Trevor points to me, and I look down at my feet. So, this is the real reason he brought me: to use me. 

Carry’s whiny voice grates on my ears. “She doesn’t even seem like she would know how to find her way out of her trailer. Why is she navigating?” 

I lift my gaze and find her already staring me down. Her makeup’s flawless, her curls perfectly in place. She even glued on fake lashes this morning, like she’s prepping for a photo shoot, not a fear challenge in water.

Trevor lets out a dramatic sigh. “She may not look like much, but she knows what she’s doing where navigating is concerned. It’s the whole reason I brought her.” 

He smiles at me. I frown and drop my gaze. Carry huffs and folds her fake-tanned arms over her barely-there top.
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