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      Connecting with readers is the best part of being a writer. I do that by sending 1–2 newsletters a month with subscribers-only ebooks, writing updates, first looks, behind-the-scenes content—and, of course, photos of my very cute dog.

      If that sounds like something you’d enjoy, look for the special offer in the back of this book.

      Thank you for reading!
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        Here’s to a long life, my little friend.
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      This is a different kind of novel. It requires an adventurous mind and inquisitive soul to fully enjoy.

      Unlike most stories, you can read this one in many different ways, depending upon the choices you make.

      You can make selections based on what you would do in a situation and see where that gets you. Or you can track every choice you make and make sure you’ve left no stone unturned. This is a great way to uncover as many secrets as you can about this strange town and its stranger residents.

      Or you can choose not to choose. In the back of this book is a chapter called “Author’s Choice,” which is written in the traditional novel style (from beginning to end, no choices). If you select Author’s Choice, you will not get all of the story but it will be a complete story. This is a good option for those who want to visit Castle Cove but don’t want to explore it.

      If while reading you see the letters (ES) beside a choice, it means that choice leads to explicit sex. If you’re not interested in that experience, that’s your warning to make a different selection.

      When you reach the end of a story path, you can create a new story or redo your last choice.

      No matter how you choose to approach this story, I hope you enjoy your stay in Castle Cove.
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        Reese

        A 26-year-old woman and longtime resident of Castle Cove. She works as a bartender at Alpha’s, a werewolf bar not far from the Castle Cove University campus. She is a shifter.

      

        

      
        Grayson

        A young man who lives in Castle Cove with his parents. Today is his eighteenth birthday. He recently graduated from Castle Cove High School with plans to attend university in the fall. He is human. For now.
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      Reese’s feet hurt and the muscles between her shoulder blades were beginning to knot into a single, dull throb. The bar room around her was in full roar as patrons laughed with their friends. Balls clanked along the surface of the pool tables before bouncing into soft pockets. The bitter tang of alcohol was softened by the smell of fresh popcorn, oil slicked and salty, blooming behind her. The latest batch was almost ready. And a good thing because they were running low.

      Despite her sore feet and aching back, Reese had to keep an eye on the room. Her best friend, and the owner of Alpha’s bar, Kristine, was counting on her.

      Tonight was the full moon. That meant Kristine and all members of her pack were in the Wayward Woods. On nights like this when the moon held her sway, they would run the forests until dawn.

      That meant that tonight the bar was full of humans. Vulnerable as they were, it was up to Reese and Nick to keep them safe. Nick—the bouncer guarding the door—was a shifter, like she was. They were physically stronger than humans and impervious to magic of all kinds. That meant that demons and witches weren’t much competition. The oldest creatures in town obeyed the treaty set forth by Ethan Benedict. Ethan, whatever corner of hell he crawled out of, was the peacekeeper, mayor and founder of Castle Cove. It was rumored that he served Vendetta herself as her direct attendant.

      Reese wasn’t sure how true all of that was. But she’d felt the magic rolling off Ethan herself, and it had been enough to let her know that she had no desire to see how deep his power trenches were.

      Once in a while, something truly ancient and terrible would roll through town and Ethan would handle it. Everything else was usually some low-level menace too stupid to play by the rules. So while there were a handful of demons in the bar and even a couple of living vamps and a table of shifters, Reese wasn’t worried. There wasn’t anything here she couldn’t handle.

      Except maybe her ex.

      A woman with bright purple eyeshadow and dark red lips stumbled up to the bar and placed her empty martini glass on the bar top. The clatter broke Reese’s concentration, pulling her out of the overheard conversation.

      “Can I have another dirty martini, please?” the woman hiccupped.

      “You sure?” Reese asked, taking the empty glass and putting it in the plastic bin out of sight. It was about time for Bethany to come up and do a round of bussing.

      Reese watched the drunk girl’s gaze shift to a couple in the corner, on the wall behind the nearest pool table. A man and woman were kissing like there wouldn’t be another sunrise for either of them. The girl’s face pulled into a sneer.

      “Actually,” she began. “Can I add two shots of Cuervo to my order?”

      She slapped a twenty on the bar top.

      With a sympathetic smile, Reese poured three shots, including one for herself. The woman kissing the face off the guy was her ex, Violet. That merited a drink.

      Reese clinked glasses with the girl and threw back the shot. “Cheers.”

      Reese made the martini and slid it toward the customer. Then, with a sigh, she stepped out from behind the bar and moved toward the couple on the wall.

      There was no protecting humans from humans, but she had to do something about the demon.

      “Oh God, no.” The girl with the martini grabbed Reese’s arm in a panic. “Don’t say anything.”

      “I have to,” Reese said, gently removing the red lacquered nails from her flesh. They left a ring of tiny crescent moons in their wake, but Reese didn’t mind. “Nothing will happen to you. Don’t worry.”

      She wasn’t sure if the message was getting through those glassy eyes and slack jaw, but the girl let Reese go without further protest.

      The pool players, all of whom knew Reese, parted for her like water. Several gave friendly smiles. No doubt, they thought it couldn’t hurt being friends with the bartender. They weren’t wrong.

      Reese stopped in front of the couple on the wall. “Violet.”

      The girl pulled back. For a moment, hellfire danced in her eyes before they softened to a sweet, caramel brown. “Reese. What is it? Want some kisses too?”

      The demon named Violet sounded almost hopeful.

      “You know the rules,” Reese said, slapping away the flirtation. She had a lot of practice as bartender—and with Violet in particular. “No feeding on pack grounds.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Violet batted her eyes as the guy moved from Violet’s mouth to her neck without pause. He hadn’t even registered Reese’s arrival.

      Violet raised her chin to accommodate him.

      “You absolutely know,” Reese said and grabbed her arm. “Stop it or I’ll stop you.”

      The hellfire returned to Violet’s eyes. She pinned Reese with that menacing gaze. But her magic had no effect. Shifters were immune to demonic guile.

      “Last time I’m saying this. Let him go, or I’ll walk you outside,” Reese said calmly. And she would have to. She couldn’t let a demon enthrall humans without consequence. If rumor got around that Alpha’s was lax on the full moon while the pack was out running the woods, then it would only invite more trouble. And to be clear, Violet was just being greedy. Not only had she enthralled the guy and fed on his lust, but she was milking the girl’s jealousy as well. Reese could feel it.

      “You’re no fun anymore, Reese,” Violet said with a deep eyeroll.

      Reese felt the magic shift around them and the man stumbled back as if shoved. He stared at them, frowning.

      “Go see your friends,” Violet commanded.

      The man stumbled away, on unsteady legs.

      “Now what am I supposed to do with the rest of my night?” Violet crossed her leather boots and then her arms, leaning against the wall. She pouted up at Reese. “Were you even jealous? I was trying to make you jealous.”

      Reese wasn’t and Violet knew it. Violet couldn’t drink a shifter’s jealousy as well as she could a human’s anyway.

      “Because if you were jealous,” Violet said, leaning forward with a devil’s smile. “You know I can kiss that and make it better.”

      She flicked her eyes down Reese’s body suggestively.

      Reese turned back toward the bar.

      “Ouch.” Violet laughed behind her back. “Rejected.”

      “You better cut it out,” one of the demon boys said, giving Reese a wink as she passed him. “Or she’ll stop making your Jager bombs.”

      “Hey,” Violet said. Her smile was sweet again. “You going to tell your precious Kristine about this?”

      Here Reese heard the tone of bitterness loud and clear.

      “Behave and I won’t have to,” Reese said with an equally sweet smile before stepping back behind the bar.

      The demons had a reason to be scared of Kristine. It wasn’t just that she had more power and magic than Reese had seen in an alpha in a long time, nor that she was fiercely loved by her pack members in a way that made her seem untouchable. It was also Cole.

      Cole was the oldest demon that Reese had ever met and he considered Kristine a dear friend. If he found out that the demons were giving her a hard time, they would be very, very sorry.

      The rest of the night passed without further incidents. Reese threw a few furtive looks in Violet’s direction, but from what she could tell, the demon had turned her attention to her friends and their pool game. Then they left thirty minutes before close.

      “Good night, Reese.” Violet had winked on her way out. Minutes later, Reese heard the chorus of motorcycle engines rev to life outside.

      Only then did the rope of muscle in her back relax.

      They closed quickly. All the tabs were settled. The drawer was counted out and bagged. Bethany—a single-mother and witch with the local coven—bussed the room and Nick locked up.

      Reese bid her coworkers good night and stepped out onto the cobblestone sidewalk.

      She considered going home, putting on the television and taking a long, hot bath before falling into bed.

      But despite her aching feet and back, her mind was too restless.

      “A swim,” she said to no one in particular. “That would be perfect right now.”

      It would do wonders for unfurling the tight coil of her mind too, which kept circling back to her demon ex-girlfriend and the drunken hellfire in her eyes when she’d been kissing that guy.

      If she swam for a couple hours now, by the time she fell into her bed at four or five in the morning, she would sleep like the dead.

      Reese walked three blocks to her red pickup parked in front of the closed froyo station. The truck still had some of the evening heat inside it as she climbed in and turned the key.

      It rattled to life, grumbling like an old man who’d been awakened from a deep slumber.

      She drove east until it connected with the main strip outlining Castle Cove University campus. Then she turned right, heading south. She’d drive out of town and take Canyon Road. There she could pull off and walk down to the water.

      Following the ridge, Reese enjoyed the view of the white, frothy waves and luminous moon. It hung in the sky, bright with milk-white light. The waves crashing against the shore seemed violent. Then she remembered the scrap of conversation she’d heard from the booth in Alpha’s.

      “A guy died, Trace. Fuck.” She’d tracked the voice to a booth against the far wall. Two guys and two girls had sat in it, nursing the long-necked bottles between them.

      “I’m just saying it’s weird. Why wouldn’t they announce it? Why do they have to act like it’s a secret?”

      “Maybe they don’t want to freak people out,” the woman had said. She’d turned her beer in her hands, her thumbnail picking at the label.

      “If sirens were killing people, I’d want to know,” the other guy had agreed.

      A guy died.

      She hadn’t heard about anyone drowning or getting hurt in the water. Could they have been mistaken? Or had something happened that Ethan or the others were keeping quiet for the time being? Usually if true danger cropped up in Castle Cove, the police would issue a city-wide alert. There were too many humans living in Castle Cove not to put them on their guard. It was easy for drifters or new arrivals to miss these important updates, simply because they didn’t know where to look. However, long-time residents were savvy. They knew what dwelled within the city limits—let alone the ocean and woods bordering on all sides.

      Reese pulled off Canyon Road and parked her car on the gravel shoulder.

      Looking both ways, and seeing only moonlit pavement as far as the eye could see, she crossed the street to the beach. Carefully, she slid down the sandy dune to the wet-packed sand below.

      The sharp smell of salt overtook her. Her skin prickled in anticipation. Each crashing wave against the shore seemed to call her magic to the surface of her skin. It danced as if alive.

      Ocean spray misted against her skin.

      “Just a minute,” she told herself as she shed her clothes. She folded them up neatly and put them on a jagged boulder at the base of the dune. They should stay dry there until she returned.

      She waded naked into the surf. Cool water slapped against her calves and then her thighs. She shivered.

      A trill of laughter caught her ears and she turned toward the sound of it. Her eyes adjusted to the dark and the distance. Even so, she could just make out three kids sitting on Heart’s Rock. They were playing chicken with the sirens no doubt.

      Reese thought the rite of passage—the tradition of swimming from Hunter’s Beach to Heart’s Rock—was too dangerous. But who was she to say?

      The water rose to her chest and she almost couldn’t contain it anymore. She gave herself over to the magic thrashing beneath her skin. Slipping beneath the wave, she transformed.

      Her body softened and elongated. Her limbs merged with her torso, becoming a single lithe form of muscle. Two blinks and her eyes adjusted to the watery depths. Sensations radiated along her skin, taken in by her flesh in a way that her human skin could never manage.

      Reese was a black-tipped reef shark.

      She was a fixed shifter, meaning she took only one form, unlike the doorman Nick who was a chimera.

      And in moments like this, when she was in her shark form and one with the water, she wondered if she’d ever really been human at all. Her life on the land slipped away, becoming little more than a dream in her mind.

      She felt powerful here. Strong not only in body and speed but in spirit. She often wondered if there may come a day when she simply wouldn’t want to change back. What if she stayed in the ocean and lived here forever? She knew she could.

      But that decision was for another day.

      Reef sharks like herself preferred to trace the drop off, patrolling the place where the life-rich shallows met the deep expanse of sea. That had been her original aim when she’d driven to this stretch of beach after the exhausting night tending bar.

      But now that she was here, she also had the option of swimming through the cove toward the kids. That was deeper water, and held some danger. But maybe the kids needed someone looking after them. After what the patrons had said about the sirens, maybe the kids were in danger.

      
        
        Reese Choice 1

        Swim south toward the drop off

        Swim east toward kids
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      He stood on the beach and stared out at the moonlit horizon. White light shone on the iridescent waves. The salt stung his nose and the wind rolling off glowing crests pulled tears from his eyes.

      Someone laughed farther up the beach. He turned and saw Landon and Abigail trying to get the bonfire going. They were bent over the kindling. Abby’s lighter sparked, once, twice in the dark. Both times it revealed their faces hard with concentration.

      “Birthday boy!” Landon yelled. “Get your ass over here and help us.”

      Grayson’s bare feet sank deeper in the cool sand with each step. It squished up between his toes as the sea sprayed water onto his bare calves.

      “I thought the point of having a birthday was so people would do things for me,” he said. But he extended his open palm toward Abby.

      She handed the lighter over too willingly. “You’re better at this shit than the rest of us. Weren’t you a wood scout for six years or something?”

      “Or something,” he said. Eight years was more like it. He struck the lighter and caught the soft brush on the first try. They’d been trying to burn the sticks themselves, not the soft nest he’d made for them out of dry grass and kindling. That was where they’d gone wrong.

      “I can’t believe your parents let you go into the Western Woods as a kid,” Landon said, dragging his hand under this nose. He sniffed. “My parents still forbid me from going in there.”

      “There’s a big difference between the Western Woods and the Wayward Woods.” Grayson fanned the sparks. “Even scouts don’t go in the Western Woods.”

      In truth, the entire forest spanning Castle Cove County was called the Wayward Woods. But there was a clear distinction to all who knew better.

      “Here we go,” Abby said with a teasing smile. He elbowed Landon in the ribs. “We’re about to get a lesson from Professor Richt.”

      Landon snorted, settling down onto the sand beside her. The fire grew, illuminating both their faces with the warm orange glow.

      Grayson affected a prim English accent and smoked an invisible pipe for comedic effect. “Yes, children, well, it is all about the territory line. If you go west of the territory line you will find yourself in the Western Woods. If you stay east of the territory line, and I highly suggest that you always stay east of the territory line, then you remain in the Wayward Woods. During the right times, and with the right company, the Wayward Woods are safe enough. You can’t be foolish out there, but you’ll likely be all right. However!” He pointed his finger into the air. “Under no circumstances should anyone cross the territory line into the Western Woods. Do you understand, children?”

      “Yes, Professor Richt,” they both chimed. They always loved his impressions of their junior year history teacher. All Grayson was missing was a shock of wild gray hair and a mustache Mark Twain would be proud of.

      “There are creatures in those woods. Old, ancient and hungry creatures. They will devour you alive. Or drag you screaming to their lairs, where they will eat you. Slowly.”

      Landon shivered.

      Then all three laughed.

      Grayson dropped the act and sank down onto the sand beside them.

      It was true he’d spent his summers scouting the Wayward Woods. He learned more about the flora and fauna of those woods than he thought possible. More about the seasons and cycles of the earth and what it meant to work in harmony with the land. But this education wasn’t the result of generous parents. Rather, they fully understood the dangers of living in a place like Castle Cove and they wanted their children well-equipped against any danger that might arise.

      We can’t always be there to protect you, they’d said as they kissed his cheeks and sent him off into the woods. The people who get hurt are the people who aren’t prepared or who don’t understand what is going on around them. We want to raise you strong, Grayson.

      Grayson knew that most parents kept their kids out of the darkest corners of Castle Cove. Abigail’s mom hadn’t even let her outside after sunset until she was sixteen. Landon’s parents still never let him go anywhere alone without at least two or three friends in tow.

      By comparison, Grayson’s parents must seem like free-range hippies.

      Maybe it was because both of his parents were from Los Angeles. To them, anywhere in the world could be dangerous. It didn’t matter if it was drugs or violence in LA or monsters in Castle Cove. Living required intelligent precautions.

      Grayson watched the flames dance on the pyre, the wood crackling. His mind wandered. Eighteen. Tonight he was eighteen and he had to decide what he would do next.

      He’d told UCLA that he would attend in the fall. He spoke of his love of nature in his admissions essay and was granted a scholarship to their conservation program. However, he also had an open invitation at Castle Cove University where his mother taught folklore.

      Two paths were laid out before him. Two worlds offered him a place.

      He had to decide which road he wanted to take.

      His family had moved to Castle Cove when he was eight. He’d been in this town for ten years. He could stay here, and keep living this extraordinary life full of mystery and surprise, a life where unimaginable creatures and magic were very real. Or, he could leave and see what it was like to live in the outside world, a world he barely remembered.

      Abigail pressed the bottom of her foot against his. The sand rubbed between their toes. “You trying to think of a way out of this? Because you’re going in the water, birthday boy.”

      Grayson smiled. “I was thinking about school.”

      “You excited about UCLA?” Landon asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “We’ll miss you,” Abby added. She’d pulled her bottom lip into her mouth when she said it. The look in her firelit eyes made Grayson’s heart hitch. She wasn’t supposed to look at him like that. Not with her boyfriend sitting beside her. But it was also the way she worked her lower lip. It was her I have something to tell you face, and yet she wasn’t speaking.

      Grayson managed a smile. “I’ll be back before you know I’m gone.”

      “Doubt it,” she said, looking out over the dark water.

      “You’ll be busy at CCU,” he said. “Engineering is a rigorous program.”

      She shrugged, trying for nonchalance. But Grayson saw the tightness in her shoulders.

      Landon put an arm around her. “You’ll rock it, babe. Your brain is bigger than my stomach which we all know is enormous.”

      It was true. He might be rail thin, but Landon ate enough for four grown men.

      “And I’ve got that internship with your dad this summer,” Abigail said. She was looking at Grayson, searching his face as if hoping to see something there. “He’s going to teach me to calibrate the machines in the lab.”

      “I think he’s more excited than you are.” Grayson was careful to keep his smile neutral. Perhaps if Landon wasn’t sitting so close to him, he would’ve dared a real smile. “When do you start?”

      “In three weeks,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Will you be working there too?”

      “Maybe.”

      Grayson hadn’t missed the subtle advances she’d made in the last few months. The three of them had been friends since middle school. They had classes together, ate lunch together, and hung out together after school and on the weekends when Grayson didn’t have scouts. When Abigail and Landon started dating in tenth grade, he hadn’t been jealous.

      But now…

      In the fall, she’d joined the yearbook and school mag, The Circuit, which Grayson had worked on since his freshman year. His love of photography was second only to his love of nature. He knew Abigail didn’t care about either. At first he didn’t understand why she’d want to spend an extra two hours after school every day, until he started to notice the look.

      Then she tried out for and made the crew team during winter. She took—surprisingly, position seven, which had been vacated by a graduating senior the year before. By doing so, she’d become his able lieutenant to his position, stroke.

      He’d known she was a good swimmer, and she’d always come to watch his team compete in the May races. But it was still clear why she was really there.

      The only problem was Landon.

      He loved Abigail even more than he loved food and had since second grade. If she dumped him for his best friend—for Grayson—no.

      Just no.

      Grayson knew it wasn’t worth it. Even if Abigail was beautiful and smart and brave and⁠—

      Abigail stood up from the fire and pulled her shirt over her head. Firelight danced across her bare breasts.

      “Come on, birthday boy” she said, meeting his eyes.

      Grayson did his best to keep his gaze fixed on hers.

      Don’t look down, he thought. Don’t…

      But her lips had already quirked into a smile. She knew she’d won. “You’re not getting any younger.”

      “This is going to be cold,” Landon whined. He stood and shrugged off his shirt. He slid out of his shorts and stood in boxers.

      Abigail offered a hand to Grayson, helping him to his feet. Grayson was reluctant to leave the warm fire, but Abigail was right.

      Castle Cove teens had a rite of passage.

      On their eighteenth birthday, they came down to Hunter’s Beach and swam the 800 feet from the shore to Heart’s Rock. If they chickened out, there was Coward’s Clutch, a small rock off to the left, a mere 350 feet from shore.

      But the goal was to swim to Heart’s Rock under the mournful gaze of the full moon. Doing so would ensure that Castle Cove would always be your home. You could leave town and never worry that it would disappear on you, as it was wont to do for outsiders.

      It just so happened that Grayson’s eighteen birthday was a full moon.

      It wasn’t the swim itself.

      It wasn’t the sharks, or jellyfish, or even drowning that he worried him. It wasn’t the idea of floating out there in the dark waves alone—because Abigail and Landon had both wanted to come with him. That was their tradition.

      Landon was the first one to turn eighteen last October. After standing on the shore for fifteen minutes, it was clear he’d been afraid to get in the water. So they’d each taken one of his hands and pulled him in. Then the three of them swam to Heart’s Rock together.

      He had wanted to take the detour to Coward’s Clutch, but they’d urged him on, staying beside him until he’d reached Heart’s Rock.

      When Abigail turned eighteen in April, they’d done the swim again. Abby hadn’t been afraid, but they’d entered the water with her anyway.

      Now it was June and Grayson’s turn. The waters would be warm and the swim pleasant.

      So why was his throat thick with fear?

      In a word: sirens.

      Abigail seemed to read his face as she stood naked in the surf. “They don’t come into the cove. They might come onto the rock, but that’s when we jump off. No problem.”

      That’s what they had done on Abigail’s birthday. A male siren had come onto the rock and sang to her until Landon got his fingers into her ears and pulled her back into the water.

      Grayson kept his eyes on hers, but was hyperaware of her bare breasts glowing in the moonlight.

      Landon wasn’t even trying to hide his gaze.

      “Babe, real talk.” Landon cracked his neck to one side. “Are you going to be pissed if I fuck a mermaid?”

      “Are you going to be pissed if I fuck a merman?” she retorted.

      Landon frowned.

      “Sirens just want love too.” Grayson tried to break up the tension forming between them.

      Abigail snorted and walked out into the water. She beckoned Grayson forward. “You first birthday boy. This is your party.”

      It was true that they were likely safe. This inlet was supposed to be off-limits. It was supposed to be safe. But sirens did come to the beach and there was a real danger of being raped or drowned by them.

      Abigail was staring at him. He looked down, and saw the blade.

      “Why do you always bring that?” she asked him. “This is the third time we’ve done this swim. Nothing happens.”

      He looked at the six-inch blade strapped to his left forearm. He could see how it seemed paranoid. They’d completed the first two birthday swims with no need of a weapon. However, just because they hadn’t run into trouble before didn’t mean they wouldn’t find some tonight.

      “Better safe than sorry,” he said, and stepped through the first wave. Cool water slapped his torso and he bent over protectively as if that would spare him.

      “It’s June,” Landon whimpered, wading into the surf after him. “I thought it’d be warmer.”

      Once it rose above Grayson’s thighs, he dove in.

      He found a rhythm quickly. His freestyle crawl helped him stay on top of the waves as they buoyed and dropped him.

      Salt stung his eyes, but it was bearable. The deeper the water got, the cooler it felt beneath him. He tried not to think about that. He tried not to think about sharks hunting the inlet for their nighttime meals. He tried not to think about what might be circling below.

      He kept swimming.

      A splash on his right made his heart lurch. But it was only Abby. She had caught up to him and was gaining.

      He swam after her and tried to remember why they were doing this. It was a silly superstition. Or it would be, if this was any other town in the world. And the story was given credibility because it had been his mother—the head folklorist at CCU, who’d told him the story of Heart’s Rock.

      Castle Cove is a unique town with its own history, she’s said. And all myths stem from fact.

      Two myths centered on the large bolder jutting from the dark sea ahead.

      First, there was a belief that Castle Cove only invited certain citizens. One had to be chosen in order to even find the town on the map, to even see the exit from the highway. Both his mother and father had been offered jobs here, though they hadn’t applied for them. The head-hunting scout had worked hard to sell the town to them. And once they’d arrived, they quickly realized why this town was…unique.

      The second myth that made swimming 1600 feet beneath a full moon remotely tempting, was the idea that in order for children to remain in the town, in order to remain chosen, they needed the cove’s blessing—and that was only achieved by touching Heart’s Rock, the metaphorical and perhaps literal, heart of Castle Cove.

      And while Grayson wasn’t sure he wanted to stay in this town, he also wasn’t sure he wanted to chance being cast out of it either.

      His knee scraped something rough the same time he slapped the granite surface of the rock. He pulled, hefting himself out of the water.

      His arms burned. His chest ached. The swim felt harder than it should have been. The waves were doubling in size now. Or perhaps the tide had turned against them. He looked up at the sky and saw thick gray clouds rolling in. It masked the moon like a shroud.

      Abigail hauled herself out of the water a minute later, coughing. He offered an arm and she took it. Her skin was cold to the touch.

      “Whew,” she said, laughing. “Refreshing.”

      “Where the hell did that storm come from?” he asked, wiping water from his face. He looked out toward the horizon and saw the spiderweb of lightning spread across the sky.

      “Right? Those waves are crazy.”

      He checked his arm and found the blade snug in its sheath. Maybe he would look stupid for bringing it after all.

      “Gray—” Abby said. “I need to talk to you, okay?”

      His heart crept up his throat. “About what?”

      “Something important. Not tonight, but we need to talk.”

      “Okay.”

      “Without Landon,” she said. She searched his face. “So don’t say anything.”

      “Okay,” he said, feeling like a parrot.

      He looked out over the water, searching for Landon almost guiltily. He was struggling with the last ten feet.

      “Come on,” Grayson said, clapping as if to cheer him on. “You can do it, buddy.”

      When he got close enough, they heaved him out of the water.

      “Man,” he said, coughing. “Was it me or did it feel like swimming upstream there at the end?”

      Grayson pointed at the sky. “A storm is coming in.”

      “We’ll rest before swimming back,” Abby said, dragging a hand down her face to clear the water. “But not for too long. My nipples are going to freeze off.”

      “I can help with that,” Landon said. But his teeth were chattering.

      Abby snorted. “Worry about yourself, Jack Frost.”

      Grayson looked north over his shoulder at the cliff face. There sat the castle ruins for which the town was named. It was a dilapidated structure cutting the sky. Something flew above the highest remaining spire.

      Bats, he thought, but whatever it was looked too large to be a bat, even if it was flying like one. Perhaps a nightjar then.

      A deep ache formed in his chest.

      He would miss Castle Cove. As strange as this place might be and perhaps as unsafe for a human like him, it still felt like home.

      A cold hand brushed his arm and he looked down, half expecting to see a siren pulling itself out of the water onto the rock that marked neutral territory.

      But it was Abigail. She squeezed harder and gave him a smile. “Happy birthday, Gracie.”

      Instinctively, his eyes darted toward Landon, but the other boy was trying to blow something out of his nose.

      “God, I hate salt water,” Landon grumbled, hacking into the sea.

      “We have a lake,” Abigail said. Her voice was perfectly calm as if she wasn’t holding Grayson’s hand at all.

      Landon laughed. “With water demons in it. No, thanks. I’ll stick to the city pool.”

      “The pool’s haunted,” Grayson said. He marveled at how calm his voice was—as if his heart wasn’t knocking wildly in his throat.

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      His hand was warming in hers. He was about to withdraw when she let go and stood.

      “Okay boys, let’s go get some slices at CC Pizza after this. Last one back pays.”

      She dove into the water. Her pale skin flashed iridescent before disappearing beneath a black wave.

      Landon stood, looking into the water. “Man, I’m in love with her.”

      “I know.” Grayson felt like he’d been kicked in the gut.

      The grin on Landon’s face was sweet and so goofy that Grayson could only laugh. “Go get her then, man.”

      Landon’s grin widened as he jumped off the rock. “Cannonball!”

      Before Landon surfaced, a shimmer caught Grayson’s eye.

      A shark fin stuck three or four inches out of the water. It cut beneath the wave. It had a distinguished black tip, so it was only a reef shark. Luckily, the underwater rock barrier kept all big predators out of the cove. But it was still a shark and a bite was a bite.

      The fin had been moving north across the cove and if it kept to its course, it would directly cut across Abby and Landon’s paths.

      But that didn’t mean they were in danger. Shark attacks happened so rarely. In Castle Cove, they’d never had someone even bitten by sharks, let alone killed by one. It was vampires, werewolves and other land creatures one had to look out for.

      And he had the blade.

      He stood, stretched his arms overhead and readied to take the plunge.

      That’s when he saw the real danger.

      Three shimmering forms darted around Heart’s Rock. They glimmered and twirled beneath the water. The three bioluminescent forms swam in tight formation toward Abby and Landon. Then they split. Two followed Landon, one rushed toward Abby who was more than halfway to shore.

      She might make it before it reached her. Or not.

      Landon definitely wouldn’t make it.

      Sirens. Inside the territory line. Inside the cove. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

      And what was Grayson supposed to do? Stay on the rock and wait for a better moment to swim to shore? Or jump into the water and try to reach Landon before the sirens did?

      
        
        Grayson Choice 1

        Stay on rock

        Jump in and swim for Landon (ES)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            REESE: SWIM SOUTH TOWARD THE DROP OFF

          

        

      

    

    
      Reese decided to stick with her original plan. She longed to patrol the moonlit waters along the drop.

      So she swam south through the reef. She swam in a hypnotic rhythm as she slid along the ocean floor. Her body enjoyed the slow steady drag of the water over her skin. She felt weightless, becoming one with the currents.

      The tips of her fins registered the moment the reef dropped away and only an expanse of ocean stretched out before her. She hooked right around the reef, tracing the outline of its slumbering form. Ethereal moonlight cut through the surface, ghostly beams illuminating the coral. Nighttime feeders darted into available nooks and crannies as she passed. No one wanted to be the evening meal for a reef shark.

      She might be a predator in these waters, but reef sharks were small, comparatively. She was a little large for a reef shark, reaching six feet. But that was nothing for a tiger or bull shark that might come toward shore.

      Castle Cove waters had the usual flora and fauna of a shallow reef ecosystem—and then also creatures that did not exist in other parts of the world. Apart from the shapeshifting sirens they also had a resident Bake-kujira, a skeletal ghost whale. Reese felt it in her electromagnetic field and could hear its long, mournful song. But she had not seen it with her own eyes. It was far out in the deep blue sea. Reese wasn’t interested in becoming someone’s meal just to satisfy her curiosity.

      Apart from sirens and Bake-kujira, there were also undines who swam these waters. Undines were tricky little water demons. Playfully luring a human into a riptide, causing them to drown, was their idea of a good time.

      But the ocean was quiet tonight. Reese saw nothing out of the ordinary as she swam the reef.

      Until magic rippled across the water, and her sensors shifted into high alert.

      A massive burst of magic ejected from somewhere overhead. She darted west, tracing the reef until it opened up, giving her a path to the shore.

      Thunder rolled across the sky, intensifying the strange electric feelings cascading over Reese’s skin. The pressure in the ocean changed.

      As inconspicuously as possible, she transformed from shark to human in the warm shallows.

      Slowly, she stood up in the water, dripping. There, crouched beside a large boulder, was a dark-haired woman. Reese kept low, using another boulder to hide her position as she inspected the scene. Despite the heat, she wore black gloves, boots, and equestrian pants. She looked ready to ride a horse, not go for a swim.

      Open on the sand in front of her was an enormous book. Something glinted, sparking with reflected moonlight.

      A knife, Reese thought.

      The storm raged stronger. A bolt of lightning tore across the sky, illuminating the woman’s pale face and black eyes. She was whispering something to the dark, waiting.

      Except nothing happened.

      The woman cursed and threw the blade into the sand.

      She stood and kicked the earth, sending a spray of sand arcing into the water. She gathered up her book, shook the sand from it and started to march away.

      After a few feet, she returned and grudgingly picked up the knife again. Obviously displeased with its performance. She looked ready to throw it into the ocean.

      Performance, she repeated in her mind. Maybe it wasn’t a knife then, but an athame, a ceremonial tool for magic. Reese could certainly feel the magic still dancing along her skin, though now it seemed to be dissipating. The storm overhead was quieting, too. The wind eased its assault on her hair and ears. The woman was halfway up the dune, sand shifting under her boots. Had she caused the storm? The surge in magic? What the hell had just happened?

      What was Reese going to do about it?

      
        
        Reese Choice 2

        Follow strange woman

        Go home

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            REESE: SWIM EAST TOWARD KIDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Swimming in deep water, especially the waters surrounding Castle Cove, wasn’t the safest bet. But Reese’s mind kept replaying the conversation she’d overheard in the bar. A guy died…if sirens are killing people, I’d want to know.

      On one hand, she had it all wrong. The kids would prove to be safe, and then she’d retreat to warmer waters. If not, if there was something to the story she’d overheard, she’d regret not being there when they needed her.

      So she swam east. Her body enjoyed the slow steady drag of the water over her skin. She felt weightless. No, powerful—as she patrolled the deep slowly, her senses wide open to any disturbances in the water.

      She felt it through her entire core the moment the reef dropped away and only cold, deep water spread out around her.

      Still, she kept her course, gliding toward Heart’s Rock, at the outermost edge of the cove.

      The humans thought Heart’s Rock was a single, solitary boulder in the middle of the sea. But in truth, which Reese could see fine with her shark eyes, a wall of rock rose from the ocean floor. This impenetrable stone wall obstructed most of the cove, cutting it off from the open sea. Only a small gap, on each side of Heart’s Rock, would allow something from the open sea into the cove.

      In the distance, far off from her right side, she sensed something in the water. Out at sea, something very large moved through the deep. But it was quite far away. A larger shark maybe, but she didn’t think so. There was no gentle rhythm to its movement, which Reese knew well.

      And knowing Castle Cove as she did, there could be anything out there, moving through the depths.

      Something was wrong with the ocean. Reese couldn’t be sure, but it felt like a storm was brewing overhead, changing the pressure and ferocity of the waters churning around her. Electricity sparked along her skin, making her fins itch.

      Was that magic? If so, it was an enormous flare of power.

      But where was it coming from? If she had to guess she would have said west, further along the shore. Something out there pulled on her spirit the way a tide might pull at one’s legs.

      Before she could puzzle out the mystery, a second starburst of magic seized her mind. It made the end of her nose and the tips of her fins tingle. Then she saw the momentary flash of bioluminescence as three sirens squeezed through the gap surrounding Heart’s Rock.

      With the flash, three forms were illuminated in the black waters. The fishlike sirens transformed themselves into something more human. Reese thought more human because their telepathic glamours wouldn’t fool her in her shark form. She saw the webbing between their paddle-like hands. She saw the strange fins protruding from each side of the face and the hexagonal scales shimmering where skin should be.

      Then her nose detected three more bodies in the water. The electromagnetic fields around their forms pulsed, giving her a clear sense of their location in the cove. All three were human. All three were swimming for shore. She could tell by their scent and as well as the clumsy way they splashed in the surf.

      The sirens were moving in on them.

      Despite the fact that sirens had never—to Reese’s knowledge—crossed the Heart’s Rock barrier—now they surged forward as if swimming from the gates of Hell. They would reach the kids in moments.

      Two of the sirens were female, and unsurprisingly, they seemed bent on reaching the male swimmers. The third siren, and the one farthest from Reese, was male. It must be targeting a female. The male siren would rape her, if he reached her before she found the surf. Not just rape her, but likely drown her in the process. Male sirens were very aggressive and had little concern for a human’s need to breathe.

      Without a second to lose, Reese used all her power and strength to torpedo her body forward. Her head and tail worked together to cut the water at incredible speed. It took her only seconds to cross the cove and slip herself between the siren and the girl.

      The siren collided with the side of Reese’s body. The impact stopped them both in their tracks, rippling the water around them. Her body absorbed the impact painfully. Reese felt her fin rise above the surface. The night air licked her dorsal, cooling it.

      The siren steadied itself.

      Reese almost wished the glamour did work on her kind. Sirens were far from pretty. Their fish faces were hideous. It was their oversized, liquid black eyes, flat and unblinking.

      The scales were luminescent with collected moonlight as it circled her once.

      Bioluminescence flashed and its legs congealed with one another again, into a single powerful fin that made it look much more like the mermaids Reese knew from legend.

      He wants the tail for speed, she thought. So he can catch up to the girl.

      The thought was barely out of her mind when he shot forward, trying to pass Reese.

      Reese darted out, blocking his path again.

      The siren moved back, hissing its fury. The screech skittered along Reese’s body, prickling her sensors.

      He came in again, his hands bent in claws as if he wanted to tear Reese apart. Maybe he did. But Reese had the advantage of being the more dynamic of the two. She outmaneuvered the siren easily, leaving him to grasp only dark ocean water.

      Something was coming up fast behind her, its bioelectric field striking Reese before the actual creature did. She dove toward the ocean floor, and the female siren cut overhead a second later, blue bubbles rippling in her wake.

      Great, she thought. Two on one.

      But the siren didn’t seem to notice her. She was swimming for Heart’s Rock as if her life depended on it.

      Then she smelled it. Blood. It bloomed like overripe fruit in the water. The scent was sweet, intoxicating.

      It took considerable will and the clarity of her human mind to bring Reese back to herself.

      Blood in the water meant trouble. One of the kids must be hurt.

      As exciting as the blood was to her, it was equally terrifying to the sirens. They fled the cove. She spotted the third siren squeezing around Heart’s Rock before disappearing into the open waters beyond.

      Maybe it’s not the blood, she thought. Maybe something else was in the water.

      She made her way toward shore. When her belly scraped the sand, her fin cutting the night air, she transformed. She stood, water beading on her skin.

      With a soaked hand, she pushed her hair back from her face, coughing.

      A girl was screaming. Naked on her hands and knees in the sand, she howled at the rolling surf.

      Then Reese saw it. The dead kid.

      His shredded body was rolling in the white frothy waves.

      “Christ.” She bent and grabbed the dead boy and hauled him onto the sand. It wasn’t easy. His slick limbs were difficult to grab a hold of and his body was heavier than wet sand. Yet Reese managed it.

      “Who the—” the other boy began. But another wail from the girl swallowed his words. He bent and wrapped his arms around her.

      “Do either of you have a phone?” Reese asked. The water was beginning to chill on her skin. “We need to call someone.”

      “It’s in my clothes.” The boy pointed toward the smoldering bonfire.

      Reese found a cell phone in the pocket of a grey dust jacket. She called the police. As she listened to the first ring, a glint caught her eye.

      On the upper ridge, not far from where she’d parked her car, something shiny caught the light. A piece of jewelry maybe? If Reese squinted, she thought she saw a woman, marching up the dune toward the road.

      “Castle Cove 911. What is your emergency?”

      

      Reese retrieved her clothes and stayed with the kids until the police arrived. It seemed like a long time before Reese saw the red-blue flash of police lights from above. She stayed and answered every question that the police had. She went over her story no less than four times before she was finally allowed to leave.

      Her legs were wet, aching noodles as she climbed the dune for her red pickup. By the time she reached the door, she all but collapsed into her truck.

      For a long time she just sat there with her head on the steering wheel. She hadn’t even made it back into town before she’d begun crying.

      “At least it wasn’t all three of them,” she said, but it didn’t abate the guilt. One kid had died. She’d been there, and hadn’t been able to save him. It was her fault.

      Don’t take on responsibility that isn’t yours, she heard her aunt say. We have enough to be getting on with.

      But no matter how many times she said this to herself, she felt no better by the time she rolled up outside her house.

      Reese parked her red pickup outside the Georgian three-story home in Cliffside. Across the street, she could see the light on at Cole’s place and knew the demon and his vampire husband were no doubt awake despite the late hour. Normally she would go say hi, if the light was on like that. But after the night she had, she just wanted a hot shower and her bed.

      She could smell the blood in her hair.

      Reese unlocked the front door and stepped into the gorgeous foyer. A high ceiling and bright crystalline chandelier greeted her. The space was sparsely furnished in impeccable whites and ocean blues.

      This gorgeous home belonged to her aunt Constance. Constance was an oceanographer, currently on a research expedition. The scientist was studying the degradation of coral in the Indian Ocean. The fact that Constance was a shark shifter no doubt helped that search and the fact that her crew were all supernaturals meant she didn’t have to hide what she was or her purpose in trying to salvage what was left of the ocean.

      It’s our home, Aunt Constance often said. Where our souls live. If it’s lost, that will be the end of us.

      Reese went straight to the first floor bath, afraid to drip blood and heaven knew what on any other surface in the house.

      Fortunately, the first-floor bath was just past the living room on the right. All the towels, soap and necessities were present and accounted for. Reese had only to strip out of her sea-soaked clothes and into the hot water.

      She washed her hair twice before adding conditioner. Her tired mind wandered. Would Aunt Constance have any information on the sirens? It seemed like a topic the woman would be well-versed in. She could call her, but it would be early evening on the Indian Ocean. Her aunt would be out to sea. Perhaps she could call her tomorrow and get her insights on what went so horribly wrong that a kid died.

      Clean, Reese stepped out of the shower and collected her clothes from the floor. She was tidy by nature, a habit instilled in her by her orderly aunt as well as a sense that this wasn’t her house. Not really. The clothes went in the hamper. The water she’d tracked in was cleaned up with a mop.

      Once every trace of her entrance had been removed, Reese changed for bed.

      Out of habit, she knocked on her aunt’s study door before pushing it open. The woman wasn’t home and there were no ghosts in their Cliffside address—as far as she knew—but it seemed respectful somehow.

      “It’s just me,” she announced, creeping into the room.

      She shut the study door behind her. Crossing to the bookshelf, she gazed lovingly at the smattering of spines. Some books were ancient, nearly falling apart. Others looked as if they’d been made yesterday, their bindings never broken. Knowing it would take too long to go shelf to shelf, Reese crossed to the wooden card catalogue adjacent the large picture window.

      She pulled out the drawer labeled S. A few flicks of her fingers found the word Siren. “Left case, Fourth shelf, box eight,” she read aloud. She crossed the enormous bookcase, repeating the location over and over in her head until she found it. There were four books related to sirens tucked there. Reese plucked them all from their spots on the shelves and carried them to the desk.

      She read until the sun rose in orange, pink, and red over the ocean horizon behind her. All eastern facing houses in Cliffside were afforded this beautiful horizon view. Reese loved it, had loved it since she came to live with her aunt as a child over twenty years ago.

      A phone was ringing somewhere in the house. Reese, her neck and shoulders stiff, rose, groaning. She placed a hand on the back of her neck and hissed. She knew better than to fall asleep on the desk with only books for a pillow. It hadn’t felt great when she did it as a child. It was even worse now that she was in her twenties. Her neck would kill her all day.

      The ringing phone was her cell phone. Reese found it on the desk and turned it on.

      “Hello?” she groaned. Her voice broke with the effort.

      “Reese?”

      It was Kristine. She didn’t sound so great either. Of course, running the woods all night would do that to a woman.

      “Yeah, it’s me. What’s up?”

      “I’m calling an emergency pack meeting. A kid died in the cove last night. He was torn apart by a siren.”

      “I know. I was there” Reese dragged a hand down her face. She turned the desk chair to peer out at the open sea. By the look of the sun it was past three in the afternoon. According to her cell phone, it was 3:43.

      “Were you? What happened?”

      Reese recounted the night to her boss and friend.

      “Well,” Kristine said finally. Her sigh made the woman sound much older. “We need to know what’s going on.”

      “I went through Aunt Constance’s books but I haven’t found anything that would explain their behavior.”

      “I called to see if you could watch the bar until I get there. I realize it’s not your shift and I’ll pay you double for that. But now that I know you’re a witness, I wonder if you should be part of the discussion. I’ll leave it to you to decide.”

      
        
        Reese Choice 3

        Go to pack meeting

        Hold down the bar

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GRAYSON: JUMP IN AND SWIM FOR LANDON

          

        

      

    

    
      Grayson spotted Landon swimming toward shore. His strokes were wild and uneven. No wonder he wasn’t even halfway there. It wasn’t until this moment, when Grayson was terrified for his life, that he realized how terrible of a swimmer Landon was. It didn’t matter. He had to reach him as quickly as possible.

      Grayson fixed the path in his mind and dove. The objective was to reach Landon on the heels of the sirens. Perhaps they were only curious. Hopefully they would swim around or tug playfully on their legs.

      Of course, Grayson knew better.

      Sirens had one objective when it came to humans. They wanted to mate.

      As Grayson swam furiously toward his friend, he tried to remember everything his mother had taught him about sirens.

      “The males are more aggressive than the females. They are more likely to accidentally drown their human mates than the females, though they are also incredibly strong. You have to understand that the males are only looking for sexual gratification. The females, however, are hoping to procreate so they must be more careful with their prey.”

      “Why in the world would they want to mate with humans?” Grayson had asked.

      “Male sirens are sterile. Therefore, a healthy population of the sirens is entirely dependent upon females successfully mating with humans.”

      “But how do you fuck a fish?” his little brother Tanner had asked.

      His father had slapped him gently on the back of the head. “Don’t be crude.”

      “I’m just asking. I thought they had fish tails!”

      “They are like shapeshifters,” their mother explained. Her face had soured. She hated it when Tanner cursed. “They can take humanoid form long enough to mate.”

      “Humanoid,” Grayson had repeated. Because they didn’t really look human. Not without their glamour.

      Cold seawater hit the back of Grayson’s throat and he choked, coughing. But he’d almost reached Landon.

      “Landon,” he cried. “Landon!”

      Landon stopped swimming, turning toward the sound of his voice. “What—oh shit.”

      Two streaks of bioluminescence cut beneath them leaving shimmering blue bubbles in their wave.

      “Landon, listen to me.” Grayson wanted to make his instructions clear before the sirens started singing. “They’re probably females looking to mate.”

      “Oh man.” Landon couldn’t suppress his goofy grin. “I hear they turn into⁠—”

      “Listen!” Grayson spat. “You need to get to shallow water. Don’t stay here or she will drown you. Do you understand?”

      Landon was watching one of the sirens rise from the depths to the surface.

      “Landon!”

      “Shallow water. Got it!” He began to paddle to shore half-heartedly.

      That’s when Grayson saw he had his own problem. A young woman surfaced six feet between him and the shore. He began to paddle toward her. It wouldn’t be smart to try to flee into deeper water, nor could he tread the waves all night.

      But she didn’t look ready to move aside either.

      He closed the distance—four feet, three, just two⁠—

      He cut to the right, giving himself room. She moved into his path. It looked like Abigail. It wasn’t Abigail. He knew that.

      “I’ll do it,” he said, hoping she understood. “But not here. Okay? Not here.”

      If the sirens could get into his head well enough to find his perfect image of a mate, surely, it could understand these thoughts too.

      But she didn’t look like she was going to let him pass.

      She began to cut a circle around him, not unlike a shark.

      A shark. He’d forgotten all about it and it hardly mattered now. They wouldn’t come near the sirens or anything else that smelled of magic.

      He dared to look away long enough to check on Landon. He was closer to shore. That was good, though his siren was already practically on top of him.

      Grayson felt a hand on his penis and froze in the water.

      When he glanced away, the siren had seized the opportunity. She stroked him. Slow and gentle, trying to conjure an erection. So these sirens really did know how it worked.

      It was Abigail. It was Abigail touching him.

      “No,” he said. “No, not her.”

      The anger in his voice startled her. Her grip faltered. She moved back a little as if afraid of him. Of course, her advantages far outweighed his. But she was obviously confused about her failing glamour.

      He was in waist deep water now. The silty bottom met his toes and relief rushed through his body. Abigail’s red hair and deep blue eyes fell away. It was replaced with luscious blond locks, pouty lips and green eyes.

      He almost laughed, but he kept backing toward shore.

      “All right, Mrs. Miller,” he said. “You’ll do.”

      It was ridiculous. Mrs. Miller had been his ninth grade geometry teacher and he’d dreamt about her nearly every night that year.

      The siren, smiling again, wrapped her body around his. Her grip was so strong, it pulled him under the waves. But the hand was on his penis again, furiously working.

      When that didn’t seem to have the desired effect, her head dipped below the surface. Lips fastened onto his penis with a suction so intense a moan was pulled from his throat.

      He tried to elbow crawl toward the shore. He needed to be in the shallows or he was going to die getting blown by a fish girl with baby fever.

      By the time he got his head above water, his erection was fully formed. Her mouth released him the same moment that hands grabbed onto his hips, pulling him toward her.

      He realized she was trying to mount him.

      Not here. God, not here.

      Three or four feet of water was plenty to drown in, especially if his back was ground into the sandy ocean floor.

      This was his chance. He could scramble for shore and hope he made it onto the sand before she caught him, or he could pull his knife and cut her. Cutting her would buy him more time to clear the shallows, but it might escalate the situation. His mother had said sirens could be violent when afraid.

      
        
        Grayson Choice 2

        Cut her with the knife

        Get to shore (ES)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GRAYSON: GET TO SHORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Instead of pulling his knife, Grayson committed to getting to shore. There was no escaping really, and if he struggled, it would only cost him.

      So he wrapped his arms around Mrs. Miller, knowing Mrs. Miller smelled like Clinique and not ocean water.

      He stood up. Her legs wrapped around his torso, welcoming his embrace. She sighed into the hollow of his throat.

      He kept one hand on her back, as he waded through the shallows toward the shore. This was difficult to do with her relentless enthusiastic hand, but at least she wasn’t heavy.

      When she finally managed to slide his erection inside of her, his step faltered.

      He fell forward into the surf. A wave crashed over them, pummeling his back.

      But when he rolled, body aching, it was dry sand under his head. The pounding waves were only covering his legs and groin. At least he wouldn’t drown.

      For a moment, it was only the strange storm clouds above, sparking with heat lightning. Then she mounted him.

      Her body glistened with ocean water. Sand clinging to her breast and arms looked like crystals in the diffused moonlight.

      She stayed astride him, grinding her hips into his. The sand scraped his back and buttocks. There was a rock or shell of some kind pushing into his tailbone. But he knew the best option was to lie still and indulge in his ninth grade fantasy come to life.

      He turned his head, looking up the beach. He hoped he would spot Abby and Landon both safe on the shore. But the bonfire had died down and with only momentary bursts of lightning, shadows prevailed.

      It looked like there was something happening at the other end of the beach—bodies moving. But it was too far to see.

      Mrs. Miller picked up her pace. As she bent forward, and her cool breasts brushed his face, all thoughts were shoved out of his mind. Everything disappeared but the stormy night sky and Mrs. Miller’s dripping, hard nipples.

      He came and for a moment he was the one holding onto her hips, rocking against her.

      But before he even caught his breath, the weight lifted and she was gone.

      Two splashes and a bright flash of blue bioluminescence beneath a wave—and she was gone.

      It wasn’t his best sexual experience. It had been too quick, and the shells under his back had no doubt scraped his skin to hell. He also preferred his partners warm rather than as cold as a sea slug.

      He tried not to think of what she must’ve looked like in her true form. He’d heard sirens resembled the fish monster from the Black Lagoon. If that was true, then the telepathic glamour was a blessing—even if he would find it hard to look Mrs. Miller in the eye again. Ever.

      Grayson wanted to rinse himself in the ocean, but decided against it. The ocean water would burn like hell with the cuts stinging his back. Plus, now that he knew the sirens had breached the Cove’s rock barrier, it was entirely possible that a second female could approach him and he—no. He couldn’t do it again.

      He’d have to put his clothes on as he was and worry about cleaning himself later.

      Screaming tore the night in two.

      Grayson’s heart rocketed into his chest and before he knew what he was doing, he was running down the beach as fast as his unsteady legs would carry him.

      It was Abigail. Abigail was screaming.

      He pulled the knife from his forearm sheath, afraid he would have to fight a siren after all.

      Abigail was still naked on the sand, her hands and knees sinking into the wet shoreline. Her face was contorted. Her mouth hung open, before another wave of sound tore through her.

      “Abby—Abby!” He bent to pull her away from the water. But he saw no siren. A flash of bioluminescence sparked a hundred feet away, swimming in the direction of the ruined castle and the cliff it rested on. If it was the male siren, he was swimming away from them.

      That wasn’t what she was looking at.

      Her eyes were fixed on a strange tangle of limbs tumbling in the ocean surf.

      “Landon.” Grayson’s voice cracked.

      It was Landon’s body tossing in the white waves. Wave after wave pummeled him into the sand.

      Grayson forgotten about his plan to stay out of the ocean and went into the water. He grabbed a slick limb and dragged Landon onto beach.

      He wanted to turn him over, do CPR, or pound on his chest until water spurted from his mouth the way it did in the movies.

      But Grayson knew his friend was dead the moment he touched his skin. There was something unnatural in its weight. The living had a lightness to their being. Landon’s lightness was gone.

      Yet Grayson turned him over on the shore anyway, aware that Abigail was still screaming though the sound had become a distant annoyance. It was a fly buzzing in the other room.

      Grayson was shoving the heel of his hand into Landon’s sternum. He was tilting back the chin so he could pinch the nose closed and blow into the mouth. But the lips were cold. The chest wasn’t moving. The heart wasn’t beating.

      Landon was dead.

      

      They dressed before the police arrived. They’d had about fifteen minutes between the moment he’d pulled his cell phone from his pocket until he saw the flashlights first sweep the sandy dunes.

      Then the police were calling out their names and Grayson found a way to call back, though his throat was raw and burning.

      Abigail’s mother was first on the scene. As an officer at Castle Cove PD, she would’ve heard the call come into the station and would’ve taken it upon herself to drive straight to Hunter’s Beach.

      What he hadn’t expected was that his own parents would be a close second.

      It was his father who threw a gray wool blanket over his shoulders. It was his mother who squeezed him so hard he couldn’t breathe.

      “Are you all right?” she asked. “Are you—Christ, you’re trembling.”

      “I’m fine,” he managed, yet his teeth were chattering. “But Landon—Landon.”

      His voice broke and his father pulled him into his embrace. He wasn’t sure how long they held him, cocooned by his parents on either side. Someone was stroking his wet hair.

      When they finally released him, dozens more had arrived. There were officers in jackets, but also paramedics. They wanted to give both Abigail and Grayson full physicals.

      One shone a penlight into Grayson’s eyes.

      “I’m fine,” Grayson insisted. But they still sat him and Abigail down against a rock. She hadn’t stopped crying. “Forget about me. Check on Abby.”

      “We need to know what happened,” Officer Una O’Reilly said. Una was Abigail’s mom.

      “Grayson,” his father said. It was the one-word command he’d heard often in his life, but never delivered with such tenderness.

      Grayson told the story. He began with their plan to swim to Heart’s Rock and then go get pizza.

      “It’s his eighteenth birthday,” his mother interjected as if defending him.

      “Then they came around the rock,” he said. “Three sirens.”

      “Onto the rock?” Officer O’Reilly corrected.

      “No,” Grayson shook his head and cold water fell from his hair on to his cheek. “Around the rock. They passed me and swam straight into the cove. They were chasing Abigail and Landon. The females split off for Landon and the male went after Abby.”

      Officer O’Reilly stiffened. Her face pinched.

      “I thought the inlet was safe,” his father said, searching the detective’s face. “I thought this tradition was harmless.”

      “If you call the threat of rape harmless,” his mother Lillian countered.

      Officer O’Reilly seemed to struggle, but finally found her words. “There was also a siren attack last Saturday.” She pointed south, down the beach. “While they do visit the southern beaches from time to time, they’ve never crossed into the inlet before. We will have to investigate what would drive them this far into the cove.”

      “If there was another attack, why haven’t we heard about it? Why didn’t you issue a warning?” his mother demanded.

      “There hasn’t been time,” the detective replied.

      “It happened last weekend. Why  didn’t you let us know they were agitated? The community deserves to know if our children⁠—”

      “Lillian,” his father said. He squeezed her arm, and to her credit, she seemed to regain control of herself.

      “We thought last weekend’s attack was an isolated incident. We did report it to…the proper authorities. But we haven’t heard any new information on the situation. Frankly, we didn’t know what was going on and therefore weren’t sure what to report.”

      “Tell that to them!” Grayson’s mother pointed at the couple further down the beach. Landon’s parents were surrounded by police. It looked like they wanted to come over and talk, but the authorities weren’t allowing them to come any closer.

      “You could have reported that there was an attack,” Lillian said stiffly. “At least tell people to stay off the beach.”

      “You’re right. We will have to now,” Officer O’Reilly conceded.

      “Landon is dead.” It was Abigail speaking. “Landon is dead.”

      “I know, sweetie.” Una stooped and wrapped her arms around her daughter. “I’m so sorry.”

      Grayson heard the unspoken relief in her voice. At least it wasn’t you. That must be what she was thinking. Someone’s child had died tonight. But it hadn’t been her child. And though both of their parents knew who Landon was to Abby and Grayson, they couldn’t hide their own gratitude. They might have seen Landon grow into a young man, they might’ve had him over for dinners and playdates, but none of that meant they would sacrifice their own children in his place.

      A man in a dark blue jacket stood awkwardly to one side, waiting to get Officer O’Reilly’s attention.

      She spotted him. “What is it?”

      “We just wanted to let you know that the markings on the body and the water in the respiratory system are consistent with a siren attack. There was no ejaculate present⁠—”

      “Christ,” Grayson’s mother swore.

      “—it was likely washed away in the surf.”

      Una held up one hand. The other remained on Abby’s shoulder. “That’s enough for now, Darryl. Thank you.”

      “Lillian, Wade, I hate to ask but could you take Abigail home, please. I will need to stay here until the scene is processed. The kids are both cold and⁠—”

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Abigail said. She lifted her head and dragged her nose across the blanket draping her arm.

      “You can come to our house,” Lillian said, tugging the blanket tighter around her. Then turning her face up to Una she said, “We’ll be with them.”

      “Thank you.” Una helped Abby to her feet. “I’ll come get you as soon as I leave here. If it’s too late, I’ll wait until the morning. I’m sure you’re all exhausted. Don’t wait up for me.”

      “Text me either way,” his mother told Officer O’Reilly. “I’ll be awake.”

      In silence the four of them climbed the steep ledge to the parking lot above. Grayson and Abby followed his parents, shoulder to shoulder, to the parking lot beside the castle ruins. No one spoke as his father unlocked the car and they climbed in. In the dark back seat, Abigail snuggled close to Grayson’s side, crying quietly.

      “Are you hungry?” his father asked.

      Grayson met his eyes in the rearview. “I don’t know if I can eat now.”

      “We will pick up something anyway,” his mother said, regarding him with one of her stern faces. “You don’t have to eat it. But it will be there if you want it.”

      “Not pizza,” Abby said softly from her corner of the car. Her voice was thick with tears. “Anything but pizza.”

      They picked up Chinese from the Moodle Noodle shop on the west side of campus. His father went in and paid while his mother stayed in the car.

      No one spoke. The radio remained off. But distant music from a closing bar reached them.

      It was Abigail who broke the silence first. “When I get to your house, can I please take a shower?”

      “Of course,” his mother said, turning in her seat to gaze at her. “Of course you can.”

      “Where’s Tanner?” Grayson asked. His parents wouldn’t have brought him to a murder scene, but it couldn’t have been easy finding a sitter at two in the morning.

      “He had a sleepover with Will.” It was like her face was drinking him in. “We will tell him what happened later.”

      Don’t say it, he thought. He could practically see the I’m just so glad you’re okay written on her face. But if she said it, Abby would begin to cry again and she’d finally started to quiet down.

      “All right,” his father said, climbing into the car and handing a brown sack to his mother. “We have enough chicken and lo mien to feed an army. Anything else?”

      “A shower,” Abby begged.

      His father favored her with a weak smile. “Coming right up.”

      His father waited for a trio of drunk coeds to cross the street before he pulled away from the curb into the post-bar traffic.

      Grayson’s parents had bought a house in historic Midtown. This was a vintage neighborhood with beautiful restored Victorian homes and small shops. There was a coffeeshop and bookstore and it had the feel of a small antiquated town, complete with a local grocer and old-fashioned video store, where people could still rent DVDs and video games.

      This neighborhood’s insular seclusion was one of the reasons Grayson had been allowed to roam so freely as a child. Everything he could have wanted—candy or ice cream, a park or playground, his friends—were within a few blocks of his house.

      The porchlight was on when they pulled into the drive, illuminating freshly stained steps and the railing. The house itself was a deep cherry red. He and his father had just repainted it the previous summer. It had taken them all three months, and it wasn’t like his family didn’t have the money to hire a team to do it faster. It was simply one of his father’s “bonding” projects—of which there had been many over the years.

      But seeing the house had the effect Grayson suspected his father wanted.

      Every time Grayson saw it, he felt proud. Proud of what a good job the four of them had done together, and proud of his family.

      This was home. He was safe here.

      When he threw open the car door, he had tears in his eyes. His father saw them as he was closing his own door.

      “I know,” his father murmured quietly. “I know.”

      He squeezed Grayson’s shoulder hard, and pulled him toward the house.

      His mother got the door open, ushering Abigail over the threshold.

      “Honey, get some towels,” she said, tossing her keys and purse on the bench beside the stairs. “When you get out of the shower, Abigail, I’ll have something clean for you to wear. It’ll be a little big on you.”

      The shirt would be fine, but Abigail wasn’t as tall as his mother. The pants would have to be rolled up and perhaps belted at the waist.

      “It’s fine,” Abigail managed, looking small and worn under the gray wool blanket. “Thank you.”

      His mother carried the food into the kitchen and disappeared through the swinging door.

      “Grayson, show her how the taps work,” his father instructed, putting two fresh towels in his hand. He took the blanket off Grayson’s shoulder. “And make sure there’s enough soap and all that.”

      “Come on.” Grayson took the lead on the stairs even though Abby had been visiting his house since the fourth grade. Of course, she’d never stayed the night before.

      The wooden staircase creaked under their weight. When they reached the top of the stairs, he turned left and then left again to his own bathroom at the end of the hall.

      He placed the towels on the sink, aware of Abigail standing beside him.

      “It’s backwards. You turn the handle this way for hot, and this way for cold. If it sputters, it’s just air in the pipes. It’ll kick back up in a second. Don’t let the rattle scare you.”

      He left the tap on hot and pulled up the stop. The water was diverted from the spout to the showerhead, spraying the basin in a gentle rain.

      Abigail handed him the blanket and began to undress.

      He shouldn’t care. He’d seen her naked about half a dozen times in their life. But he still backed toward the door.

      “I’ll put the clothes outside the door,” he said.

      He thought it best to look her in the eyes, rather than chance staring at anything else.

      But when he looked into her eyes, she was crying.

      “It was you,” she said, standing there naked in his bathroom, with the hot water running into a cream-colored tub.

      His heart hammered in his chest.

      “When the siren—I wanted it because—” She bit her quivering lip. Her hand fisted on the burgundy shower curtain. “When he was—he looked like you.”

      Then Grayson understood what she was trying to say. The male siren had caught up to her and she hadn’t resisted him.

      It was Grayson she’d been making love to as her boyfriend was killed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for. Probably all of it. The whole shitty situation. But she’d already climbed inside the shower and had pulled the curtain closed between them.

      Grayson showered in his parents’ bathroom.

      Then after he put the fresh clothes on the sink for Abigail—she hadn’t finished yet—he went downstairs to find his parents sitting around the dining room table.

      Grayson had always loved this table. It was strange and ornate and looked more like a table built for 1920s seances than for family dinners. But it was one of the many charming features of their restored home.

      “Come sit with us,” his mother said. She was trying not to sound desperate, which Grayson appreciated. A swell of affection filled his chest.

      After his shower, he found he could eat after all. The headache building behind his eyes and the shaking in his exhausted limbs begged him to eat something. “Let me grab some food first.”

      He went into the kitchen and pulled a white ceramic plate from the shelf. He loaded it with pineapple fried rice, lo mien, General Tso’s chicken, and three pieces of crab rangoon.

      He grabbed a sparkling water from the fridge and carried it into the dining room.

      He sat down between his parents, knowing that was where they wanted him.

      “Your father and I talked and we decided to waive the no-girls-sleeping-in-your-room policy,” his mother said.

      “Good call. I don’t think she’ll sleep alone.”

      “But we want you to leave the door open,” his father added.

      Grayson didn’t even fight them. He didn’t care.

      His mind kept replaying the image of Landon tossing in the surf, his pale body thrashing in the waves.

      “We don’t have to talk about what happened,” his mother began. Her words had the practiced air about them. She was a professor, but Grayson was certain that it was also because she liked to rehearse what she would say in her mind long before saying it. He was like his mother in this way.

      And when had she composed this speech? In the car on the way home? When he was in the shower? Or maybe even in the car on their way to retrieve their almost dead son.

      “Especially if you’re tired,” his father added. “The swim alone must’ve been exhausting, not to mention—” There was a jerk under the table and Grayson was fairly sure his mother had just kicked him. His father grimaced. “We just want you to know we’re proud of you.”

      “Landon is dead.” Grayson pushed the rice around on his plate with the back of his fork.

      His father reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “You couldn’t do anything about that.”

      “I should’ve done more. I should’ve⁠—”

      “If anyone is to blame for Landon’s death, it’s the authorities,” his mother interjected. “They should have told the town about the siren attack. There should’ve been a notice to stay out of the water. This town⁠—”

      “Lill,” his father said and her mouth snapped shut.

      “I’m just saying. How are people supposed to stay safe if they aren’t properly informed?”

      His father fixed him with his gaze again. “You’re not to blame for what happened and we’re proud of you for handling the situation the best you could.”

      “Please stop saying that,” Grayson said. He couldn’t sit at this table with his Chinese food and be congratulated by his parents as if he’d won some prize. Landon was dead.

      Landon was dead and⁠—

      “Keeping your cool in a dangerous situation is everything.” It was his mother speaking. “It’s going to take a long time to get over this. Maybe you’ll never completely get over this loss. But we wanted you to know that we are here and we’ll do anything we can to help you. If you need something, tell us.”

      This loss.

      They weren’t even saying his name.

      He understood all of the words coming out of their mouths. He even understood that the reason he was here at the table while his best friend was dead on a beach was because he’d been blessed with smart, patient parents who’d prepared him to survive.

      And it was more than that. He’d gotten lucky. He’d been damn lucky.

      Then why was he so angry? Why did he feel like he shouldn’t be the one in the chair? Why did it feel like it was unfair that Landon should be dead and that he should be alive? Why did he want to trade places with him?

      I wanted it to be you, Abby had said.

      “If you need anything—” his mother was saying again.

      He exhaled and pushed away from the table. “I need some air.”

      “We’d rather you stay in the house,” his father said.

      His mother shot him another look and his father grimaced as if expecting another kick.

      “But we won’t tell you what to do,” his mother said. “But why don’t you go to bed? You’ve had one hell of a night.”

      “A hell of a birthday,” he murmured. “I think I’ll…”

      
        
        Grayson Choice 3

        Go for a walk

        Go to bed
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