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Chapter One





Most kids had imaginary friends growing up, but not like mine.

I slowed down near the cypress docks because, like always, they made me think of him. The ocean crashed along the pier and glittered under the dying sun like shattered glass. Since Id lived my whole life in Weymouth, an ocean-view walk home was a common thing. My friend Niall hadnt been. Years after most kids abandoned their imaginary friends, mine had tagged along right through middle school. I wasnt stupidId known what the other kids would think, so Id kept him quiet. And thered been rules.

Hed only meet me by the sea. Id come by myself at night, making some excuse to my folks or telling them I wanted to go find shells at the beach.

Id lied. Covering my tracks the best I could, Id always brought home a shell hed helped me find, anything from pieces of clams to slippers shells. I fingered the conch around my neckthe last shell Niall had given me before hed left.

The salty breeze picked up strands of my hair and rippled them like pennants as I made my way down the boardwalk. So, yeah, most invisible friends dont swim with you. You cant stroke their wet hair or see the smile in their eyes. Most dont smell like brine and the breeze. But hed vanished, same as all invisible friends do, once Id reached a certain age.

Stepping up my pace, I bypassed no less than three candy shops, all declaring the best salt water taffy. I still needed to get home and take a shower before my waitressing shift tonight at Safe Harbor. My beat-up jeans and long-sleeved sweater were covered in fish guts from my shift at Bobbys Seafood. My sleeves were crusty; they were going to need a serious washing before I wore that shirt again. Despite the refrigerator chill permeating the place, Id been sweating by the time Id clocked out.

Between the two jobs, I managed to make ends meet. A lot of hard work, sure, but I made enough for an apartment on my own and some gorgeous, aged furniturecode word for thrift-shop finds. Mom and Dads place was up the street, the same house theyd lived in for twenty years now. For me, happiness consisted of swimming whenever I wanted or sitting on the beach and listening to the waves. I couldnt imagine a life away from the coast.

I broke into a whistle as I stepped off the boardwalk and onto the small streets leading to my apartment. The Dusty Rose apartment complex rose in the distance, all whopping three floors of maintained red brick.

Mr. Casey leaned against the railing, smoking a pipe, his thick brows scrunched together as he skimmed through the paper.

Good morning, sir, I called out as I approached the steps.

Back at you, Meggie. He nodded, barely looking up from his paper.

How do you keep reading that junk? I peered over his shoulder. Its all wars, death, and complaints. A whole lot of misery.

Misery keeps a level head on you. He offered a grin. Too chipper for your own good, Meggie.

I snorted as I strolled up the steps and popped inside the building. With my next shift in two hours, Id have enough time to scrub the smell of fish off me, scarf whatever leftovers I had in my fridgetwo-day-old fried riceand, if I was lucky, get through another chapter of my book. Had to hurry if I wanted to get that last one done.



***



The wet strands of my ponytail tickled my neck as I circled around to the rear entrance of Safe Harbor. My plain black tee and knee-length rippled skirt played up my curves, even though I had more hip than bosom. Dressing for work was tricky. While I wanted to look presentable, since it led to more tips, sometimes dolling up brought in creeps who Id have to try and politely handle on my own.

My boss, Janice, sat in the back, smoking a cigarette and shouting into her phone. She wasnt a bad boss; a bit on edge, but since shed risen through the ranks herself and dealt with the trails and woes of waitressing, she had a deal with it mentality. I snuck in past her, not wanting to get involved in her and her mothers usual arguments. The last time Id gotten roped in for advice had most definitely been a trap.

Reynard, our main cook, was already hard at work, shouting indistinguishable babble over the hissing and sizzling going on at his station. A strong fishy scent permeated the air. I sniffed my arm, wanting to make sure it wasnt me. Around here, seafood reigned, and the smells of fried halibut, crab, salt water, and mussels couldnt be avoided. Live here long enough, like me, and youd be able to tell the different scents apart, too.

Gina was leaning against the wall chatting someone up but, from this angle, I couldnt see them. Whoever it was, they warranted full-flirt mode from herhair twirls, batted lashesthe kind of stuff she saved for after working hours. I ignored them, walking over to my cubby and checking my reflection in the small mirror Gina and I shared. No spots of dirt marked my cheeks, though with how tan I was, marks were hard to spot anyway. All the time I spent swimming paid off, giving me year-round color. My dark hair was still damp from my shower, but with the light skimming of eyeliner and tinted lip gloss Id applied, I pulled off presentable.

My shift was about to begin and, despite my reticence to interrupt Gina and her new friend, they blocked the doorway. I approached, trying to think of the most polite way to dodge past, when Janice strolled through, grabbing my arm.

Weve got a new hire His name is Mason. Could you and Gina show him the ropes tonight? she asked.

I nodded as we turned the corner to greet them.

Mason was about a hand-span taller than me, which, at my five-foot-seven, placed him in the tall category. He could have been described as lanky, but the way his black tee clung to his figure, those muscles werent lacking in definition. With tousled dark-brown hair and ash-blue eyes, hed draw more than Ginas attention. Especially combined with his long face and defined chin. The man was attractive, but that wasnt why I stared at him like Id spotted an alien landing. Everything about him, Id seen before.

From the way his face lit with curiosity to the slight tilt of his jaw, even the lingering scent of brine and breeze gave him away. He was identical to Niall, give or take seven years of growing up. Which was impossible.

Are you going to introduce yourself or stare at him slack-jawed? Janice asked as she strolled past us.

My cheeks heated in embarrassment and I tugged on my ponytail. Great, now I was losing my mind. I stuck out my hand while staring down the linoleum, which, of course, made the situation more awkward. Nice to meet you. My names Megan.

She gets pretty busy, though, so youll want to tag along with me tonight, Gina said, trying to draw the attention back to her. Too late; my awkwardness had already made an unforgettable appearance, so, of course, I couldnt be let off the hook.

Mason. He clasped my hand, his own warm and oddly damp. His voice wasnt deep, but had a kind of softness I hadnt expected. I peeked past my long fringe of bangs, hoping my blush had faded somewhat.

Megan, I said, before realizing Id already introduced myself. Well, like Janice said, if you need help with anything, let me know. I should be getting to work. I mean, working on stuff, Im already at work. Voila, my incorrigible ability to make uncomfortable situations more uncomfortable. Ugh. He probably thought I was some backwoods moron at this point, all because he looked like someone Id made up a long time ago. As if that didnt sound crazy. Anyway, let me know if youre having trouble.

Will do. He gave me a grin, his eyes crinkling with his smile. I whirled around, making a beeline for the host stand. A hand grabbed my shoulder.

Megan? his voice sounded behind me. I clutched the bundle of menus I was toting and glanced back. I like your necklace. Thats a beautiful shell.

My cheeks flared up again and I managed some semblance of a response before racing away as if my legs had caught on fire. What the hell was going on? First the resemblance and then the comment about my necklace? Was this some huge conspiracy to get me locked up in the sanitarium? Or I could be overanalyzing things and he could be some poor schmuck who started working here wondering why that Megan chick was acting so weird around him.

I let out a sigh and dumped the pile of menus by the host stand where Terry stood watch.

Ready for the masses? she asked, leaning against the stand and staring at her phone.

I snorted. All five of our regulars plus whatever poor saps decided it was a good idea to vacation here.

Sounds about right. Terry squinted, staring out the glass doors. Theres Al, I think. One down, four more to go. The old man hobbled toward the restaurant, leaning on his walker as per usual. By the by, did you see the new boy? Terry whistled low.

I shook my head. You guys are making a huge deal over nothing. The guy could be a swamp monster and, if he was someone new, thered be talk.

Her eyes widened. I closed mine, cursing my luck. Hes behind me, isnt he?

Swamp monster? Thats rough. The slight twang to Masons wordsall of it was so familiar.

Thats me, keeping things bitchy from open to close. I turned around and gave him my customer service smile.

Yeah right. He arched an eyebrow. You seem the sunshine and buttercups type.

Hes already got you pegged, Meg. Terry grinned, rifling a hand through her pixie cut.

Almost like he knows me, I mumbled. Christ, I sounded crazy again. Ignore my babble. Time to wait some tables! Trying to shake off my inability to string a sentence together, I made a beeline for Al, who had settled by the bar. His face crinkled into a mess of wrinkles with his smile. I grinned and handed over a menu.

Megan, Terry called a couple minutes after I put Als order through. She jabbed a finger in the direction of an older blonde woman sitting in one of the booths. Got a customer for you. Mind if Mason shadows?

Sure thing. I waved Mason forward. You want to give it a whirl?

He shook his head. Id rather watch. Ill pick it up after the first customer or so.

I approached, conscious of the gorgeous man following me. With my luck Id trip and hit the floor. Arriving at the table, I focused on the customer. The woman had some heft to her, but her weight wasnt the only thing that said plump. From her lips to her curls, the word fit. Her eyebrows lifted as we approached.

Hi, Im Megan. Ill be your server tonight. I handed over the leather-bound menu and gave her a big smile. Not like it mattered, with Mason standing behind me. Of course, her gaze was focused on him.

Well, if youd like a second to look over the menu, Ill start you off with a drink? I asked, trying to get her attention.

Water, please, she said, still not bothering to look my way. Lovely. It was going to be one of those days. I kept my temper down and gave her a sugary smile as I turned on my heel and returned to the kitchen to grab her drink.

Are they always rude like that? Mason whispered the second we entered the back of house.

A grin tugged on my lips and the nervousness I felt around him lessened. Depends on the day.



***



The shift ended faster than anticipated. Working with Mason had made the time fly by. Hed switch between tailing me or Gina as he picked up the ropes, and by the end he was helping his own customers. Once Id banished all the weirdness about how similar he looked to my made-up friend, I was finally able to enjoy his company.

I handed him an envelope. Your tips, monsieur.

He scratched the back of his head, making no move to take the money. But I was just following you guys most of the night. I didnt earn this.

You did. So take your pay and stop complaining. I reached over and slipped the envelope into his pocket.

Gina stepped between us, directly in front of me. Her or Terry, I wasnt sure who was worse. If youd like, Ill give you some extra pointers on working here. You can come over my place.

Wheres my invite? I asked, batting my lashes. Gina shot me daggers. If I hadnt seen this song and dance before with every new guy, I might have been intimidated.

I appreciate it, he said, grabbing his kelly-green hoodie from the hook. But Ive got to head home. I have stuff to take care of.

Your loss. Gina winked at him. I provide very good company. Well, that was direct. I grabbed my purse out of the cubby and snuck a glance his way, curious to his response.

Im sure. He grinned and never lost his air of flippancy, but the firm note in his voice implied he wasnt going to jump into bed with her. I raised an eyebrow. Respect.

Gina slid her purse over her shoulder as he walked out the door.

Youll get him next time, girlie. I patted her shoulder.

Not the only fish in the sea. She shrugged.

I laughed and stepped outside, eager to drink in the scent of the midnight tide rolling to shore and the crisp wind it carried.

Up ahead, Mason strolled along the boardwalk. With his height and broad shoulders, he wasnt the best at blending into the background. I shivered, goose bumps rolling up my arms with the fresh gust of wind. Was he heading the same way as me? I considered calling to him, but after watching the way hed brushed Gina off and with how much Id already embarrassed myself around himI thought better of it.

He stopped and made a sudden turn. Not left, to head toward the shops and streets, but right, where the wooden planks led to the docks. I jammed my hands in my pockets, trying to stay warm. Hed said he had to get something done, but what was he doing down there at this time of night? Mason continued out to the docks while I kept walking past his turnoff.

I shook my head and made my way toward the Dusty Rose. Not my business what he did on his time off, even if his features did haunt me like a ghost from my past.








Chapter Two





I loved the days when I only had one job. Today Id had off from Bobbys, so I only had to worry about my short night shift at the Safe House. The morning passed too fast in the company of the sci-fi classic Enders Game and a cup of chai tea. Once afternoon hit, I started getting ready for work.

My heart skipped a beat as I pulled my hair into a ponytail, considering whether I should do my makeup or not. I decided to go for it, applying a light layer of lavender eye shadow and some subtle kohl eyeliner. Not that it had anything to do with the gorgeous new guy. Who knew whether Mason would be working tonight anyway? After all, hed appeared out of nowhere. I had to be sensible. After pulling on a red miniskirt and tight tee, I bustled around, picking up the crumpled papers on my floor and lining up the bills due tomorrow.

My fingers touched my conch shell. Hed noticed it. God, I was going nuts. Whenever I got those weird ideas about my old waterside friend or anything abnormal, it reminded me of my time with the therapist in high school. I wouldnt head down that path again.

Grabbing my purse, I paused with my hand on the doorknob. Loneliness washed over me like it sometimes did in an overwhelming rush. I didnt let it bog me down or anything, but sometimes I wished I had someone to bid good-bye when I left for work. Someone to return home toeven a cat or dog. I heaved a sigh and locked up. At least I had my jobs to keep me plenty busy.

By the time I got to the Safe House, day was lapsing into night. The dull lights were on, illuminating the chipped lettering of our sign. I swung around to the employee entrance.

Jenna leaned against the wall, puffing away at her cigarette. I waved, the slight jitters seeping away until I rounded the corner and realized someone else stood there, too. A tall, well-muscled someone who made me flush like a teenager. Mason.

He looked up and, once those ash blue eyes fixed on me, he burst into a radiant smile that lit his whole face. Yep, wasnt getting out of this one sans-blush. I tucked a couple strands of hair behind my ear and looked down at my feet.

Hey guys, hows it going? I grabbed for the door.

Youre always so early, Jenna complained. It makes the rest of us look bad.

Sorry, sorry. Next time Ill make sure to show up late. I tried to slip in without having to babble at Mason more. Even though Id gotten used to him the other night, every time I saw him fresh, I could only see Niall.

Wait. His hand brushed against mine as he grabbed the door. Im heading in, too.

Lovely. So Id have to push through this awkward embarrassment. You feel up to handling your own tables tonight? I asked, trying to distract myself from his scent, intoxicating like the sea.

Hopefully Ill be able to keep up with you and Jenna. He shrugged and strode past her. I shook my head. This guy was not Niall. The boy Id played with was a figment of my imagination. As Doctor Harrison had called it: a delusion of a lonely child.

Flirt with the old ladies and youll be fine, I muttered, shoving my stuff into the cubby.

He hung his green hoodie on the hooks right beside me. Is that how you get by?

Doesnt work on the old ladies for me, but the old men on the other hand? I paused and glanced at my nails. Yeah, doesnt work on them either.

That elicited a laugh from him, a rich sound that brought a blush to my cheeks. Time to stop acting like a moron and do my job. I wandered over to the host stand to scope out our diners before the early rush.

Jerome and his wife were already seated at a booth even though our open hours hadnt begun yet. The slick layers of gel in Jeromes hair distracted me from the extra wide smile he was throwing my way. His wife, disinterested in their excursion, stared down at the menu, her lips pinched into a frown. Without another glance to Mason, I headed over to get their drinks and appetizer orders.

After a couple rounds to check on my customers, our place had managed a sizeable crowd for a weeknight, about twelve or so tables full. Jenna rushed through, cigarette smoke clinging to her like a cloud of gloom. Not that the girl didnt have her good side, but the reason she got crap tips was because, on top of her perpetual sour frown, the lack of a filter when she talked to customers tended to offend.

Mason, on the other hand, stepped up to a booth with Geneva Rhodes and her four children, charming the pants off them in a matter of seconds. In fact, I caught Geneva staring after him multiple times when he made his passes and by the way she licked her lips, her thoughts werent parading through innocent territory. After he waited on a couple of other groups where the women stared him down with the same predatory gaze, I began to worry hed taken my advice too well.

I swung by the bar to get another Guinness for old man Casey, whod brought his pipe and paper for company.

Mason sidled up beside me. So, working here you pretty much see most of the people in this town, right?

Since were a small-fry coastal town, yeah. Why do you ask? I thanked Janice as she passed me the beer. You looking for someone?

Kind of like that. He slipped away as fast as hed approached. And the mysteries continued. Why was he here and who was he looking for?

I brought the Guinness over to Mr. Casey and hopped back to Jerome and his wife. Mason appeared at the next table over, helping Geneva and the kids.

How long have you lived here? Mason asked her. I tuned in out of curiosity, only half paying attention to Jeromes attempts at flirting while he ignored his wife. Any good antique shops? Im looking to furnish my new place.

Geneva began babbling about Crystal Antiques around the corner and I checked out of their conversation. Let me go put in that order, Jerome. I gave him a polite smile and darted to the kitchen. Mason seemed to be in competition because, seconds later, he was right by my side.

Does that guy always flirt with you in front of his wife like that? he asked.

I shrugged. I guess so. Comes with the territory of waitressing. Im sure youve already noticed the women batting their eyes at you here. Not like you can tell off every person who makes you uncomfortable. Wed be ripe out of customers.

He grabbed the plate of fried flounder for his table, but glanced my way. Doesnt seem right.

I pursed my lips and ignored him, trying not to let the accusation in his voice bother me. Who was he to judge? Hed see in a matter of days that if he wanted to stay working here, hed have to be polite as anything. If he threw a hissy fit anytime someone acted morally ambiguous, hed be out of a job in no time. Or was he accusing me of flirting back? Maybe he was another of those moronic guys who interpreted politeness as interest?

By the end of my shift, one thing was clear. Mason had gotten under my skin. Even though I normally left most peoples business to themselves, his presence ticked in my mind, adding new questions every couple minutes. If I didnt get some answers soon, I was heading close to the old dangerous territory of reading too much into things that didnt exist.

Again, another woman asked for his company after workthis time our regular, Linda, with the perfect blonde curls and flawless tan. Again, he gave her the same dismissal. Was he repeating his trip to the docks tonight? Jenna smoked her cigarette out behind the building while Mason and I retrieved our things. I leaned against the brick wall in the back next to Jenna, waiting for Mason to leave first. This time Id find out where he was going.

Whyre you acting so weird around him? Jenna asked, right as I was about to head out. Youre usually comfortable around everyone and, unlike Gina and Terry, you dont get wrapped up in guys.

Of course, Jenna would drill me with hard-hitting questions and all. He reminds me of someone I used to know. It weirds me out.

Mm. Jenna let out an exhale of smoke that poured through the alley. Well dont act stupid about it. Hell just notice more.

She was trying to help in her own way. I saluted. Message loud and received. Ill see you around, Jenna. Not waiting another second, I hurried off, hoping Mason hadnt gotten too far.

I stalked down the boardwalk but even under the full moon that illuminated everything with a pearly light, I couldnt spot a tall man with broad shoulders. This time of night in a small town like this, no one roamed the roads. I tugged on the strap of my purse and let out a sigh. My curiosity would have to wait for yet another time. Frustration welled inside me, like getting to the end of the chapter to find out you didnt have the time to start the next one. I paused when I reached the turn he made to the docks yesterday. Maybe hed left some hint of what hed been up to.

The boards were old but, salt-soaked as they were, didnt creak much. Still, I took to the docks with careful steps, not wanting to draw attention. The ocean was a black beast, but crests of waves glistened like shards of quartz and beckoned to me. I hadnt gone night swimming in some time now. Once in a while, Id dip in for a small swim by myself, but not with the regularity Id done when I was young and had someone by my side.

I sat at the edge and stared out at the wide expanse. The small lighthouse cast its rays out, reaching like a pale imitation of the moon, with no boats approaching in the distance. What was I doing trailing this poor guy? A surge of guilt flooded me. My therapist had been rightI had delusions and let them get the best of me. Hence why, even if the loneliness made my chest ache at night, Id be alone the rest of my life. Someone with a messed up mind like mine couldnt handle a relationship.

Undulating waves beckoned to me the same way they always did, an irresistible lure I fell for every time. I kicked off my flats and dropped my bag onto the dock; my tight tee and my crimson miniskirt wouldnt weigh me down much. A small swim couldnt hurt. I eyed the brine below before jumping in.

The water rushed around me like a protective cocoon, ice cold like Id expected. I kicked out, reveling in the swirl of bubbles and spray of the monstrous, all-encompassing ocean. All the questions adding up in my mind disappeared as I fell into the blissful rhythm of the sea. I kicked forward, throwing my arm overhead and swimming around the dock. Kelp flowed past my ankle, every sensation familiar.

The water shifted near me, a strong sweep of current. My heart tightened as I felt the difference in the pressure. Something or someone swam beside me.








Chapter Three





I aimed for the dock. Sudden thrashing wouldnt help me and might only draw predators in faster. I kept my movements as steady as possible even though my heart pounded a thousand beats per minute. If it were a striped bass or anything regular, it wouldve left my side by now. Based on the size, it was large, larger than me. Which left minimal options. A dolphin might get aggressive, but would be nowhere near as bad as if a shark had caught my scent.

My focus on the dock, I swam. If I stopped, Id lose any composure I clung to. Once I thrashed in the water, even a non-predator would react. My hand smacked against the wood of the pier. I grabbed for the support beam and pulled myself up, half-expecting something to come snapping at my feet. Nothing did. I backed away and sank down to the cypress planks of the dock. My arms and legs shooknot from the cold. I stared into the blackened water, waiting to see whatever slithered down there. Had it been in my imagination?

A sound drew my attention from the end of the pier where my bag and ballet flats still lay. I froze as someone climbed up from the waters, dark hair glistening under the moons rays.

The memories flooded through me, ones Id tried suppressing all these years. The way Niall had swum by my side, as fluid as if he was born in the sea. How his blue eyes had illuminated with his smile and the hundreds of times hed submerged from the water, his head popping up like some mischievous otter. How, when wed swum at night, his hair had caught the light the same way.

Mason approached from the end of the pier to where I sat, jaw dropped like some hick. Tall, broad-shouldered, the exact looks Niall wouldve grown into had he stuck around. If he hadnt left.

His bare chest shone pale in the moonlight, the shadows sharpening the crevices of his lithe muscles. He reached under the pier and pulled out a bag and a kelly-green hoodie. Mason had come this way to swim. Come to the same docks we used to swim under as kids. He had to be Niall. Nothing else made sense.

Hey, Meg. He sauntered toward me, a half-smile on his face, entirely unsurprised I was here. He might think I was crazy, but I was past the point where I could ignore the coincidences any longer.

Hey, Niall. I crossed my arms over my chest, bracing myself for his confusion. Some part of me needed him to be Niall, needed to know I wasnt crazy and hadnt imagined my best friend. The lack of response was agonizing as he walked the couple paces down the dock toward me. He sat in front of me, those blue eyes blank and unreadable. His vacant expression drove me nuts, like the silence burrowing under my skin. He leaned forward and reached for me. I tilted my head to the side as he lifted the conch shell from my chest.

Took you long enough. The slow smile overtaking his face combined with the deepness of his voice sent a rush through me. My cheeks flared up again and my jaw dropped. It really was him. The boy Id fallen for as a kid, the one who didnt exist and the first one to break my heart when he went away.

He sat there, grinning like an idiot and waiting for me to speak. My chest tightened, a maelstrom of suppressed emotions brewing. Wed never talked about his parents, like he was some underwater Peter Pan. So when hed left, Id had no one to contact and made the mistake of telling my parents. Hed left and let me believe he wasnt real. Id spent years in therapy under the jerk of a therapist whod had me convinced I was delusional and now Niall waltzes into my life like nothing happened?

I shook my head. You dont get to do that. My lower lip trembled, but I stayed strong. He wasnt going to see how badly hed hurt me. You left with no word, no sign. Just vanished, making me believe you were some figment of my imagination. Not like anyone else had ever seen you. My therapist put me through hell during high school when I tried to forget you. And here you are again, in the flesh, yet all I can wonder is if Im going crazy. I blinked fast to keep away the tears.

His smile dropped and he watched me intently. The shadows creeping across his face left me wondering what was going through his mind. No question plagued me more than whywhy hed come back.

He reached over and pulled my hand off of my knees, enclosing it in his palms. I am so sorry. Those eyes burned into my own like a brand. I never meant for any of that to happen to you.

Still no answers. Still a complete mystery, except this time I wasnt a kid anymore and wasnt going to put up with it. If hed showed up here to kill time, he could find someone elses company. I tugged my hand away, cutting myself off from those bothersome feelings and making myself as wintry as the sea.

Ive got no right to keep you from this town, but unless you give me some answers, this isnt going to happen again. Im not going to spend time with you, get attached, and sit there wondering why when you disappear. I hugged my knees closer to my chest for support. So either let me in or please, please leave me alone.

I waited, the silence between us weighted with the unknown. The tides rolled up to crash against the shore while we sat feet from one another with the remnants of all wed left unsaid driving us apart. Niall sighed and ran a hand through his hair. I knew that motion and knew what followed: rejection.

Look, I know you think youre crazy, but youre not. If I tell you why I disappeared that first time, youre not going to believe me. But its the absolute truth. So unless youre willing to open your mind, youll ask me to leave anyway. He kept his gaze glued to the wooden boards of the pier.

Ill try, I promised, unsure as to what would come next.

Youve noticed how I only met you by the water at night. That Im beyond natural at swimming. Its not because Im that good. Its because I was born in the water. His mouth opened but the words paused on his lips. His hands balled into fists. Im a selkie, Megs.

I blinked. Whatever Id been expecting, it hadnt been that. A what?

Niall scratched the nape of his neck, embarrassed. Seal folk. I can take on the form of a seal. While I got to spend years with you, when the time came, I had to spend seven years as a sealpart of the rite of adulthood. Before you get the choice of water or land, you have to spend seven years in the sea, your birthplace.

My mind was reeling, but I still couldnt comprehend that the boy Id known, that the man sitting before me, transformed into a seal. Maybe the child in me wouldve bought his tale but all those years of therapy had done a number on my sense of wonder. However, hed asked I keep an open mind.

So, youre a selkie and had to disappear into the ocean for seven years. I tried to hide the skepticism in my voice. Why are you back, then?

He fixed me with a lookhe knew I wasnt buying it. To his credit, he continued anyway. The seven years were over and I planned on returning. However, the first couple of nights I spent in a hotel here, someone stole my pelt.

I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. He looked so frustrated and perfectly serious, and yet here we were talking about his missing seal pelt. A snort flew past my lips. The floodgates burst and I hunched over, my shoulders shaking with laughter. He stared at me, annoyed.

Sorry, Im sorry. I gasped for breath. Its justthe mental image of you shouldering a pelt, pretending to be a seal, was too much.

He crossed his arms over his chest and waited for my laughter to die down. It doesnt work that way, you know. He sniffed like a wounded puppy.

I took in several deep breaths and forced my composure. How does it work?

Our pelt is how we transform back and forth. If we dont have our pelts, we can never return to the seaits a part of us forever gone. For those of us who choose to live on land, our pelts are something we never part with.

The tide crashed all around us with the sway of the ocean like a lullaby. I slumped, letting go of my knees. Everything about him was honest, from his slight frown to the way his brows furrowed together. And yet, here he was, babbling about selkies, seals, and things that couldnt exist. The same way my therapist had told me Niall didnt exist. I drew in a deep breath. If this was how living free of delusions was going to be, doubting myself at every turn, skating on the surface and keeping people at a distanceI didnt want it any more.

I wanted to believe in myself. I wanted that wonder and hope Id had as a kid that something greater existed out there. Most of all, I wanted Niall to be realso desperately my chest ached.

You dont believe a word Im saying. Niall said, wariness evident in his gaze. He traced circles on the wooden pier.

The choice lay out for me. Stay on land or plunge into the icy depths of the sea.

I always chose the sea.

If your pelts missing, then Ill help you find it. I reached out and offered my hand so we could shake on it.

Bypassing the handshake, Niall threw his arms around me and pulled me close. We were both cold and wet but his arms pressing me tight to him filled my chest with so much warmth, I blazed. My face buried into his chest and I exhaled with relief at being close to him like this again. I thought itd never be possible after he vanished. Strands of my wet hair clung to his skin, but neither of us moved. I didnt want to let go. Neither this comfort nor this overwhelming sense of safeness. The only other time I felt blissful like this was when I dove into the ocean, surrounded by water on all sides.

This close, he smelled like salt and windlike the sea. I could sit here forever with him, watching the tide roll in. The way we had when we were kids.

Meg, you know I never really abandoned you, right? He tilted my chin up with his fingers so I was lost in those blue eyes, unable to escape the view of how close those lips were. You swam in the same waters I did for those seven years. I may have been tied to my seal form, but I never truly left.

I swallowed, hard. This was Weymouth, right near the bay, and Id seen plenty of seals around. Could he have been one of them? There the whole time, watching out for me while I swam? My lip trembled and I forced my head down, overwhelmed someone cared so deeply about me. Here in his arms felt right, like some part that had been missing in my life had returned.

Yet what would happen when he found his pelt and skipped town again? I broke out of the hug that had gone on long enough and ran my hands through my wet, tangled hair. The full moon illuminated our skin, bleaching his pearly white. God, he was gorgeous. Age had made him more masculine, filling out his chest, his arms, his legs, lengthening his jaw. The guys Id dated had never compared, although how could they? He was some sort of meta-human, not on the same playing field.

I knew right then, when his gaze locked on mine, that Id help him get his pelt back, even if hed leave me again. Because I never could say no to that boy.

So what are we going to do? I asked.

He offered me his hand. See what tomorrow brings.








Chapter Four





The next day, the birds chirped like they always did and sun streamed in through the windows. However, life had gotten complicated in the span of a night. Yet another day where I wasnt working at Bobbys, which meant a whole morning and afternoon open to helping Niall find his lost pelt. As if that didnt sound outrageous.

A knock sounded on my door.

I sat up from my perch on the couch. Last night, I hadnt given him my address. Was it someone else? I smoothed my long skirt and pulled up the bra strap hanging off my shoulder before heading over to open the door. He leaned against the frame, so tall he reached the top. Unlike last night, his hair had dried in glossy layers and he wasnt half-naked with the water glistening off his muscles. I filed the thought away before a blush reached my cheeks.

Welcome, I guess. I gestured inside my apartment.

Having him here felt weird, like we were breaking some sacred rule. I guess thats what happens when youre only allowed to meet by the ocean. I thought Id be over the awkwardness since Id found out the mystery man was Niall, but a different kind of awkward buzzed in the corner of my mind. When we were younger, wed shared more than the average amount of affection, bordering on something deeper. Hed understood me like no one else had and Id never met anyone whod compared.

Niall stepped in and took a seat on my couch like he lived here, resting his arms behind his head. I grabbed one of the wrought iron chairs from my kitchen and flipped it around, sitting to face him. I was not going to fall into the trap of nestling up next to him on the couch. Thatd get way too uncomfortable.

So do you have any suspects? Anyone who might know what a selkie is, who would steal your pelt? Anyone whos big on collecting fur rugs? I tucked a long strand of brown hair behind my ear, the motion drawing his eyes to my face.

Most of the people here dont know what a selkie is and have no clue about fae. The prime suspects would be anyone new, or anyone whos either a habitual kleptomaniac or a collector.

Any luck on your interrogation of all the ladies coming to Safe Harbor?

He snorted. That obvious?

I shook my head. Nah, they flock around you. Granted, we dont have a lot of young blood in this town anyway. Mostly old retirees.

What would you be, grandma? he asked, shifting on my weathered black couch so he was lying down. His long legs hung over the side.

The chump who waited. I scratched the back of my head, realizing I let a little too much slip out there. His eyebrows scrunched together but before he could ask further, I cut him off. Want a cup of tea while we start making this list?

He caught my reluctance to continue. Sure, surprise me.



***



Youd think with two people and a town the size of a peanut, wed be able to come up with some leads, right? Yeah, wasnt happening. Wed scoured half the place and already we were back where we started, with the Dusty Rose Apartments sign rearing its tan and brown head in the distance.

Turned out, looking for someone who might have stolen a seal pelt, with no clue of the motive, in a town full of fishermen and trappers bordered on lunacy. We came up with a list of restaurants and shops and checked them all to see if the lodge up the street had a pelt on the wall or the local tanner had done something to it. No luck. Niall had already scoped out any other place in town himself, which left residential homes as our last targets.

And the whole time Niall cracked jokes, winked at me, and found excuses for our hands to touch or to grab my arm. All the more infuriating, knowing the second we found his pelt, he could dodge out again and leave me alone with my conch shell and memories.



Not that I fully believed him about the pelt and turning into a seal thing. Id have to be crazy to buy it off the bat. However, the way hed asked for my help, so earnest, I couldnt turn him down.

We reached the front stoop of my apartment.

Mr. Casey sat on the steps like usual. Got a man in your life now, Meggie?

A blush tore across my cheeks. I didnt dare look at Niall because, knowing him, he probably stared at me with that teasing smile in his eyes. Instead I focused on the steps and took a seat next to Mr. Casey. Hes just some guy who keeps following me around. Cant take a hint.

Dont you be bothering her. Mr. Casey spared Niall a glance beyond his newspaper. An idea struck me as he sat there poring over the headlines like always.

Hey, Mr. Casey? I asked, drawing his attention away from his paper. Anyone new come into town recently? My friend Niall here is looking for someone and hasnt had any luck. They said theyd be showing up here and its not like were that much bigger than a four by four.

He squinted as if staring at the street would help him concentrate. I kept quiet, not wanting to disrupt the process. Niall had a smug look on his face, ridiculous considering his search had been dragging so badly hed come to me for help.

Apart from your boy? Theres a trim sort of guy, maybe a retiree, whos taking up at the shack by the dock and a husband and wife whove brought two kids in. I think theyre vacationing though.

Hope surged in my chest. Actual prospects. Not that they had to be newcomers but if selkies had lived around these parts for years, coming to and fro with their pelts, it stood to reason anyone local whod wanted to steal one wouldve. Granted, I wasnt going to go gunning for a vacationing family with kids. The man by the dock, however, seemed like the type to have an interest in a seal pelt.

Want me to walk you up to your apartment? Niall asked, ever the gentleman. I shook my head on instinct. Our entire friendship had taken place on the sand and surf and seeing him around town still weirded me out, let alone having him in my apartment. He jammed his hands in his pockets. Way to go, Megan, making him uncomfortable.

Im fine. I recovered. Ill see you at work tonight?

Mr. Casey glanced my way, peeking over his newspaper. Wasnt going to be able to avoid that gossip. The man kept abreast of everything from the daily news to what color the Mackenzies were painting their new babys room.

I sighed and stepped into the corridor. My apartment lay untouched with our empty tea cups still sitting on my coffee table. I picked them up and brought them to the sink, my thumb rubbing against the teabag tag. In a matter of days, hed already woven his way back into my life. Niall was all I thought about, the same way hed dominated my mind when I was younger and met him by the sea. However, I had to stop this nonsense. Last time hed left, picking up the shattered remnants of my life had left me wrecked and disillusioned, and I didnt need a repeat.

A half hour of prep and I was presentable for work, where again I faced the prospect of Niall. Thankfully, either Gina or Terry would likely corner him and bat their lashes, which meant he wouldnt have time to flirt with me like hed been doing all day. Because if I fell any deeper for the way his eyes crinkled with his smile or his habit of tapping on his nose to emphasize a point, my ship would be sunk.

The glass Id been holding splashed a little water on the floor before I realized my hands were shaking. Id reached a placid state of living where people didnt affect me deeper than casual conversation and the occasional laugh. Of course he had to come and complicate things. Suck me into that crap world of emotion where I could get hurt. I dumped the rest of my water and touched up my eye shadow. Despite the logical part of me that wanted to avoid him and keep far away, any time I tried, a hollowness pinched my insides and I struggled to breathe. Good job, Megan. Way to jump straight into the deep end.








Chapter Five





My walk home from my shift shouldve been just me. Id kept my distance and agreed to meet with him tomorrow, even trying to remain inconspicuous with my avoidance. And yet, a couple of minutes into my stroll down the deck, footsteps echoed behind me.

Meg, wait up, he called, his voice clear in the quiet night. I turned around, feeling split wide open. The night hit me worse, reminding me of our evening swims and leaving me drowning in memories.

Dont tell me you plan on tagging along this whole way? Levity danced on my voice but didnt break the apprehension in my chest.

Did I do something to bother you? he asked, grabbing my hand.

I pulled my hand away and crossed my arms. Look, I agreed to help you find your pelt and all. Im happy to see you, trust me. But youve got to understand its kind of painful, you being around again when I know youre going to be gone once the pelts found.

Is that what you think? he asked. My guard melted. Even though I wanted to keep my distance, I couldnt, not when he looked at me with those eyes, ones that even when darkened by shadows hid tomes of buried emotion. We reached the path that carved through the park. A couple stray benches lined the way with the green broken up by trees and the occasional bush.

I shrugged. What else am I supposed to think? Im not stupid and Ive learned from past mistakes. Not well enough though, getting involved with him again.

He grabbed my hand again and pulled me closer, inches away from him. The salt breeze brushed by us, drawing his scent all around me. But unlike before, when he was cold and wet from the ocean, now he was warm and real. My back arched with the thrill of being so close to him. How often had we swum together? How did he know when I was upset, what I was feeling without asking? Not like I broadcasted. Most people thought I was chipper day in and out, and sometimes I believed them.

The ocean roared behind us, a distant beast. Here was alien territory, standing on land surrounded by the green with the overarching branches casting shadows from above. The sweet smell of freesia flowers mingled with pine, a strange combination for this close to fall. He didnt make any move to let go of my hand and I didnt pull away.

The magnetic attraction Id felt for him, strong as the tide, tugged at me now. Stupid. It was stupid to get attached. To care for him again. But despite my denial, deep down I knew I already did. I was invested the second I knew who he was because my heart still squeezed in my chest whenever I remembered our nightly swims and every time I thought too long on the conch shell around my neck, the longing that followed was too painful. Id never forgotten him. Id never stopped caring.

He let go of my hand and my shoulders sagged, whether from relief or disappointment, I wasnt sure. Until his hands cupped around my cheeks. I stared into those eyes, letting the boy Id known study me. My longing wasnt one-sided, not from the way he drank in my features like he was committing them to memory.

Before my mind could argue any more, my body betrayed me. I leaned up and pressed my lips to his. The response was instantaneous.

He kissed me with the fervor of someone whod waited for years. Maybe we had. His soft lips found mine and his fingers cupped the base of my head, twining into my hair. He pulled me forward, but I needed no urging. I melted into his kiss, hungrily diving in for more. My body pressed against his, the heat flooding through me like a lit furnace. He tasted like copper and salt as I twined my tongue around his, dipping it in, teasing him.

My fingertips trailed down his back, snagging on the fabric of his shirt. Underneath were muscles I knew well, muscles Id seen flex while he swam, more graceful than a dancer. He nipped at my lip and a slight moan slipped out. My breaths were short, hot and heavy as if the particles around us were weighed down from the tension. For whatever sea creature he claimed to be, God, the boy could kiss.

His hand trailed down, fingertips grazing my skin and leaving a trail of heightened awareness as they clenched around my waist, exploring. I twined my arms around his neck, locking my lips with his again and again, like hed disappear at any moment. He kissed down my neck, grazing the sensitive skin and making me squeeze my thighs together. His lips moved lower, lower, to the clavicle, until they brushed my necklace. I froze.

Reality came crashing in on me. I had been trying to distance myself while helping because I knew the end result. The end result hung around my neck as a reminder of what happened when I got too close.

He noticed it too from the way I tensed. I pulled his hand from my chest, the mood retreating like a shell tugged toward the tide. Leaning up, I kissed him. Simple and sweet. I drank in the tang of copper, of his soft lips on mine and of the want, the yearning that burned behind those blue eyesand I let go.

Sorry, I whispered. Ill help you, but I wont do this song and dance. I cant.

Before he could argue, I slipped away.








Chapter Six





The next day, we met by the docks after my shift at Bobbys, giving us the afternoon to check up on this mysterious retiree.

If youre supposed to work with someone, Id recommend not getting all hot and bothered with them the night before. The word of the day was tense. Niall didnt try to bring anything up. I had to at least respect him for not trying to delude me further, but the whole situation made my chest ache. Even if he were to claim hed stay, would I have believed him? Not likely. I believed in actions, not words. Any two-bit sleaze could spin a tale without breaking a sweat and a good liar wouldnt even feel bad.

With both of us avoiding our hookup and the tension hanging like a winter blanket, I was as uncomfortable as Id been when I first met Mason.

So your plan is to break into someones house? Didnt they teach you land laws in seal school? I argued, jabbing a finger toward the cabin. It stood on the opposite side of the docks, adjacent to the last pier in the row. It had been for sale forever. No one wanted to buy the shack because the door hung off the hinges and the roof puckered in. Plus, every time a storm hit, the cabin took the brunt of the damage. The only type of person who would live there was someone who loved the ocean more than people, was crazy, or some selkie pelt-stealer.

We didnt have seal school, he grumbled. And if hes not home, whats the big deal with rooting around his house a bit?

See? This is why you belong in the ocean, because it does whatever it wants. Isnt someone taking something of yours what got you into this predicament in the first place? If we get caught here, were screwed.

We traveled along the dock as we bickered, the cabin growing closer by the second.

Niall grunted, not satisfied with my logic. Well, then, Miss Morals, what would you propose?

The scent of cinnamon and fresh-baked apple pie from the Starry Sky Bakeshop wafted my way. My lips quirked with a smile.

Why dont you leave that to me?



***



I waited by the door, utilizing every shred of self-control to keep from tearing open the packaging and stealing a slice of pie for myself. It didnt help that I could see the caramel and gooey apple filling from the cutout. Not in the slightest.

Id already knocked once, but no response.

Maybe he hadnt heard me. I raised my hand to knock again when the door opened.

Not as grizzled or old as Id expected, but the mans salt and pepper hair gave away his age. He was bony more than anything, with sharp elbows and knees protruding from the sag of his pants. His pale eyes darted around, not staying in one place for long. Either guilty or crazy. Wonderful, this would make distracting him a dodgier endeavor.

Niall had slipped around back but I didnt see him now, which I supposed was a good thing. We had agreed on a compromise since he argued if we both went in, he couldnt poke around much. Which meant I had to be the distraction while he rifled through Mr. Crazy Eyes belongings. Gulp.

Hey, neighbor! I tried on a smile that felt way too full and my voice was a pitch too high. A worse candidate for distraction couldnt have been found, because already my nerves were on edge while I worried on the thousands of ways Niall could get caught.

Can I help you? His gaze lingered on the pie. No, wait, I was wrong. He was staring at my chest. I buried my revulsion. He didnt bother hiding his leer and his eyes glinted, surrounded by weighty wrinkles.

Niall was going to need time, which required acting on my part. While Id never starred in any plays, one thing I could do was handle creeps on a job. If I could deal with them at Safe Harbor, I could deal with them here. I thrust my chest forward, giving him the full view.

Heard you were new in town and figured you hadnt been by the bakery, yet. Its a great introduction to living here. I lifted the pie-laden box.

He stared at it like Id offered him a thrashing cat. With the way that cinnamon wafted through the breeze, if he didnt want it, I was two steps away from tearing into this pie. My arms had begun to tire, holding it aloft, when he snatched it from my hand. His eyes narrowed. Well, even if we hadnt found the guy whod stolen Nialls pelt, this town had earned itself one crazy.

So when did you move in? I asked, angling myself so he couldnt shut the door.

Last week. Thanks for the pie. His voice was cautious, tentative.

What I didnt expect was the door flying at my face. The wooden pane hit my forehead and elbow and scraped the side of my leg. I tumbled, landing on my ass in front of his cabin in shock. For such a slight man, he had some strength to him. I frowned, rubbing my stinging elbow. No glimpses of him from the widow. What a freakin jerk. I shouldve saved that pie for myself.

Oh, crap. Niall was still inside.

Despite the tumble Id taken, I rushed up to the door again and knocked. Not that I expected New Crazy Neighbor to answer, but at the very least I was hoping itd offer a distraction. As long as Niall heard my knocks and got the hell out of there.

I was rewarded with a glimpse of those pale, angry eyes from the window. Good, at least I had his attention. My heart raced. No sign of Niall and I couldnt hear anything but rustling coming from inside. I knocked again which was followed by a thump against the door, probably a kick from the old jerk. The last thing I wanted was to explain to a police officer why Niall had been poking around someone elses house.

The lovely new neighbor glared at me through the window again. Continually knocking against the door wouldnt help, plus I didnt want to think what the old guy might do if I kept at it. However, with him watching me like that, I couldnt swing around back to check for Niall.

The sun glinted off the waves lapping up to the pier beside the house. Thats where I could wait. Public property, which meant the old coot, couldnt shoo me away. A large part of me wanted to whirl around and give him the finger, but Id been raised better. I turned on my heel and strode away, heading down the length of wooden slats. I sat down by the ledge and swung my legs over the side, a salty breeze sweeping by me and a spray of water droplets cleansing my face.

No one was coming out of the house. No Niall. My heart pounded a thousand beats a minute in my chest. Why should I care? Hed ditched me before, whats to say he wasnt going to do it again? I sucked in a deep breath and forced my gaze up to the sky as if the brilliant blue expanse would erase my worries.

Something tugged on my leg.

I jerked upright in surprise. Before I could look downanother tug. I dropped like a stone into the sea.

The water surged all around but the pressure at my leg released. I kicked up, swimming to the top and blind to everything around me. Air flooded my lungs as I broke through to the surface.

The sound of laughter cut through my panic. Laughter Id heard a million and one times, mischievous as ever.

Thanks, jerk. I pushed a wave of water Nialls way. He dodged past it and swam next to me, his eyes glinting like the cresting water under the suns rays. You scared me half to death. I thought that old creep had found you out.

He swam circles around me like the seal he claimed to be, that stupid, smug smile on his face. God, I wanted to smack it off him.

I heard your knock on the door and jetted. His movements were liquid.

I bobbed along with the waves, allowing my body to float. My heartbeat returned to a normal level and I let out a long exhale. Better have been worth the loss of that delicious pie. Did you find your long-lost sealskin?

Niall splashed me with water, disrupting my temporary calm. Id caught it though, the darkening in his gaze when Id asked even if he didnt want me to see. Spluttering, I wiped my face and kicked off to the pier. I grappled with the deck, hefting myself out of the water. My tank top and capris clung to me like tape but the sun warmed my skin, searing off the droplets one by one. Niall climbed up after and sat beside me. He stared out at the churning waters with the desperate longing of a widow waiting for someone whod never return.

Hey, Niall, my voice softened, level with me. What does it mean when a selkie loses their pelt?

Imagine you lose your arms. You have to learn how to live without them and youre stuck with all those phantom sensations. That touches the surface of what happens when a selkie loses their pelt. Youre limited and cut off, not only physically. But deep down some part intrinsically youis gone. Removed. He balled his hand into a fist and refused to look my way.

I didnt want to see him sad like this. My chest tightened and I found it harder to breathe. Dont give up hope yet. Weve just started looking, I offered, tugging away the wet strands of hair plastering my cheeks.

His sigh was resigned and I knew he didnt buy it. He reached over to squeeze my hand. Youve got work tonight; lets get you home. Well keep looking tomorrow.

What bothered me the most was the hesitation in his voice when he said thatlike he was running out of time.








Chapter Seven





Tonight was my bartending shift, one of my favorite nights. The allure of alcohol made people easy to manipulate and the ones who got rowdy or uncomfortable were escorted out the second Janice fixed eyes on them. Yet, Niall still haunted my thoughts, drifting through them like a specter even when he wasnt working with me.

Al pushed his empty pint glass my way.

Refill? I asked, poised with the glass at the taps. He nodded and slumped forward in his seat. I poured his Bud and set it in front of him. My mind was in a different place, a strange fantasy land where mystical creatures like selkies existed and where imaginary friends were real. Everything the doc had told me to steer away from.

Thankfully, my shift was close to over so Id be able to distract myself with a book and a hot shower. The other night flared up in my mind, how soft those lips had been on mine and how his hand had pressed possessively against my back. Maybe a cold shower was in order.

The door creaked open as a familiar woman approached. She sidled up to the bar and waved me down.

What can I get for you? I asked, holding a cup in hand.

A glass of milk, she said, not bothering to look up at me.

Have ID for that? I joked as I ducked under the counter for the fridge. Stony face and no response. What a charmer. As I handed off the milk, the familiarity clicked. I recognized her from the other night when Id been training Niallthe chubby woman whod been too busy ogling him to give me the time of day. And shed returned. Joy.

She didnt grace me with any more conversation and took a gulp from her glass of milk. Al didnt say anything to her either, which struck me as odd. Normally he chatted with anyone and everyone who approached the bar. I wiped the same spot on the countertop, over and over again.

Why hadnt Mr. Casey mentioned her in his list of newbies in town? Shed never been around here before and the last time Mr. Casey had swung in, shed been sitting in a booth, ordering a bowl of coleslaw and not speaking to me. Strange he wouldnt notice.



I tried to keep my gaze away from her even though the way she sat there in silence sipping at her milk bothered me. Maybe it was the rudeness, but no one looked at her when they passed by. No one acknowledged her presence or gave the seat she sat in any berth. Like she was invisible. Which was crazy, of course, but after my week of selkies and missing pelts, my mind was pretty wide open.

By the time we closed up, she had finished off her glass of milk. Not tipping and not saying another word, she left the bar. The second the door shut, I raced over to Terry. Time to follow a hunch.

Can you do me a huge favor and cover me for closing up tonight? I asked, grabbing her hands.

Terry nodded, throwing her hands up with a sigh. Yeah, yeah, pay me back in some good gossip.

I grinned, gave a thumbs up, and raced to the door. The woman waddled down the street in the direction of the old residential section of town. Few people lived there now, most of us migrating to the newer buildings and the apartment complexes. I stuck to the shadows, driven by some insane impulse that she might have Nialls pelt. That I could save him and see his smile again.

The moon wasnt as bright tonight, obscured by tufts of purplish clouds. The woman ducked down Shorehouse Lane, a largely abandoned street. Old McKinley lived at the end in a large mansion, but the apothecary had shut down and Sweet Treats went out of business, leaving only Martys Deli still thriving. This time of night though, even that was closed up. Where was she going?

I maintained a distance between us, careful to hide in the shadows. Her blonde hair glowed white under the nights sheen and stood out as an easy target. If she saw me following her home, who knows, she might call the cops on me for stalking. Sweat beaded on my neck as a strong breeze rustled through the empty street. I took measure of my footsteps, careful to avoid crunching down on a twig or kicking a pebble. Despite her weight, the woman didnt make a sound as she walked down the street. She stopped in front of the old apothecary shop.

Shit. I ducked behind an aluminum trash can, hoping she didnt decide to backtrack. After a rustling followed by a creak, I peered past the can, trying to see where she went.

The street lay empty. Vanished, right before my eyes. Had she ducked into the storefront?

I crept forward, checking in front, behind, and to my sides. All clear. The night was silent, free from the sounds of cars and footsteps. Even the wind had died, leaving no sounds of rustling branches or scraping leaves. The glass front of the empty store loomed like the gaping maw of a shark. With the way the clouds obscured the moon, the sky had reached a forest-like dark. My nerves bristled like the chord of an electric guitar thrumming through the air.

A finger tapped on my shoulder.

I whirled around, throwing my hands up in defense. Blank, whitewashed eyes stared at me from the pudgy face of the blonde woman. Before I could scream, run, or claw at her, my wrists snapped behind my back and my lips snapped shut.

The stickiness and strength against my mouth felt like duct tape, but she hadnt moved. She stared at me with that pupil-less gaze. Each time I blinked, her form changed. One moment, I saw the woman whod sat at my bar all night, drinking milk. Average, ash-blonde hair, and dumpy. The next, her eyes morphed, milky white, and her skin mutated, twisted like rope and the lurid color of ketchup. One moment she wore a pink jogging suit, the next, her gaunt, stretched body was clothed in filthy rags.

Until it stopped and the woman was no more, a demon in her place.

My mind skipped and seized in terror. Words could not define the monster standing before me. And yet a joyful part of me surged up at the realization that Niall had been telling the truthat least before the sane part of me realized how much danger I was truly in. Like a rollercoaster, my mind had climbed its way to the toponly to witness how far there was to fall. And like a coaster, the second the fear hit, my stomach plummeted with the drop.

The moment I tried to run, my legs froze, too, bound the same way as my wrists. Those meaty hands with their yellowed claws hefted me and she dropped me onto her wide shoulder, the bony frame digging into my abdomen. I thrashed and tried to scream, but the sound was muffled by whatever shed slapped on my mouth.

We were heading for the abandoned storefront. Late at night, no townsfolk traveled the streets. Only crumpled Marlboro packs and trampled straws witnessed my kidnapping. No one to distract her or call the police. Tears pricked at my eyes. No, no, no. What was she going to do to me? What was this monster going to do?

God, I shouldve stayed at work. I shouldve waited for Niall. I shouldve believed him. Anything but following this monster down the abandoned streets leading to its lair. The creature dropped me on the ground, and not gently. Shocks of pain shot through me as I landed on my spine. The demon trudged away, disappearing into the blackness of the back rooms.

The apothecary smelled like dust and vinegar. Tears trailed down my cheeks, but I still couldnt speak and whatever kept me bound, held. My parentswhat would they do when I stopped returning their calls? Would they find my body here?

Fear spiked through me, so strong I could barely breathe. My insides were Novocain-numb.

With as dark a night as it was, inside the apothecary was darker. The glass panels lining the front of the shop stood out clear as a sunny day. Think, Megan, think. I couldnt walk or run, but I had to try something. I swiveled, back and forth, inching my way forward like a snake through tall grasses.

The floorboards creaked. Footsteps. The demon had returned.

Ruddy candlelight flickered and cast the stretched shadow of the beast along the floorboards. My shoulders tensed. She came closer and closer.

Look at what a lovely treat you are. The voice was gasping, wispy. Youre a human with a bit of fairy seasoning to you. Have you been dabbling around in forbidden territory? Her eyes widenedthe milky, unblinking onesand an empty smile scrawled onto her face. Bile rose in my throat.

I wriggled on the ground until I managed to sit upright, albeit with effort. My shoulders trembled but I glared balefully at the beast, trying with all my might to mask the terror inside.

Youll do for a snack. Maybe even last long enough for a meal. Those long fingernails tapped at her chin. My stomach churned. Think, think. Id read books on fairy creatures aplenty. Iron, they had an aversion to ironbut of course I had none on hand.

The jagged fingernail scraped down from my shoulder to my wrist. I shuddered in fear and revulsion. Her hot breath smelled rotten, like turned milk.

A tall and broad-shouldered silhouette passed by the window, and my heart leapt in my chest. I grunted, trying to draw attention my way, thrashing on the floor. The demon narrowed her eyes, scraggly brows drooping down with the motion. I thrust my shoulder forward, shoving at the demons arm. The same arm came speeding my way a second later. Wind flew out of me with the blow as my body slammed against the wall.

Get the hell away from her. A low voice broke through the quiet of the room.

Niall.

Shadows darkened his face and murder reigned in those eyes. Eyes Id only ever seen laughing, soft, gentle. They transformed him into something malevolent like a storm at the sea.

He swiped his hand out and the bonds around me relaxed. I gulped in deep breaths of air and tears burned as they rolled down my cheeks.

The demon advanced toward him. The girl was following me. Shes fair game.

This is my town, my land. You know that. His gaze flashed like lightning striking.

That eerie smile spread onto the beasts face again, showing a whole line of thick gray teeth. Ah, not so. Wheres your pelt, Niall? Without that, youre one of them.

So that was why the demon stole his pelt. Despite the way my legs were shaking, I managed to stand. The door lay past them. I could run there. I should run there, not deal with this insane supernatural mess. With these fae creatures who shouldnt exist.

Get out of here, Megan. Niall drew knives from his boots and stepped forward.

Run. Running wouldnt solve the problem, though. Based on the questionable stains on the floor, this beast had made her home here. On top of that, I wasnt going to leave Niall behind. I darted down for the candle on the floor, ignoring the splash of hot wax on my hand. The sole advantage I had? This was my town. Id been in this apothecary a thousand times before it shut down.

I ran, but not in the direction Niall wanted me to.

The candlelight cast a dim yellow glow interspersed by jagged shadows along the walls. They faced off in the showcase room, the main spot in the store. There were two back rooms; one was for storage and the other was an employee break room. At least once upon a time it had been. Nialls pelt wouldnt be pinned to a wall or slung haphazardly around one of those rooms. No, it would be hidden, stored away. This monster thought she was so very clever. Fortunately, so had the former shop owner. And an inquisitive little girl who had visited there every Saturday.

Secret or trap doors are the coolest things when youre a kid, and tend to stick out in the memory. I reached for the window, trying to tug it open. Stuck, glued by the sludge of disuse. I dug into the pockets of my skirt, grateful for the use of my hands again. The walls shook and a crash echoed through the place, coming from the other room. My heart reverberated against my ribcage, beating at a hummingbirds pace.

Grabbing a pen from my pocket, I dug the point into the crack, trying to loosen it. Chips of painted wood flew up and the pen snapped in half as I jabbed at the ledge. I tried again. Still stuck. Angling myself, I shoved all my weight into the push. The window shot upward with a groan.

Between the windowpanes was the cutout. Old Man George had shown it to me as a kid, a place where he stored old pennies, tin teaspoons, and a worn copy of Moby Dick, along with some of his other favorite books. I reached into the hole, half expecting something to snap my hand off.

My fingers brushed against furthe slicked-down, silky kind.








Chapter Eight





I grabbed Nialls pelt from the crevice, hoping I wasnt too late.

Guided by the flickering candlelight, I veered around the corner and more wax splashed onto my hand. Nialls back was on the ground, the demon atop him. The knife in Nialls hand glinted, but the demons claws were sharper. The rusty scent of blood filled the air as talons ripped into his arms, tearing skin. My stomach twisted. Was this monster one of those fae creatures, like him?

Niall needed a distraction. Something to give him an advantage.

Well, I had just the thing.

I found the pelt! I shouted in the loudest voice I could muster. Both Niall and the demon glanced my way.

The monster lashed out with long, knobby limbs before I had a chance to run. Yellowed nails raked my cheek as she scrabbled closer, trying to get the pelt I held behind me. Fear froze my feet. Have to run. Have to get out of here. Despite the panic roaring in my mind, the sear of pain as blood trickled from the cuts on my cheek, the brush of fire-hot skin as the beast grappled with meI saw the fury in Nialls eyes and none of it mattered.

The second the beast turned its back, Nialls knife found its mark.

The monster howled in pain and I scrambled away from its thrashing arms, trying to angle around to Niall. Before I could hand over the pelt, Niall had snatched it out of my hands. The beast sank to its knees, howling in pain from a dagger pierced through that mottled flesh, straight into the spine.

Niall brandished the pelt in his hands, sealskin so thick and luminescent it shone without any help from the moon. Get out of my town. His voice was all menace. Dont ever think of stealing a selkies pelt again. Youll find yourself floating face-first in the ocean and the sea wont be nearly as forgiving.

With the pelt in his hands, something about him changed. Not mutated, like the woman had into the monster that groveled in front of us, but a subtle change, his stance stronger and more dangerous. His face held ancient wisdom, like hed seen the depths of the ocean and swum up to tell the tales. More than anything, I could sense the power flowing through him, as strong as the tides lapping to shore. God, he was beautiful.

Go, he commanded, his voice a combination of steel and something phantom. The creatures milky eyes narrowed, but she obeyed. Step by begrudging step, she hobbled out of the storefront, leaving splotches of dark-purple blood in her wake.

Once the door shut, Niall raced to my side. I hadnt realized my legs had given way, but I sat on the ground, staring up at him. His hand cupped my cheek and he knelt so we were face to face.

Well, that thing wasnt very friendly. I tried for a grin, but it wavered. The aftershock of all that paralyzing fear and choking adrenaline left me exhausted.

Niall laughed softly, but his eyes betrayed him, as concerned and filled with worry as the sweet boy Id always known. He wrapped those strong arms around me, squeezing tight. His warmth flooded through my chest even though my limbs had already turned to jelly. Thank you, he murmured into my hair.

He lifted me off the ground as if I was as light as a child. My eyelids kept fluttering heavier than I remembered. He stepped out into the blackened street, carrying me. I clung to consciousness, but seconds later the shadowy buildings and distant streetlamps flickered in and out. His scent enveloped me, reminders of the salty sea, nighttime breezes, and the distant sounds of the tide as it lulled me to sleep.



***



I woke with a start as sunlight poured in through the window. The walls surrounding me were peach and accented by a couple of spartan black and white photos of people Id never seen before in my life. The memories from last night rushed at me: following the customer; the way shed morphed into a monster; how Id been bound on the floor of the apothecary; finding Nialls pelt.

Had it been a nightmare? I sat up in a bed that wasnt mine and flipped the tartan blanket off. I wore the same red halter top and khaki skirt from the night before, dirty and ripped up. My fingertips brushed over the lumpy scab forming on my cheek, sending a twinge of pain at the touch.

On the other side of the room, Niall sat, hunched forward in a chair. The sun illuminated the rich sienna hues of his hair, exaggerating the curve of his neck and the shadow of his collarbone. I glanced over to the digital clock on the dresser and panic rolled through me. My shift at Bobbys had started three hours ago. The moment I hopped out of bed, Nialls eyes fluttered open.

Meg, where are you going? he asked, his voice thick with sleep.

Have to get home and get to work. I stopped, realizing I had no idea which direction to go. Where are we?

My apartment. He yawned, stretching his arms over his head. And dont worry. I took the liberty of calling you off both jobs. After the hell you went through last night, you need a day off.

A shudder rolled through me from the graying, fear-tinted memories of yesterday. They had been real. I sat on the bed, staring at the matted carpet. The mattress moved as Niall sat beside me.

How did you find me? I asked.

Youre going to laugh, he said, squeezing the bed frame.

Try me.

Scent. I tracked you down. He scratched the nape of his neck and glanced away sheepishly.

I blinked. Like a puppy or something. The craziness of the past couple days bubbled within me and before I could hold it back, laughter burst from my chest. My shoulders shook, tears pricked at my eyes, but I couldnt stop laughing, half-hysterical. When I caught my breath, I looked over at Niall. Hed crossed his arms over his chest while he waited for me to stop.

My tracking skills are hilarious. His voice was deadpan.

Youre like an oceanic Lassie. My grin twitched on my face, threatening to tumble over into laughter again.

Ha. He tried to hold onto his seriousness, but seconds later broke into a broad grin. You did it, though. You found the fae that stole my pelt. Pride emanated from the confident curve of his smile as his fingers caressed my cheek. His touch jolted me and I was torn between holding his hand there and backing away. A sigh slipped his lips. I shouldve never gotten you involved. Those type of fae are cowards, but crafty. She was squatting, trying to get some fast food on legs.

The milk white eyes and twisted body flashed through my mind again. That fae would be haunting my nightmares for a long time to come. A long and lonely time. Nialls pelt hung on the chair where hed slept.

Now youve got your pelt again. Youre a free man, I mumbled, unable to look up at him. This was it, the point where hed leave again. No conch shell reminder this time, just out the door, or gone the next morning, and I still would never know how he felt. This was the part Id dreaded.

Niall stood and picked up his pelt from the chair. I found it harder to breathe. Was he going to leave that quickly? He crouched in front of me.

Youre right. His eyes glowed with the intensity emanating from them. Im a free man, which means Im free to give you this. He placed the pelt in my hands, his movement slow and reverent.

I tilted my head to the side. Not that I wasnt honored, but wed spent all that time finding this all important pelt so he could give it away again?

A soft smile hovered on his lips. I know you dont get the formality. When a selkie gives up his pelt, its only to his mate. It means I want to stay here with you. If youll have me, I mean. A light blush overtook his cheeks, surprising from a man who kept his cool like he kept his secrets.

Processing his words took a couple seconds and I stared at him dumbfounded, just blinking. He would stay. He wanted to stay with me. A knot unfurled in my chest and, awash with relief, tears pricked at my eyes. He looked away and the mood got awkward as he fidgeted with the pelt in his hands. Oh, crap, I was leaving him hanging.

Of course I want you to stay. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him tight. Warmth spread down through my fingertips and my shoulders ached with relief; he wasnt going to leave again. He was here to stay.

His lips found mine first. A delicious fluttering lifted my chest and I drank in his taste of copper and the sea. I slipped my tongue into his mouth, darting against his, playfully, the same way we danced together in the ocean. His kiss consumed me, enveloped me in the same way the water did every time I plunged off the pier and into the deep end. And God, I was in deep.

My fingers gripped his hair and wandered down his smooth skin, gliding over each taut muscle. His hand pressed against the small of my back and my breasts strained against his chest. This close, I could feel his hot breath on my neck as his lips traveled down to my collarbone. Id been waiting for him for so long. When he returned, I was worried hed leave again, the same way, but no. He was here, real flesh and bone. His lips found mine again and I shivered from the bliss that traveled through me. Niall was here to stay.

Before when wed kissed, I had been desperate, drowning in paranoia and fear from all the years Id spent missing him. This was different. The need for him hit me as strong as the intense desire heating his eyes, but I was no longer afraid. Instead, anticipation bubbled up inside.

He pulled away first for breath, our chests heaving as we stared at each other in an intoxicated haze.

Youre going to stay. The smile overtaking my face couldnt be wider, so strong it hurt.

Always. He kissed me then, his lips brushing against mine. The motion was tender and so sweet, my chest ached, and I knew. Despite the sea being wild and the waves rolling away from the shore, the tide always returns.
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Felines and Flowers by Stephanie Grace





During high school, Warren was just Wendys youth pastor. All grown up and shepherding over her own flock of church kids, Wendy Miller turns to her old friend for help. Not that Warren is that old. In fact, the two have a lot more in common than Wendy would have ever thought.

After the death of his wife, Warren was sure he was finished with relationships. Wendy changes that forgone conclusion with her bright spirit and zest for life. Lining up their desires when theyre at very different points in their lives proves a challenge that might take a little divine intervention, or at least help from friends.
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Redemption by Rebecca Royce

The Warrior Series  Book 4





Rachel Clancy made a decision to erase herself from the lives of her friends and family. She did this, she believes, to free herself up to make some hard decisions. Only to realize out she was manipulated by a master into doing just what he wanted….

Now, she is alone with no one to turn to for help.

But fate isn't done with Rachel. When she is thrust back into the path of her former peoplewho have no idea who she isshe will find that life gives second chances. Will she gain redemption? Or is it too late…?
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