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				Epigraph

				My own songs awakened from that hour,

				And with them the key, the word up from the waves,

				The word of the sweetest song and all songs,

				That strong and delicious word which, creeping to my feet,

				(Or like some old crone rocking the cradle,

				swathed in sweet garments, bending aside)

				The sea whispered me.

				”Sea Drift,” Leaves of Grass,

				WALT WHITMAN

				There are sleeping dreams and waking dreams;

				What seems is not always as it seems ...

				”A Ballad of Boding,”

				CHRISTINA GEORGINA ROSSETTI
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				Prologue

				She found the boy at dawn, during her morning escape from the big house on the hill. Not running, not walking either—occasionally skipping down the narrow path to the rocky shore, dragging a beach towel behind her and a tote bag for her drawing pad and pencils. Dawnlight was the best; but it was always cool and windy, and she was bundled in so many layers of wool and cotton, she felt fat.

				It was a relief to leave the house. Her grandparents were kind, but their business occupied them all the time, and the girl did not always care for their guests, or the fights those strangers brought with them. She also disliked the way some of them looked at her—with puzzlement—and sometimes, disdain.

				Twelve, she had overheard one of the visitors say, the night before. Twelve years old and ordinary.

				Better ordinary than rude and mean, thought the girl, listening to the gentle throbbing roar of the waves rushing the shore. She had better things to do with her time than listen to stupid men who wore stupid suits and smelled like ladies’ perfume. That, and her grandfather had told her more than once that she was perfect the way she was. The girl knew that was a lie, but it was enough that he loved her.

				The path curved. Gulls cried. The sun was just beginning to peer over the ocean horizon, a glint of gold carved in an endless wash of peach light. The girl inhaled deeply, throwing out her arms. Pretending she could fly toward the dawn and burn in that light.

				A fantasy interrupted by a low moan.

				She flinched, heart thudding, and spun around to search the beach for another person. Ready to run if she had to. But she saw nothing. Just rock and driftwood, and the water rushing in, dark with glints of silver that lengthened, and were lost in shadow, again and again, shimmering as the sea sometimes did, as though the foam were made of diamonds.

				Nothing. The girl saw nothing, until she heard that moan again, soft and anguished. She took a step, staring. Sensing movement behind one of the pale, twisted logs that had drifted onto shore.

				She almost fled. Her grandparents were always telling her to be careful, that bad people might try to take her, that she should trust no one but them, ever, because their business made enemies, and even though they had taken precautions, even though no one but a handful, mostly family, knew their faces...

				The girl took another step, then another. Slow, halting, her lungs aching from holding her breath. She was going to run, she told herself. Fly in the opposite direction and go get help.

				But that voice sounded so pained. What if someone was really hurt? What if there was no time to get help?

				She had to see. Had to be certain.

				It seemed to take forever to cross the distance. Just thirty feet, but it felt like a mile. The girl finally got close, though. She was short, and the driftwood was large. All she could see on the other side was a shimmer of light covered in tangled seaweed. And then that light shifted, and became ... scales.

				Her breath caught, again. But scales were less frightening than human legs. Emboldened, she walked quickly around the end of the log.

				And saw the boy.

				She did not expect him. Something else, maybe, but not him. Not a boy her age, with a gaunt white face covered in dried salt, or large eyes the pale blue of a sea glacier. His lips were cracked, and his hair was long, tangled, a white-blond halo glinting silver around his face. The sun was rising behind him. She felt blind for a moment, her knees weak.

				He had no legs. Just a tail. A fish tail.

				The girl staggered backward, and fell into the sand. She sat there, frozen, so terrified she could not breathe. She tried to cry out for help, for anyone who might be near, but her voice caught in her throat, and all she could do was wheeze. Tears pricked her eyes—and for a moment, just one, she imagined the same terror in the boy’s face. He tried to push away from her, and she saw a bright splash of blood on his pale, skinny chest.

				The blood woke her up. Snapped something free inside her chest. She could suddenly breathe, opening her mouth to scream—

				—and stopped. Just stopped, staring into those pale blue eyes, which were glinting with tears, and fear. And the girl thought of her grandparents, whom she trusted, and those visitors whom she did not, and the choice flowed through her before she was hardly conscious of it.

				She bunched her fingers into the cool damp sand and closed her mouth. Forced herself to breathe, then slowly, carefully, angled forward. She had seen strange things before, she reminded herself. Not as odd as this, but she could cope. She would cope.

				The boy tried to slide away toward the water. His tail hampered him. It was like watching a seal flop, only more disturbing. He was human above the waist, though his white flesh merged at his hips with silver scales—the rest of him, long and muscular, glimmering in the early sun. The girl felt like she was losing her mind, but the cool air nipped her hot cheeks, and her heart beat so hard she knew that she was alive, conscious.

				This was real.

				The boy had a cut on his chest, still bleeding. He seemed weak, and kept wincing as he tried to get away. His low, muffled cry was dull, keening. The girl flung out her hand but did not chase him.

				“Don’t be afraid,” she whispered.

				Her voice made him stop, and he peered at her over his shoulder. He was breathing hard, his eyes narrowed with pain. The girl slowly, carefully, crawled toward him. She was afraid to stand, that it would scare him. He tensed when she got close. She froze, then moved again. Humming a song her grandmother liked to sing to her at bedtime. The boy’s gaze flicked down to her mouth, then returned to her eyes.

				A moment later, he began to hum the same melody.

				His voice was unearthly. Chills swept over the girl, but she found herself smiling, and the corner of his mouth ticked upward, ever so faintly. She settled down in the sand, watching him—not too shy to let her gaze travel down the length of his body. He did the same to her, staring at her toes. She pushed her feet toward him, just a little, and wiggled each one into the sand. The boy stopped humming.

				“You’re hurt,” she said softly, and pointed to his chest.

				The boy touched the cut, very gingerly. It was a clean wound, as though a knife had been used. Blood still seeped from the wound. Red blood, like hers.

				He gave her a mournful look, and the girl remembered the beach towel. She had dropped it only a few feet away. She found a corner still untouched by the sand. Watching him carefully, she mimed rubbing her chest with it. The boy hesitated, then nodded.

				The girl crept close. So close she could feel the warmth of his skin, and the heat of his breath against her face. She dabbed at the wound, then flinched as the boy suddenly covered her hand with his and pressed the towel hard against the cut. For a moment her mind went blank—all she could think about was that he was touching her—and then she remembered the basic first aid she had learned in school and realized that he was trying to stop the bleeding—not clean the wound, as had been her first instinct. She felt like a fool.

				And it was hard to breathe again. She tried to tug her hand free, but his grip tightened. He looked down, and so did she. His skin was white—not like snow, but white as the perfect marble statues that sat on wooden pedestals in her grandfather’s library. A white stone that seemed to glow in sunlight. Much like the boy seemed to glow, perfect and unblemished.

				The girl had always been fair and freckled compared to her tanned, rambunctious cousins, but against the boy she was a dark peach pink, rich with color. He reached out with his other hand and touched a loose strand of her red hair, which had come loose from her braids and was blowing in the wind toward his face. He held it—and suddenly brave, she reached out to touch his hair. He tensed, then relaxed—flashing her another tentative smile.

				She loved that smile. She loved it with a fierceness that startled her. Never mind the impossibility of the moment—and him. His smile, shy and warm, was perfectly human—and better than human. The towel slipped down between them. The girl hardly noticed. She could not look away from his face. Memorizing every line. This was magic, she thought. This was what it meant to like a boy. To really like a boy and have her heart in her throat, and her head faint, and her skin rebelling with goose pimples. She understood now.

				The boy made several clicking sounds, wincing as he reached down to pick up the towel and press it against his wound. The bleeding had slowed, but it still looked painful. The girl thought about the first-aid kit that was in the kitchen, but she was afraid to leave the boy. He might not be here when she got back. Or someone else could find him. She couldn’t let that happen.

				“You need help,” she said despondently. “I don’t know what to do.”

				He frowned, staring into her eyes, and uttered those clicking sounds again. Words, she realized. But nothing she could possibly understand.

				“Help,” she said, and pointed to his chest. “Ouch.”

				“Ouch,” mouthed the boy, grazing his fingers across her brow, then trailing down, her thick red braid sliding against his palm. Her scalp tingled. Everything tingled. The tip of his tail twitched against the sand. She touched his hip, lightly. His scales were surprisingly soft. The boy shied away and made a strange gasping sound. She felt instantly terrible for touching him, until she saw his smile and warm eyes—a darker blue now, like the sky.

				Laughter. That was laughter she had heard.

				“Ticklish,” she said, awed and delighted. “You’re ... ticklish.”

				He gave her a puzzled look, still smiling.

				Until, quite suddenly, he froze. His smile lost its warmth. Color drained out of his eyes. He turned stiffly, staring at the sea. The girl tried to follow his gaze, but the sun had risen, and it was bright. She shaded her eyes.

				A man emerged from the water. Rose from the waves like some story of Poseidon that she had read in school. His hair was long and silver, braided partially into thin, tangled rows. At first, she could only see him from the waist up, but as he came closer, she saw that he had legs. He was also very naked.

				The boy drew in a sharp breath and shoved the girl back, away from the sea and himself. She stared at him, and the fear in his eyes hit her like a fist. Sharp clicking sounds tumbled from his throat. When she did not run, he grabbed a fistful of sand and flung it at her. Tears filled his eyes. Desperation.

				The girl stared helplessly and looked at the man, who was striding free of the water. His gaze was thunderous when he stared at her, but she could not tell if it was anger or actual hate that made his jaw so tight and his eyes so black.

				The boy screamed at her, and the piercing wail of his voice shook her to the core. She stumbled back a step, and her heel hit a driftwood branch, long and crooked, small enough for her hands. She picked it up without thinking and ran at the man. She swung the branch like a baseball bat and smashed him on the arm.

				It was like hitting a brick wall. The impact jarred her to the bone and hurt her hands. The branch broke against him.

				For a moment, both the boy and the man stared at her in astonishment. And then, much to her horror, the man laughed. Not like the boy—not in broken gasps—but full-bodied human, male laughter. A cold sound. Nothing gentle or warm about it.

				He picked up a piece of the branch and hefted it carefully, staring into her eyes. The girl knew he would hit her with it, but her feet refused to move. Rooted in one spot, frozen. The boy howled again and lunged across the sand. He sank his teeth into the man’s calf.

				The man jerked wildly, breaking eye contact. The girl staggered, able to move again—and this time she did not hesitate or fight. She turned and ran.

				She flew across the sand, certain at any moment a rock would slam into her head—or that strong arms would crush her to death. She ran mindlessly, terrified, and did not stop until she reached the top of the dirt path, well off the beach. She turned, breathless, and saw the man hauling the boy into the sea. He held him by the tail, and the boy was dragging his fingers in the sand, struggling wildly, trying to catch himself and hold on to something, anything.

				All the while, he stared up the hill at the girl.

				She stared back, horrified and grieving. Too far away to help. Not strong enough to fight the man hauling him into the water. She wanted to call out to the boy, but her throat choked on the words, and all she could do was dig her clenched fists into her stomach and hold his gaze until he and the man disappeared into the sea.

				The girl stood for a long time, watching. Not once did they reappear.

				Finally, feeling faint, she made her way back down the trail to the sand and the driftwood log. She was scared to be there. The beach suddenly felt very big, and she was hot, sweating. Her knees were weak all over again, but she couldn’t bring herself to sit. She saw large footprints in the sand. Human. As human as the imprint of the boy’s tail was not.

				Something small glinted where he had lain beside her. She bent, and found a single scale. Larger than her thumbnail, and the color of white pearl, with iridescent hints of silver. The girl held the scale very carefully, then, with reverence, slipped it into her pocket.

				She gathered her things and walked slowly to the house on the hill. She hid the bloodstained towel, and threw it out the first chance she got. Not once did she breathe a word of what she had seen though her grandfather gave her a piercing look over dinner when he asked how her day had been.

				The girl returned to that spot every morning, all that summer. She did the same, the following year—and every year after that. Until, one day, she told herself that the boy was never coming back. Not there.

				But she kept looking.

			

		

	
		
			
			Chapter One

				It is a truth universally acknowledged, thought Jenny, that a single girl in search of mysteries must occasionally be in want of a big damn knife.

				Or a gun. But Maurice was in charge of those.

				“You should have stayed on the boat,” muttered the old man, wiping sweat from his brow. “Jesus, sweet pea.”

				Jenny flashed him a tense smile. Maurice was a grizzled sailor, probably in his eighties, though it was hard to remember that sometimes. Sun brown, covered in fading tattoos, and a bear in a fight. He was her grandfather’s best friend and had taught her everything she knew about surviving on the sea—which had very little to do with handling a boat.

				Boats are easy, Maurice liked to say. And the sea doesn’t care. It’s the people you meet out there who’re the monsters.

				All kinds of monsters. Jenny jammed a stick of chewing gum in her mouth, needing something to take the edge off the nauseating flutters in her stomach. She never got seasick, except for times like this. Too much pressure. She chewed hard, fixing her gaze onshore, where ten men waited for them—armed with machetes, fishing spears, and one AK–47. Simple fishermen, she had been told, but they looked ready for war.

				And given the remote section of Malaysian beach they were standing on, no one would be around to stop them if it was blood they were really after.

				“You sure about this?” Maurice asked the third person with them—Ismail Osman, a slender brown-skinned man with narrow features and huge black-framed glasses that kept sliding down the greasy bridge of his nose. He was an employee of A Priori, a white-collar scout for the Singaporean arm of the company’s bioresearch department. Jenny had been corresponding with him for only a week—which made her miss his predecessor even more; a goofy man obsessed with Star Trek, Star Wars, and the possibility of dinosaurs still living in the deep rain forests of the Congo.

				He, though, had retired—and Ismail had gotten a promotion. Go-getter. No sense of humor. She wished he hadn’t insisted on being here for the recovery operation. Not that she blamed him. Nor was it his fault that she trusted no one but Maurice to do this right.

				Right being a relative term. In more ways than one.

				“These people are not prone to exaggeration,” Ismail insisted, pushing his glasses up his nose, then wiping his hands, rather fussily, on his pants. “And despite appearances, I assure you that ... that they’re all quite civilized. Poverty, you know—”

				“No one’s saying they’re bad people,” Maurice interrupted. “But they’re fuckin’ armed to the teeth.”

				Ismail gave the old man a disdainful look—not the first of the morning, either. The A Priori scout might not judge Malay fishermen by appearances, but he had not been so gracious with Jenny or her two-man crew.

				“What you see on that beach is mere precaution,” he said, very slowly, enunciating each word as though Maurice might not understand him otherwise. “If the ... the thing ... is stolen before they can receive payment—”

				“Of course,” Jenny interrupted smoothly, ignoring the grunt that came from the man seated behind Ismail. Les, the second member of her crew—a bronze god, the girls back home liked to call him. Buttery brown hair, golden-tanned skin, perfect body. A smile to die for. He glanced past the scout at Maurice and Jenny, shaking his head and mouthing, “This is crazy.”

				They were all crazy, Jenny thought, as Les cut the engine of the battered flat-bottom skiff that Ismail had met them in. He had bought the boat from a nearby village using company funds, and was going to donate it to the fishermen, along with a large cash payment from A Priori. If their claims proved true.

				Several men waded into the ocean to help pull in the skiff. Up close, they were small, compact, and young. Early twenties, perhaps, dressed in shorts and faded T-shirts dotted with holes. No one spoke or smiled, but Jenny watched their faces carefully and found no malice. Just tension. And, perhaps, fear.

				“Something’s wrong,” Maurice muttered, also watching their faces. He reached down, ostensibly to scratch his upper thigh, but Jenny knew he kept a small pistol holstered beneath his oversized cargo pants. His right pocket had a hole large enough for his hand to fit through, and he always carried a little something strapped to the small of his back and between his shoulder blades. Never would have dreamed it, just by looking at him.

				Ismail spoke to the fishermen. Jenny didn’t wait for him to finish before she jumped out of the skiff. Too late to run, even if things turned bad.

				Maurice followed close behind, moving with only a little stiffness. Les, however, lingered in the skiff just a moment too long. Jenny glanced at him and looked away almost immediately. He had been tense all morning, but now his hands were clenched into fists, held tightly in his lap against his stomach. His face was white. He looked ill, but it was more than that. As though he were staring at a ghost.

				Les could skydive from two miles up, or face a great white shark without the protection of a cage; but whatever he was seeing on this beach was giving him second thoughts about doing his job. It was an unexpected reaction. They had been in more uncomfortable situations than this.

				Ismail finished, and the man who held the AK–47 stepped forward, waving his hand toward the south. He was older than the others, his voice sharp, biting—but not angry. Frustrated.

				“He says that we’ll call him a liar,” Ismail translated slowly. “But he wants us to know that he’s not. None of them are. It ... changed ... on them. They couldn’t stop it.”

				Maurice scowled. “Is that his way of saying that we came all this way for nothing?”

				“What a surprise,” Les muttered, finally climbing out of the boat.

				Jenny ignored them both, stepping past Ismail to face the armed man. “Tell me everything.”

				“Easier to show you,” Ismail translated, moments later. “They locked the creature in a special place.”

				“Creature,” she echoed, and spat out her chewing gum. “Show me the woman.”

				It took less than five minutes to reach the place where they had hidden the woman. It was a short distance off the beach, down a narrow trail barely visible in the jungle growth. The heat was suffocating, and within moments of her leaving the stiff ocean breeze, Jenny’s limbs turned leaden, her skin slick with sweat. Cotton stuck to her body. She’d had to cover her arms and legs. This area was predominantly Islamic.

				Walking was difficult, too. Her body wanted to sway with the sea, but the world around her was solid and far too still. Everything felt alien; all those golden-tinged shadows, and the cries of birds—twisting knots of vines and thick tree trunks bruised with undergrowth so solid, so tangled with leaves, she felt caged.

				Maurice strode in front, following Ismail and the man with the gun. Les walked behind her, several of the fishermen well in the rear. But not all of them. Keeping watch on the beach—or worse. Not that anyone could steal The Calypso Star, which was moored less than a quarter mile offshore. The security was state of the art—bulletproof glass, reinforced doors—and a biometric lock that secured the science yacht’s interior. The worst any thieves could do would be to sun themselves on deck.

				“I don’t like this,” Les muttered.

				“You didn’t need to come,” she replied, watching the trail for anything that could trip her. “Maybe you shouldn’t have.”

				“You’re angry.”

				“Confused. You’re scared.”

				Les tapped her shoulder. “That happens, Jenny. Even to you.”

				All the time, she wanted to tell him, so bottled up with the words, her throat hurt.

				Ahead, she saw the tin roof of a shanty through the trees, and the glint of a machete held across the lap of a man sitting guard some distance from the crude door. He stood quickly when he saw them, swaying nervously on the balls of his feet like he wanted to run.

				The man with the gun spoke quickly. Ismail glanced over his shoulder at Jenny. “He says that several days ago, some men attempted to steal ... it. Word had gotten out. A group from another village came in the night, and there was a fight. Our ... friend ... had the larger gun.”

				“Not so large,” Maurice muttered.

				“It ... the creature ... was fine, at the time,” Ismail replied. “Or so our guide says.”

				“Not it. Her,” she corrected, and the man shrugged, shoving his glasses up his nose while giving her a faintly condescending smile.

				“You’re a scientist. Perhaps you should ... observe ... the creature before speaking of it in ... human terms.”

				“I know what I am,” Jenny replied tightly, wishing she didn’t have to speak at all. “I stand by what I said.”

				“As do I. I have a job here, Ms. Jameson. One based on complete accuracy.”

				Jenny exhaled through her teeth and tugged her soaked blouse sharply away from her back. “I hope you’re not implying that our goals are different.”

				He said nothing, which was almost as insulting as what she was certain he was thinking.

				Spoiled rich girl. Working for her grandparents because no one else would hire her. Only pretending to be a scientist while she traveled around the world in a multimillion-dollar motor yacht with a beach bum, a babysitter, and a closetful of cocaine and bikinis.

				More or less. Jenny had heard it all before, in different variations. Trying to defend herself only made it worse. She couldn’t stand whiners—least of all when she was doing the whining.

				“Mr. Osman,” Maurice said gruffly, and Ismail suddenly pitched forward, falling hard on his knees. His jaw hit the ground a second later, and she heard the painful sound of his teeth snapping together.

				Maurice stood at least ten feet away from Ismail. And he continued standing there, carefully keeping his distance, until the injured man rolled over and looked at him. First, with accusation in his eyes—and then confusion.

				“You pushed me,” he said hoarsely, but he didn’t sound convinced.

				“How could I?” Maurice replied, holding up his hands—his tone utterly conciliatory, even sympathetic. He walked quickly to Ismail and helped him up. “Nothing broken,” he added, moments later. “Can you walk?”

				Ismail nodded, carefully not looking at Jenny. With measured steps, he hobbled down the trail after their armed guide, who had stopped and was giving him a disdainful look. Behind, Les made a small sound that she thought was laughter, but when she glanced at him, he was staring past her at the shanty, now clearly visible through the trees. His face was deathly pale.

				“You okay?” Maurice asked, waiting for them to catch up. Jenny thought he was speaking to Les, but when she looked at him, his gaze was focused entirely on her.

				She managed a faint upward tick at the corner of her mouth. The old man nodded and clapped her on the shoulder. He stayed close as the trail emptied out into a small clearing barely large enough for the shanty. The man with the machete gave them all a questioning look, then used the tip of his blade to push open the door.

				The smell hit Jenny from more than ten feet away.

				“Fuck,” Maurice growled, staggering to a stop. So did the fishermen, staring at that open doorway with mixed expressions of fear and loathing.

				Jenny gritted her teeth and ran toward the shanty. The men got out of her way. She had her penlight out before she even reached the door, and breathed raggedly through her mouth as the stench of rotting flesh hit her again.

				The woman had been left on the dirt floor. And she was a woman—not an it.

				Had been, anyway. She was dead now. Hard to estimate just from looking, but given the state of decay, Jenny thought she had been gone for at least two days. She was skinny, long-limbed, her face nearly obscured by matted blond hair. Totally naked and covered in blood. Her body had been gouged with long, raking wounds that resembled claw marks. Jenny saw exposed bone—her ribs, and part of her hip. Savaged by an animal, maybe. She had died in agony, that much was clear. Died in the dirt, alone amongst strangers.

				Something small and round glittered beside her blood-rusted knee, caught briefly in the penlight beam. Jenny swooped down and snatched it up, just as Maurice shadowed the doorway. He stopped, staring—and made the sign of the cross. Jenny hardly noticed. She was fighting not to shake, or drop to her knees, or stop breathing entirely.

				Hold on, she told herself, clutching that small, hard object. Hold on.

				“Poor girl,” Maurice said, just as Ismail pushed through behind him.

				The scout trembled, looking away and covering his mouth. His glasses almost fell off, and he grabbed them in his hand before sneaking another peek at the woman’s corpse. “She has legs.”

				“Yes,” Jenny whispered, crouching. “She seems quite human.”

				“So they lied.” Ismail took a half step outside. “Hard to believe. They seemed very ... certain.”

				The object she held so tightly bit into her palm. “Pay them anyway. And arrange to have this woman’s body taken to the boat. We’ll put her in the cold locker until we can turn her over to the authorities.” Jenny pulled a single latex glove from her pocket and slid it on. Ever so gently, she pushed the woman’s hair away from her face. It was difficult to tell what she had looked like while alive, but her cheekbones were sharp and high, almost inhumanly so. Pale skin, broken with small holes where the flesh had been chewed away, perhaps by rats.

				Jenny covered her face again and stood. Too quickly, maybe. She felt faint, and swayed, shoving the heel of her palm against her forehead. Maurice started to hold her up, but she slipped away from him and staggered to the door—stripping off her one glove and shoving it into her pocket. Ismail was already outside, speaking with the fishermen. Les stood bent over, his hands pressed against his knees.

				“You saw?” she asked him roughly.

				“Smelled,” he mumbled. “So what is it? Wild-goose chase? Another fake?”

				Jenny dug into her pocket for chewing gum and held it out to him. He took several pieces, and stuffed them all in his mouth. As he closed his eyes, sighing, she turned away and glanced down at her other hand, fingers slowly, stiffly, uncurling.

				A silver scale glinted on her palm.

				“Yeah,” she whispered. “A fake.”

				Hours after the body was brought aboard The Calypso Star, Jenny found herself underwater, pretending that she was drowning.

				Or just holding her breath for so long, it was almost the same thing.

				Records were always being made and broken, but the last time she had checked, the world record for holding one’s breath underwater had been broken by a Frenchman, at eleven minutes and thirty-five seconds. Took the man six months to train and two months to recover.

				Jenny could hold her breath for a little over four minutes. It wasn’t hard. Especially when she had a lot on her mind. Some people took a shower when they needed to think. She always had to go deeper.

				Right now, fifty feet.

				A weighted cable hung beside her, a ten-pound anchor tied at the bottom to maintain a straight line. Lead bands were strapped to her ankles, as well. With one hand on the cable, it wasn’t difficult to keep from sinking, and she could climb back up when it was time to breathe. She had been down here for half an hour already, rising like a porpoise every four minutes to take a breath.

				Red hair, caught in pigtails, floated around her face; and in the ocean twilight, her fair, freckled skin looked ethereal, cast in silver and blue. Much the same as the scale she held in her hand, contained inside a small glass jar for safekeeping.

				She turned the jar around and up and down, unable to look away as the scale shifted colors: shades of pale green, lavender, and silver; iridescent as mother-of-pearl. It was thicker than a regular fish scale—almost like a very thin shell—but pliable, too. She had found two others over the years. A beach walk on Galapagos had yielded a find—and a shop of curiosities in Madrid the other. Random moments, like some higher power speaking to her. Or destiny, using Morse code.

				You’re the only one who knows the message, thought Jenny, tearing her gaze from the scale to stare into the darkness below. At least at night, when she gazed at the sky, there were stars. The ocean deserved stars. It felt as vast as the sky. Three-fourths of the earth was covered in water. Scientists knew more about Mars than about the deep ocean. More people had stood on the moon than had traveled five miles under. No light penetrated deeper than five hundred feet. Anything was possible. Anything could be hiding.

				Mermaids. Mermen. People of the sea.

				Her lungs began to ache a little, but she didn’t pull herself up the cable. The next time she broke the surface, she would have to climb back onto the boat—and she wasn’t ready. She did not want to face that corpse. According to the fishermen, the woman had been discovered a week earlier in the aftermath of a storm. Washed ashore, nearly dead. Attacked by some gang of men, Ismail was saying now. Tossed into the ocean, perhaps. Pirates were a problem in the area.

				Jenny didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed that Ismail was so ready to dismiss what the fishermen had first claimed—that the woman was not just a woman, but a monster. Part fish.

				Never mind that she had legs now. Ismail didn’t know as much as he thought he did. His specialty was bioprospecting—scouting for plants and animals that might prove medically beneficial to humans. It was big business—cutthroat, in the most literal sense of the word—and A Priori had one of the largest, most extensive research networks in the world. Even if no one realized it.

				Part of that network had been built upon the backs of paid informants, most of them locals in third-world countries where remote areas still remained virtually unexplored. Nor was it just plants and traditional healing remedies that they reported on. Rumors of strange sightings, miracles—anything inexplicable—were investigated quickly and quietly by people with far more experience in the odd and arcane than Ismail Osman.

				Less than a week ago, ten miles from here, a man who knew a man who paid for unusual stories had told of a monstrous woman. Ten minutes later, Ismail had received a call in Singapore, which he had then passed on to an office in London. Which had placed another call to Nova Scotia.

				Until, finally, Jenny had been brought into the loop. There were other marine biologists in A Priori, but none were family, and few could be trusted with the possibility of anything so ... sensitive ... as a woman who might not be human.

				A flicker of light caught Jenny’s eye, but it was just a small school of narrow-barred mackerel, glinting silver as they darted through the water. She watched them for a moment, until she sensed movement on her left. When she looked, though, nothing was there.

				Jenny’s skin prickled—and her lungs were aching fiercely. She had waited too long. Tucking the jar into her swim pocket, she hauled upward on the cable with her other hand, kicking hard with her finned feet.

				Halfway up, she sensed another streak of movement—a flash of light near her head. Bright, brief, and gone in a moment. Jenny strained to see, but again, there was nothing. Even the mackerel were gone.

				Seconds later, something cool brushed against the back of her neck.

				It felt like fingers, sliding into her hair to pinch the base of her skull. Jenny whirled around the rope, heart pounding, but she was alone. No signs of life, not even fish.

				Jenny kicked hard, using both hands to pull herself toward the surface. Her heartbeat refused to slow, eating up even more oxygen. By the time she shot out of the water, gasping, her vision was full of all kinds of dancing lights.

				“Shit!” shouted Maurice, leaning over the edge of the yacht. “What took you so long? I thought I was gonna have to jump in after you!”

				Jenny was coughing too hard to speak. She yanked down her goggles and grabbed the ladder. Maurice held out a towel when she reached the top, and stood there with his arms folded over his massive chest, watching her with a frown as she took long, bracing breaths. When she could finally breathe normally, she buried her face in the soft terry cloth. It was hot out, humid, but she felt cold to the bone. The base of her skull ached.

				“Jenny,” Maurice growled.

				“’M fine,” she muttered. “Got distracted.”

				“For five minutes?” He gently tugged the towel away from her face. “That’s how long you were down there. I timed it.”

				“Thought you were reading a book.”

				“My watch beeps every four minutes. I hear you come up for air, then I keep reading.”

				Jenny pulled the goggles over her head and dropped them in the bin by the ladder. Her fins were next, but the shorty wetsuit was going to have to wait until she reached her cabin. If she could make it that far. Everything suddenly seemed too tight. She tugged hard on the collar, strangled, ready to jump out of her skin.

				“Hey,” Maurice said, and caught her wrist. “If this is about the woman—”

				“No,” she interrupted; and then, softly, “Maybe.”

				The old man glanced longingly at the beer bottle sitting beside one of the lounge chairs. “Ismail tried to make a call to the Malaysian coast guard. I let him think it went through.”

				“How soon can we have him off the boat?”

				“Tomorrow morning. I’m making him bunk with Les.”

				Jenny smiled grimly and patted his hand. “I’m not giving her body to my family, Maurice. You know that, right? I’ll take blood and DNA samples, but she stays with the sea.”

				He tore his gaze from the beer and gave her a long, unflinching look. Too long, too thoughtful. Jenny tried to pull away, but his grip remained firm.

				“I know you have your reasons,” he said quietly. “But you can trust them.”

				Jenny finally yanked her hand free. “You have a short memory.”

				“It wasn’t their fault. They didn’t know.”

				Bitterness twisted her mouth. “I knew. When I was twelve years old, I knew something was wrong. And when I tried to tell them, they didn’t listen. They didn’t listen for ten years, until it was too late. And now look what’s happened.”

				Maurice closed his eyes. “The Consortium will be stopped, Jenny.”

				The Consortium. Sins of the parents, straight out of hell. If A Priori was the good side of the family, then the Consortium was everything that had gone wrong—in the most terrible ways possible. All the contacts, all the connections, all that power—used not for research or knowledge, or even just to fill a bank account—but to control others. To shape the world in ways that none of them could yet predict.

				“They won’t be stopped,” she whispered, compulsively touching her abdomen. Maurice’s gaze dropped to her hand, and pain filled his gaze.

				“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I—”

				Jenny didn’t let him finish. She couldn’t stand it. She turned and walked away.

				It was quiet belowdecks. Jenny had to pass the small science lab on the way to her quarters. The center of the door was made of glass, and she glanced inside out of habit. She was shocked to see Les slipping out of the cold locker.

				Jenny froze, backed up a step, and opened the door. Les faltered, but only for a moment. He slid past her, out of the lab, into the hall. Not smiling, but not looking worried, either.

				“I needed to see her,” he said. “Because of my reaction today. I had to face up to it.”

				Jenny fought down the urge to go and check the body. Trust, Maurice was always telling her. You need to trust.

				Right. Fine. She’d wait until after dinner to check.

				“You feeling better?” she asked him, turning with difficulty away from the lab and continuing down the hall.

				“A little,” he said, following her. “Something large killed her, Jenny. Teeth marks wouldn’t have made those injuries.”

				The cuts were too clean for claws, she added silently. Unless they were razor-sharp and thin as a blade.

				“There are defensive wounds on her arms,” Less said quietly, as she reached her door.

				His voice sounded hollow, preoccupied, as though he was speaking mostly to himself. Jenny caught him staring at his hands, which he closed into fists. An odd gesture, pained, with a hint of violence. Les rubbed his knuckles against his thighs.

				Jenny said, “You noticed.”

				“You keep me around for more than my good looks.”

				She tried to smile. “Sharp man. I know you flirted shamelessly with the Human Resources manager before she hired you.”

				“Nah.” Les leaned against the wall beside her door, flashing her a rueful grin. “I’m just good at what I do.”

				“The Indiana Jones of marine archaeology,” she replied. “How many shipwrecks have you found?”

				“Enough.” But there was an odd gleam in his eye when he said it. Bitterness, maybe. She realized it was the same look he’d had on his face right after he had come out of the cold locker. Before he saw her watching.

				The base of her skull began to throb. Jenny didn’t feel like talking anymore. She needed to lie down and think about that dead woman—and what could have killed her. She had been attacked first in the sea. Jenny was certain of that. No other way she would have allowed herself to be stranded onshore. She had been chased, driven on land. And yes, it was possible that the fishermen had added to her wounds. That was the logical explanation of those fine cuts.

				But this situation was not logical, or rational. And Jenny had her own memories to draw from.

				Her cabin was small but comfortable. She had been in earlier to change into her wetsuit, and had forgotten to turn off her battery-operated candles—which mimicked the flicker and glow of firelight and even gave off a vanilla scent. A bookcase covered one wall, a wooden lip built across every shelf to keep things from sliding off when they hit rough water.

				Jenny had painted the walls pale lavender though it was difficult to see behind the tacked-up paintings and photographs she had collected on her journeys. Her bolted-down furniture was white and simple; and her desk was covered with her laptop and stacks of paper, including a handwritten unfinished article for National Geographic that was due in a week. A braided chenille rug covered the floor, and an old quilt had been laid upon the twin-sized bed. Two portholes revealed miles of sea.

				She had her own bathroom—all of them did. She glanced to the right and saw Les reflected in the mirror. He was watching her. He hesitated in the doorway, then took that final step into her room, walking up behind her.

				She turned before he could get close. “Stop.”

				“You always say that,” he said, going still. “No preamble, no discussion.”

				“We’ve talked about this before.”

				“For years,” he said. “And in all that time, you’ve been alone.”

				The base of her skull throbbed. “What do you want me to say? You’re gorgeous, Les. You’re smart, nice, everything a girl could want.”

				“Every girl but you.”

				“You’re not ... right ... for me,” she told him haltingly, wishing he would just leave her alone. Wishing, too, that she were the kind of woman who would ask him to stay. She wanted to be that woman. She wanted to want him. It would be so much easier.

				A bitter smile touched his mouth. “You’re looking for ... magic.”

				“Just a feeling,” she whispered. “I’ll know it when I find it.”

				And if you don’t? If you never feel that way again?

				Jenny swallowed hard and turned from Les. She felt him watching her, silence thick between them. Maybe he was angry. He got that way, sometimes. Jenny didn’t care. Some things couldn’t be changed, no matter how much she wished otherwise.

				Les walked to the door but paused at the last moment. “You ever think maybe you see everything except what really matters? What you’re looking for could be right in front of you.”

				Jenny closed her eyes, and the strain of an old melody poured through her mind, followed by an embracing warmth that felt like sunlight on her face.

				Blue eyes. Pale skin. Strong hand.

				Followed by another, more recent, memory—and a harder, fiercer, heartache. One that would never leave her, that she could only chase away, in pieces.

				“Jenny,” Les said.

				“No,” she replied hoarsely. “I never think that.”
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