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      The red flames licked at the wood, and as the orange and yellow danced in the darkness she couldn’t help but compare it to the burn of green and blue that had sealed the fate of dozens of people, including herself.

      Tamsin had once loved who she was. She had been bound to the earth for as long as she could remember being aware of herself. Her land had flourished; a perfect circle of life. That was until the strangers came. She watched as they prayed to Gods she didn’t know. She kept her distance and saw they respected the land so she didn’t begrudge them the food they took to eat or the animals they chose to sacrifice. They seemed like decent humans. Some of them were even desirable to look upon, for mortals, that is.

      In particular, she had watched a man who was handsome and brave. Although younger, he seemed to be a leader. There was one above him, a father figure that constantly put him in front to lead the group.

      She shouldn’t have cared. His life was short and she had never considered any needs that would be physical. But this man made her think of things that she shouldn’t have even bothered with. They called him Bjorn. She came to him one day while he was sitting on the edge of the lake where his clan stopped for a time. It was one of her favorite lakes with stretches of crystal blue water and under the surface were blue stones that she loved to collect.

      When she appeared, he was frightened. She’d clothed herself in what she thought were clothes that looked like his, but she couldn’t hide the magical glow that always encircled her. When she spoke he had started to back into the lake, his feet dipping into the waters.

      She told him she wouldn’t hurt him, that she wanted only to help. He stayed and listened, and in the days that followed, Tamsin met him again, and again, by the edge of the lake, and she showed him the blue stones she liked to gather. He seemed very excited when she showed him. Tamsin wanted to please him and showed him where they could find them at the bottom of the lake.

      Day after day their strongest swimmers would swim down and come up with the stones. One day, one of them never came up. The clan mourned his loss but didn’t stop their diving.

      Tamsin found that she was falling a little more in love with Bjorn every day. One night she stayed with him, their bodies joining in what could only be called divine, if there was such a thing. Bjorn’s people called her a witch. She’d been called many things and this name didn’t bother her any more than others.

      One day, she came down early hoping to surprise him. She’d visited another lake nearby and brought him some stones that were as clear as air. She hoped he would like them. What she found was him mating with a woman from his clan. They were rutting on the shoreline, their naked bodies flashing in the sunlight.

      Her shock turned to anger, then into something that didn’t even have a name. Tamsin’s soul splintered and she’d never felt such pain. She couldn’t figure out how to make it go away. All she could think of was to make Bjorn feel like she did. She first approached his father and told him of her betrayal at the hands of his son. The man laughed at her and told her it was their way. Everyone was free to choose who to love and who they shared their bodies with.

      Tamsin couldn’t understand their cruelty, and his laughter echoed in her mind and fueled her rage. Her next actions were ones she would have to live with forever.

      She told Bjorn that she understood their ways. She lied so convincingly. Bjorn told her they had more stones than they could carry and would be heading home... without her.

      Tamsin gathered them together and promised she would bless their voyage home and would be waiting for them when they returned. To ensure their prosperity they need only build a replica of their vessel that had brought them to her land. She would bless the vessel and them, ensuring an easy journey and a swift return.

      They worked on the boat together, decorating the sides with paintings that told stories of selkies and mermaids. A wooden serpent with an open mouth and flaming tongue was mounted on the prow of the ship and looked dangerous and strong much like the explorers themselves.

      To complete the ritual she encouraged them to board the boat and row to the middle of the lake. As they waited for her blessing she saw Bjorn staring back at her, but his eyes reflected none of the love she once was so certain she had seen.

      “A love so true, the earth rejoiced.

      A betrayal so cruel, the stars cried.

      Those that chose to ignore my pain,

      Will forever be bound to the bounty they

      Tried to steal. My heart is shut to their

      Cries of pain. Your souls will twist in

      The mud below just as the fish dig for food.

      You’ll suffer as I have under each full moon.

      Until such time that you find your true love.”

      As she spoke her words, the ship burst into flames. The fire licked at those on board, the blue flames not burning but covering them, their skin changing color to match the fire. Their legs melted together in a magical swirl and they collapsed upon the deck, their tails slapping desperately. As the ship sank the final echoes of those on board calling for help, begging for mercy, rang in the air.

      From above she saw a brilliant flash of light that seemed to have come from the heavens above. She could hear the sounds of those above her, the old gods that came before. They cast down a blessing over her curse. Those below the water would be protected. The bow of the ship touched the water and the serpent came to life, its long body moving to encircle the boat.

      The old gods promised they would sleep and only awake when they could find their true loves. Their magic was strong, much stronger than hers. There was no breaking her curse and no matter how the old gods tried to help, the explorers from the north would never forget what price they had paid to cross Tamsin.

      Once the ship sunk under the water, Tamsin made her way to the surrounding lakes. She found more of the explorers, ones that had traveled with Bjorn and his clan. They all were taking from the lakes without giving back. She repeated her curse on all those that had sought to steal the heart of the lakes.

      Someday, many moons from now, Tamsin knew she might one day regret what she had done. Until that day, she would make sure that the people of the lake knew unending days with no love in their hearts.
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      Ophelia "Phe" Langley felt like crap. She was sure she was coming down with a summer cold. Her head was pounding, her sinuses were clogged, and the pressure was almost unbearable. On top of the oncoming sickness that she could feel in her bones, she’d had another fight with her younger sister. Primrose was always going overboard and seemed to like to cause drama. Luckily her boss, seeing that she was under the weather had sent her home to rest and get better. Arriving home, Phe parked her car in the open driveway not wanting to deal with the noise of the garage door opener. Unlocking her front door, she entered and carefully closed it behind her to not aggravate her already pounding head and walked straight for the kitchen for some sinus medication and a glass of water.

      After taking the pills and drinking down the cool glass of water, she walked to the couch in the living room. Getting ready to plop down and rest she stopped when she heard noises coming from the back of the house. The noises sounded like they were coming from one of the bedrooms. Contemplating what to do, she grabbed up the small statue that her boyfriend Grant had given her for their third anniversary. It was a gorgeous piece of art. A nude couple intertwined in an erotic embrace. She loved the piece, but it would make an even better weapon the weight of it would cause some serious damage if someone was in her home. She crept slowly down the hall to the master bedroom door, once there she could hear the bed springs creaking and what sounded like the headboard hitting the wall. She turned the knob quietly, opening the door she thought maybe the cold she was fighting was making her hallucinate. Or maybe she was high on her cold medication. She hoped that's what it was, because there in her bed was Grant, her boyfriend of three years. He was balls deep in a blond who was on her knees, gripping the headboard and being fucked within an inch of her life. Ophelia stood for several seconds, not sure she was really seeing what was right in front of her. Just as she was about to say something, to see if what she was seeing was there. The blond woman in front of Grant turned her head towards him. That's when Ophelia dropped the statue she was holding and gasped.

      On her knees being screwed within an inch of her life was Ophelia's younger sister, Primrose. Prim was gasping and moaning like a whore. Grant was grunting and thrusting in quick, hard jabs. Prim locked eyes with Ophelia and then smiled wickedly and said,

      "Harder Grant, make me cum."

      Grant must not have heard the statuette hit the carpeted floor or Ophelia's sound of shock and outrage, because he kept pistoning in and out of Prim. Slamming her harder and harder like she'd asked him to.

      “Anything for you, Prim," he replied on a groan. As he thrust harder, sending Prim scooching up the bed towards the headboard. Prim watched her sister with a light of triumph in her eyes as Phe's world fell apart. Phe had given three years to a cheating asshole, who had never fucked her like he was fucking her younger sister.

      Phe had seen more than enough. On a strangled cry she fled the room. Blindly running for the front door and an escape. She could still hear her sister moaning like a porn star. Grant was asking what had happened. As Ophelia opened the door to rush out of the house she heard Prim give an evil laugh and say,

      "Well, we don't have to sneak around anymore lover. Phe was just here, and she saw everything you were giving me."

      Slamming the front door, Phe headed for her car. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. She didn't know what hurt more. Her boyfriend fucking her sister. Or her sister betraying her in the worst way. As she reached the driver’s door of her car the front door flew open, standing in the doorway Grant was wrapped in a sheet yelling,

      “Phe, Phe come back!”

      Phe didn't even think about stopping, with an angry glare she got into her car and peeled away from the house where all her dreams of forever had died.

      Once Ophelia was driving away from their shared home, she wasn't sure where she was going to go. She couldn't go home to her parents’ house. Her sister still lived at home. She definitely didn't want to see Prim anytime soon. The only place she could go was to her best friend’s house. So that's what she did...
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        * * *

      

      Phe arrived at Devyn's place still in tears. She wasn't sure where it had all gone wrong. She thought that Grant was the one for her, forever. While she needed to know that he was a cheating pig, this was the worst way to find out about it. Turning off the car she got out. Knocking on the door she waited for Devyn, her best friend. They had been friends since middle school. They met on the first day of sixth grade and had been besties ever since. Devyn took one look at Phe's tear-stained cheeks and dragged her inside closing the door. Phe knew that Devyn would know what to say, they’d always known what the other needed to hear. When they were both freshmen in high school Phe had wanted to be a cheerleader like no one’s business. The only problem with that, Phe was so uncoordinated that she literally tripped over air. ALL THE TIME…A few days before tryouts, Devyn had sat and reminded Phe of all the times she’d broken a bone, twisted an ankle and the one time she’d bounced her head off the car hood. Devyn explained in a kind, patient voice that Phe might want to rethink cheerleading. Especially with all the tumbling and flips that their high school cheer team performed on game days and during pep rallies. That was all it took for Phe to decide to follow her second choice, choir. Singing was her other passion and she’d done it for years along with Devyn. Phe was an alto, while Devyn sang with the clearest soprano voice you’d ever heard.

      "What happened?" Devyn asked, "Is everyone ok?"

      "Everyone is fine," Phe answered crying, feeling as though her world was ending, "Everyone but me."

      "What's wrong Phe?" Devyn probed lightly, knowing her friend needed her but not knowing what was wrong.

      "I found..." Phe started to say, "I found..."

      "You found what?" Devyn asked.

      "PrimandGrantwereinbedtogether." Phe rushed through, running all her words together, crying harder than when she first discovered them in bed together.

      "What?" Devyn asked in confusion. Not understanding the jumbled words that Phe had said so quickly.

      "I found Prim and Grant in bed together," Phe enunciated, "They were having SEX! In our bed, in our home."

      "With each other?" Devyn queried in disbelief.

      "Yes, it was awful. Grant was fucking Prim while she was on her knees..." Phe started to explain what she had seen.

      "Nope, nope, nope. No details please." Devyn waved her hands in front of her face and shuddered, thinking of the brain bleach she would have to use if Phe told her the play by play of what she had seen.

      Devyn led Phe to the couch and wrapped one arm around her shoulders letting her cry. Thinking to herself that they both needed to get away for a while. Grant had been trying to control Phe for years. His mannerisms, the way he’d coldly stare at her when they had a disagreement. Phe’s sister, Prim, was just a bitch once she hit her teenage years and it seemed overnight became a petty, selfish little bitch. Who’d do anything to cause stress or unhappiness for Phe. Devyn decided she needed a little time away from the nonprofit she worked for. The threats from an unknown source were getting scarier and it was time to take a vacation. She needed to relax and unwind just as much as Phe.

      "Phe, how about we head to that kitschy spa retreat I told you about a few weeks ago." Devyn said, "You know the one that’s up in Aurora Falls on Sapphire Lake, it’s called Lakeview Spa and Retreat. Do you remember?"

      "Yeah, I remember. It sounded like fun when we were planning a girl’s weekend without guys, but I don't know." Phe answered, not sure if she should leave town or talk with Grant. Maybe this wasn't his fault. Her sister had always been jealous of her and her relationships, romantic and familial. Prim was constantly picking at Ophelia and causing arguments. From the time Prim had hit that twelfth-year mark, she’d blamed Phe for every little insignificant thing at home, causing a rift between Phe and their parents. She didn’t like to go home much, as most of the time she was met with coldness and barely veiled contempt from Prim and her mother. Prim was their mom’s ‘miracle’ baby. She’d been in her late thirties when Phe was born and then in her early forties when Prim came along. Maybe Grant had been seduced by her sister, Phe wouldn’t put it past the conniving little snake.

      "I know what you're thinking," Devyn said, shuddering and gagging in revulsion at the thought, "And you need to stop it right now. This isn't Grant being seduced, Prim could have hit on him and he could have refused, instead you found them naked, together, having sex...in your bed."

      "I know, but..." Phe sputtered, holding her head and wishing the cold medicine she had taken would work already. But with the way she was so upset and crying, was not helping her head ease at all.

      "But nothing, we're going and that's final." Devyn decreed, "You'll love this place, their motto is 'Where we bring you back to yourself' it's called Lakeview Spa and Retreat. It will be fun and relaxing. Plus, they have healing minerals and stones. Sounds fun right? From the photos it looks like a good place to relax and think."

      "Fine, ok, but only if I can get rid of this head cold." Phe agreed in exasperation, "Plus, I have to go home and get my stuff though."

      Heading into the kitchen, Devyn looked over at Phe sitting on the couch and said, “What you need, is a strong drink. Rum and coke or a martini?”

      “I’ll take the rum and coke.” Phe answered on a sad sigh. “Make it a double.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, both were more than a little tipsy and ready for a night’s rest.

      “Night Dev, thanks for letting me stay.” Phe slurred while hugging her best friends neck.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Dev replied, her words just a slurred as Phe’s.
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      Ophelia had slept fitfully the night before. Tossing and turning in Devyn's guest room. Trying to make sense of what had become of her life. She loved Grant, but this was the thing that had finally broken her. She wasn't looking forward to going to the house to get her stuff. She could only hope he wasn't there when she arrived. She lay in the bed for another few minutes, gathering the energy it took to crawl from the bed. She was in a fog of disenchantment, she was overwhelmed with all the fears, stress and loneliness caused by Grant’s betrayal. What was she going to do, she knew she could stay with Devyn, that was a given? Devyn was a better sister than her own flesh and blood.

      Phe got up and went into the attached bathroom, brushing her teeth and hair as she got ready for the day. Once she was dressed she went into the kitchen to find Devyn waiting for her.

      "Hey lady, are you ready for today?" Devyn asked with concern.

      "I think so." Phe replied, "I just want to get this over with. I still can't wrap my head around what's happened." Phe sat down at the island in the kitchen, grabbing a cup of coffee she added creamer and three spoons of sugar, taking a sip she exhaled. Loving the taste of her favorite Kona blend. She contemplated whether she should just buy new clothes and not bother going home for her things. But she knew that would make her a coward, and she may have been broken but she wasn't a coward.

      "Alright, chick, let's hit the road." Devyn said, putting her empty coffee cup in the sink. "We need to get your things, I made reservations. We need to check in at the spa on the twenty-seventh."

      "That's in two days!" Phe exclaimed, "Are you crazy? I don't even know where my passport is, and I still have this awful head cold."

      "It's probably in your safe at home," Devyn droned sarcastically, "You know where you keep important papers."

      "Shut up..." Phe laughingly replied. "Let's go." Phe rinsed her cup and headed towards the front door with Devyn behind her. Once the door was locked they walked down the driveway together.

      "Do you want me to drive, we can take my car?" Devyn asked, eyeballing her cherry red 2015 Chevy Impala.

      "No, I'll drive," Phe said, "I'll be fine. Besides, you can’t afford any more tickets Parnelli Jones."

      They both got into Phe's car, buckled up and they were off. Arriving at her house, they got out of the car and walked up the path to the front door. At the door Phe hesitated, not sure if she really wanted to go in or not. Grant's car hadn't been in the driveway, but that didn't mean he hadn't parked in the garage. Devyn squeezed her hand and gave her a small encouraging nod. Opening the front door, Phe looked into the living room to see her suitcases sitting next to the couch and several cardboard boxes full of her knick knacks. Grant was walking out of the master bedroom with another suitcase, Prim right behind him carrying Phe's makeup case. Upon seeing Phe and Devyn they both froze in the hallway. Prim smiled, giving her sister a look of smug satisfaction. Grant flushed in embarrassment, looking away from them both. Phe squared her shoulders and moved towards her bags, Devyn followed behind picking up one of the boxes. They both turned to the front door, which was left open. They walked out to the car and put the suitcase in the trunk and the box on the backseat. They went back inside to get the rest of Phe's things. Prim and Grant were still standing at the beginning of the hall, watching every move the two girls made. Picking up more of her things, they finished packing up her car, then she went back inside for one more look around.

      "I told you I would win, bitch." Prim snidely said.

      "Win? Win what?" Phe asked in disbelief, "I didn't even know we were in a competition. You're my sister, not my enemy, not my rival."

      "I've always been your rival, you were just too stupid to see it." Prim said.

      Grant watched the two sisters. Not sure whether he should say anything, but it didn't matter anyway as Phe turned to Grant and said,

      "Really, Grant, cheating on me. And with my younger sister." Phe huffed and headed for the bedroom to get her important papers from the wall safe. When she reached the bedroom, the bed was rumpled from the pair of them the day before. Phe's heart cracked a little more. She didn't need this, what she needed were her paperwork and passport. Devyn was right. A trip to the spa would be just what the doctor ordered. And maybe, just maybe she'd find a rebound guy. As they say the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else.

      Heading back to the front of the house, she found Grant waiting for her. Prim was nowhere to be seen.

      "I'm sorry you found out this way Phe." Grant said, "I wanted to tell you that we were done. I just didn't know how."

      "Usually it goes a little something like this Grant," Phe said through clenched teeth, "I think we should break up, I don't want to do this with you anymore. Oh, and by the way I am FUCKING your sister."

      "That's not what this is Phe," Grant stated, "I love Prim."

      "Grant you wouldn't know love if it jumped up and bit you in the ass." Phe yelled, "I can't believe I wasted three years of my life with a piece of shit like you." With that, Phe slammed out of the house and headed to her car.

      In the car Devyn was waiting. Phe looked at Devyn, Devyn looked at Phe and they both started to laugh. They laughed so hard that tears were leaking from their eyes. The girls looked at each other again and burst out into laughter for a second time. Phe wiped her cheeks and looked at Devyn.

      "I need to get away, you were right." Phe said sadly, "Let's go pack. What time is our flight?"

      "We leave tomorrow at noon, that weekend is a full moon. The lake is going to look amazing at night all lit up. We have to be at the airport by nine thirty." Devyn replied.

      Phe headed back to the townhouse. Thankfully they arrived back at Devyn's house within fifteen minutes, that was one of the reasons that Phe and Grant had moved to Garden Home, it was close to work and to Devyn so that when Grant was working late, there was someone nearby in case of an emergency. The only emergency Phe had in the last three years was when she couldn't open her favorite bottle of Moscato, Devyn rushed over and they proceeded to share the bottle once it was open. They'd had a good laugh at Grant when he came in after ten pm to find them both tipsy watching a James Bond movie on cable and drooling over the lead actor who was playing 007 at the time. Grant didn't understand the draw of Bond, James Bond...but Devyn did and that's why they had a 007 movie marathon at least every other month.

      They were inside for only a few minutes when Devyn's phone rang. Answering the phone, Devyn's face went pale. She walked a little way into the kitchen, speaking into the receiver. Phe couldn't hear what was being said. A few minutes later Devyn hung up the phone and came back into the living room. Once Phe saw Dev she knew something horrible had happened. Dev looked shattered and shocked she said,

      "Phe, that was my mom. Dad had a heart attack. I have to go home to Philly."

      "Of course, you do, I'll go with you." Phe agreed, "We can be on a flight tonight."

      "No, you are going to the spa," Devyn said with authority. "I'm going to Philly, you need to get away for a bit and I need to check on my parents."

      "But Devyn," Phe started to say.

      "But, nothing Phe. It's all arranged." Devyn replied, "Go, relax, drink wine and get a massage. Find a man to give you a big O that you didn't have to give yourself."

      "Fine, but I am not happy." Phe finally agreed. "Once you check on your parents you need to meet me at the spa."

      "I will. I promise." Devyn swore, "I have to go pack, come keep me company."
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      Phe took Devyn to the airport and walked her to security. They said their goodbyes and Devyn was off to her parents’ house in Philadelphia. Phe headed back to Devyn's to finish packing for her own trip to Aurora Falls on the shores of Sapphire Lake. Once her bags were packed she decided to have a calming cocktail and to think about her upcoming trip. The area sounded beautiful, but now with Devyn not going Phe was reluctant to leave. She didn't really want to spend the next week at a spa and retreat 'working' on herself. There was nothing wrong with her that a pint of mocha ice cream and a couple of cocktails couldn't fix. Although, the whole rebound guy thing wasn't a good idea where she lived. Prim and Grant would find out and she'd never hear the end of it from either of them and that was something she didn’t need on top of everything else.

      The next morning found Phe calling an Uber to take her to the airport to make her own flight. She'd decided sometime around her fifth rum and coke to just go and enjoy herself. What could it hurt. Phe phone gave a cheery ping to let her know that her Uber was out front and waiting. Gathering her carryon luggage and her purse she headed outside, pulling the door closed and checking to make sure it was locked. She walked down the drive way and got into her awaiting Uber. Once on the road she leaned back and took a deep breath, which might have been a mistake as the car she was in smelled of curry, which isn’t a terrible smell, unless you have a hangover and don't really like curry. Between the smell and the movement of the car, Phe was about ready to leave her midnight snack on the poor drivers back floorboard. Finally, they pulled up to the airport and she got out of the car. Tipping the driver and thanking him, she took her bags and headed for security. Standing in the long security line she was glad she got to the airport a little early. Moving with the crowd, Phe thought back to the previous day when she had taken Devyn to this exact spot. While waiting for the security line to move, Devyn had looked at Phe and said,

      "No matter what, Phe. Don't close your heart to possibilities."

      "Possibilities? Possibilities of what, Devyn?" Phe had retorted.

      "Love, moving on, finding your happy." Devyn had replied, "Grant hurt you, I get that. But don't let him ruin you for something amazing."

      "I won't, Devyn." Phe replied, "He can't ruin me, only I can do that by taking what he did and letting it slowly kill me."

      "I love you, you know that, right?" Devyn asked.

      "Of course, I know, and I love you too. We're soul sisters, we know everything there is to know about each other.” Phe replied.

      Devyn had looked into Phe's eyes for several minutes, then hugged her hard and headed through the security checkpoint to her gate and the flight to Philly. She had promised to call Phe as soon as she landed. Devyn called at three am and they talked for a few minutes. Devyn's dad was doing better, but he wasn't out of the woods yet. Devyn promised to call if there were any changes in his condition. Good or bad. Phe thought of Dev’s parents like they were her own, she’d spent so much time with them before they moved to Philadelphia, Dev’s mom was always there when her own mom would take Prim’s side in any little scuffle and Dev’s dad was always ready with a hug for his ‘two favorite girls’.

      Phe shook herself a little and decided to start this vacation right. Making her way closer to the metal detector along with the other passengers she smiled to herself thinking about her upcoming week. This was going to be a great trip, she could just imagine relaxing at the spa and reading a good book or getting a mud bath, maybe a facial. She didn't have to do anything else but have a good time. Once she was through the security line she headed for gate twelve, where she would wait for her plane to board.

      One hour later her flight had arrived and was disembarking. The gate attendant began calling for passengers to board, starting with anyone with disabilities or small children. Or passengers that might need an extra few minutes to get on board and situated. When her row was called, Phe gathered her bags and made her way down the jetway. Boarding the plane, she walked to seat seven F and put her carry on in the overhead bin. Sitting down in her window seat she buckled her seatbelt and waited for the other passengers to board. Everyone was finally on the plane and the door was closing. The flight attendants took up their spots for the pre-flight talk. Buckle your belt, use the airsick bag if needed, tray tables in their upright position during take-off and Phe's personal favorite no smoking in the lavatories. Phe could remember when she was about eight or so and passengers would light up in their seats and use the small ashtray built into the armrests, but inflight smoking was banned on all planes by the end of the 1990’s.

      The flight attendants finished their spiel and the captain had come over the PA system to give his quick pep talk. Once that was done, the plane began to taxi down the runway and get in line for takeoff. Getting into the air was always an adventure. It always felt like you were going the wrong direction, the G forces pushing you back into your seat. They leveled off and the captain came over the PA system, this time with a report of how high up in the air the plane was. That was the second worst part of flying to Phe, she didn't mind being in the sky, until the pilot would come on and give a play by play of the altitude that they were flying at, she didn't need to know that they were at 35,000 feet and what their cruising speed was. The flight lasted for several hours so Phe decided she would rest her eyes, six hours later the pilot was on the PA system letting passengers know that they were starting their descent. The plane landed without incident and taxied to the gate.  As the door opened, the passengers all filed out like lemmings. One after the other to their respective areas. Phe headed for the front doors of the airport to find the shuttle to Aurora Falls and the spa. Seeing the shuttle van with the town logo on it, Phe walked over to the driver and introduced herself. She let the driver know she was staying at the Lakeview Spa and Retreat, once her luggage was stored in the back of the shuttle and their seatbelt in place, the driver asked,"How was your flight?"

      "It was good, I took a nap." Phe replied, "How long until we get to the spa?"

      "About an hour, ma'am." The driver said.

      "Please, call me Phe. I always look for my grandma whenever anyone calls me ma'am." Phe said with a smile.

      "Of course, Phe. We'll arrive in about one hour." The driver stated again.

      "Perfect, I have a call to make, will my phone work on the road to Aurora Falls?" Phe asked.

      "It should, until we hit the mountain right before town. Your phone won't work for about ten minutes then once we head down the other side into town your service should come back on." The driver let her know.

      Phe thanked the driver for the information and then dialed Devyn's number. The phone rang twice, before Devyn picked up and asked how her flight went. Phe explained that the flight was fine, she'd slept through most of it. She asked about Devyn's dad. Devyn let her know that he was getting better little by little, but he still wasn't out of danger yet. They promised to call each other again later and said their goodbyes. Phe disconnected the call with a sigh. She would miss her friend but was glad that her father was getting better day by day.

      The driver started up the mountain and Phe was glad she had finished her call when she did, because as soon as they were halfway up, her service turned off. With another sigh she put her phone in her purse and looked out the window of the shuttle. Watching the trees go by at a sedate pace was calming, but Phe couldn't help but think of what she had seen just a few days before. As she watched the scenery she didn't realize she had tears running down her cheeks until the driver asked,

      "Are you alright, Phe?"

      Wiping her cheeks, she said with a sad smile, "I'll be just fine. Don't worry about me."

      “Have you visited Aurora Falls before?” The driver asked.

      “No, this will be my first time here,” Phe replied, “Is there anything to do in town?”

      “There is a wonderful bookstore that has just about anything you’d want to read.” The driver said, “Also, the local watering hole is pretty good for a beer or two, it’s called The Saucy Wench.”

      “I will definitely have to visit both places as soon as I am checked into the spa,” Phe replied, “What about the lake, can I swim in it?”

      “I wouldn’t unless you want to be eaten by the lake monster.” The driver said on a laugh.

      “Lake monster? What lake monster?” Phe asked nervously.

      “We have a legend in Aurora Falls about a lake monster that protects the lake,” The driver said with a smile, “You should take the time to visit one of the souvenir shops, they have pamphlets with the legend explained in detail.”

      The driver started the decent down the mountain into Aurora Falls. It was a picturesque little town, from what Phe had read the night before the town had a population of roughly four thousand people. It was situated on the shore of Sapphire Lake in Newfoundland. It was an amazing sight, the crystal blue of the lake against the back drop of the surrounding verdant mountains. Phe was glad she'd let Devyn convince her to come to this little out of the way place to recoup and get her life back on track. Once she was free of Grant and his manipulations she had started to see that he had tried to keep her isolated from her friends and her parents, but not her sister. Now Phe knew why. Prim had been getting the wilder side of Grant, while Phe had barely been able to fake her way through an orgasm. So disappointing. Shaking off her maudlin thoughts, Phe took in the small town. To the right of the street was a small clapboard building with a sign proclaiming it to be The Saucy Wench Tavern and Grill since 1965. That could be a good place to get a drink after she checked into her room at the spa. Just down the main street a few blocks was a somewhat plain looking building, the windows covered in thick green curtains. The sign hanging from an iron bar above the door read, Legends & Tails Bookshop. Phe would definitely be stopping in there as soon as possible. The driver slowed down and made a left-hand turn towards the lake. Pulling down a long winding drive the main building of the Lakeview Spa and Retreat came into view. The paint on the building was a pale blue with white trim around the windows, in a half circle behind the main building there were eight small cabins. Each in a different pastel color. Phe couldn't wait to get into her cabin and unpack, then head into town to check out the bookshop and to get a drink at the Saucy Wench.
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      Phe stepped out of the shuttle van, thanked the driver and followed him inside where he set her carry on at the front desk. The desk was decorated in a rustic theme, wooden counter top, wild flowers in a vase to one side and a small display of rocks with a sign that read ‘Labradorite ~ also known as Moonstone is a powerful protector of the mineral kingdom creating a shielding force throughout one’s aura and strengthening natural energies from within.’ Phe was never one for 'woo-woo' healings and such, but after the week she'd had she could certainly use some strengthening of her natural energies. She hadn't realized until that moment how drained she felt. Emotionally and physically. Waiting for a moment to see if anyone would come and check her into her room, she noticed a small bell off to the left of the long wooden counter top. Pushing down on the small top, a surprising shrill ring occurred. From the back room, through an opaque curtain traveled one of the strangest people that Phe had ever seen. The woman was diminutive in stature, even shorter than Phe's 5'4" and her hair was a shockingly bright white, not gray, but white. She had smiling eyes and a very booming voice for such a small person when she said,

      "Hello, my name is Dawn and welcome to Lakeview Spa and Retreat. Where we bring you back to yourself."

      "Um, hello. My name is Ophelia Lancaster. There should be a reservation for me." Phe said, slightly in awe of the eccentric looking woman.

      Dawn, typing furiously on her keyboard looked up and smiled saying, "Yes, here you are. You are in cabin six. That would be the second cabin to the right. It's painted a light lavender. I hope you enjoy your stay with us. It looks like you are booked for a three thirty massage with Sven. He has magic hands ya know." Dawn winked as she finished talking about Sven and his hands.

      "Oh, I didn't book a massage." Phe said in surprise. "Are you sure it's for me?"

      "Yes, here in the notes it says, tell Phe to man up and go for it. Love, Devyn." Dawn replied laughing at the incredulous look on Phe's face. "Devyn must be a very good friend."

      "Yes, she is. She was supposed to be here with me, but there was a family emergency." Phe said on a sigh.

      "Well, I hope everything will be ok with her family." Dawn said with genuine concern in her voice, "Shall I tell Sven to be ready for you in half an hour?"

      "Um, sure. I guess so." Phe didn't sound convincing at all. Dawn smiled, handed Phe her cabin key and wished her a good day along with directions to the massage room in the back of the main building. So much for the bookshop and a drink after a long day of travel. But a massage would probably feel amazing just the same. Before she left for her cabin, Phe turned and said,

      “Dawn is there really a monster in the lake?”

      “You rode into town on the shuttle, didn’t you?” Dawn asked with a knowing grin, “I’ve never seen it myself, but others have told of how the lake monster protects the town and the lake.”

      “A lake monster that protects the town and the lake,” Phe said in wonder.

      “Well, that’s the way the legend goes,” Dawn answered, “But like I said, I’ve not seen it myself.”

      “I need to find out more information on these legends.” Phe said, “Thank you for answering my questions.”

      “Of course, it’s no problem.” Dawn said, “If you want more information, the best place to go is The Saucy Wench over on Main St.”

      “The bar?” Phe asked, bewildered.

      “Yes, that’s where a lot of the old timers hang out on a nightly basis.” Dawn said, “I have to get back to work, have a good massage with Sven.”

      “Thank you again.” Phe said smiling as she turned to leave again.

      Leaving the lobby and Dawn behind, Phe walked back outside and around the main building to the small lavender cabin that was situated second to the right. She wasn't sure why they were numbered as they were out of order, but it was kitschy and kind of adorable. Putting the old fashioned skeleton key into the lock Phe turned it and unlocked the door. Once inside she headed for the bed to unload her suitcase and change her clothes. She decided to shower before letting Sven get his magic hands on her achy tense muscles.

      Phe wandered into the bathroom and turned on the antiquated shower, with a rattle of the pipes cold water blasted out of the shower head, drenching Phe in the process. With a screech she jumped, turning the shower head away from her face and adjusting the temperature of the water before undressing and stepping into the luke warm spray. Taking a quick rinse off shower was what she’d been looking forward to not a case of hypothermia. Phe's teeth chattered as she tried to dry herself off while shivering on the plush bathmat that was next to the tub. After she was dry she dressed in loose fitting yoga pants and a tee shirt over one of her cami bras. She felt comfortable and feminine, she was ready to relax. Whistling a tune under her breath she headed back out towards the main building in search of Sven and his massage table.

      "Hello, I am Sven," was said in accented English by a tall, blond blue-eyed Viking, "You must be Ophelia."

      "Uh, yes. I'm Ophelia," she responded slowly, staring a little at his beauty. "But please call me Phe, everyone does."

      "Of course, Phe." Sven replied, "Shall we head to the massage area of the spa?"

      "Sure, lead the way." Phe agreed.

      Sven turned and headed down a short hallway to a closed door. Phe followed not too far behind, watching Sven's glutes as he walked in front of her. The sight was quite eye catching. Like watching two well-honed halves of a whole. Phe gave a happy little sigh, this was going to be an amazing trip.

      Sven opened the door and gestured to Phe to proceed him, when they got inside he instructed Phe to remove her clothing and wrap herself in the sheet that was on the foot of the massage table. Sven turned, leaving the room to give Phe some privacy. Phe undressed, hanging her clothing on the provided wall hooks, wrapping herself in the sheet she lay on the table and waited for Sven to return.

      Sven reentered the room, hitting a hidden control he turned on some music, it sounded like early 90's Enya, instrumental and new agey. But good. Sven instructed Phe to relax, drizzling some mint scented oil into his palms he rubbed his hands together to heat the oil. Bending slightly, he started the massage with Phe's shoulders and worked his way to Phe's upper back and then down her spine. Massaging carefully, Sven murmured words of encouragement while Phe gave a very loud yawn.

      "Sorry Sven," she said, "I didn't sleep very well."

      "It's no problem," Sven replied, "Sometimes sleep it will not come."

      "You've got that right," Phe said sadly.

      The last few days had been filled with sadness, and a twinge of anger. Anger at the way she found her ex-boyfriend and her sister in a compromising position. Phe sniffled a bit, remembering the look on Prim's face, the triumph as if she'd won the war, when Phe didn't even know they were fighting. She could still see Grant slamming into Prim, while Prim gripped the headboard and demanded that Grant fuck her harder. That was an image she wouldn't get rid of anytime soon. The amounts of brain bleach she'd need to accomplish that feat were astronomical and would probably leave her with a few less brain cells.

      Sven finished up his ministrations of Phe's tense muscles, she was feeling limp and relaxed after his attentions. She was ready to take a long nap and then head out to explore the small picturesque town of Aurora Falls. Thanking Sven, Phe exited the massage area and meandered off to her lavender cabin. Entering the cabin, she breathed out a sigh of contentment. Devyn really knew what Phe needed, even though she was in Philly, Devyn was still looking out for Phe. She had the best soul sister ever.
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      Phe woke from her nap still feeling relaxed and refreshed. She was hopeful that her good mood would last throughout the trip. Rising from the bed she dressed in shorts, a tank and sandals to head out and play tourist. Pocketing her credit card and id, as well as her keys, lastly, she grabbed up her phone. As she made her way to the door her phone beeped with an incoming text. Thinking it was Devyn checking in she opened the text without checking the screen, it was a text from her sister Prim. Looking at the screen, her good mood vanished as she looked at a photo of Prim and Grant who were both naked and obviously in the middle of fucking, again. Quickly closing the message, she sank to the mattress and slowly fell apart. Tears of frustration, anger and sadness leaked from her eyes. Sobs of pain were pulled from deep inside, curling into herself she let the tears continue to fall for several minutes. Phe wasn't ready. She wasn't ready to let go of her feelings of betrayal on so many levels. Trying to get herself under control, she picked up her phone and dialed Devyn's number. The phone rang and rang before going to voice-mail. Fighting to keep her composure, Phe left a short message asking Devyn to call her back when she could. Not wanting to let Prim ruin her good intentions, Phe got up, dried her eyes and left her cabin. Walking down the driveway towards town.

      Phe arrived in the center of town within just a few minutes. Seeing the hanging sign of the bookstore that she had first spied as she was driven through town to the spa she walked towards the storefront. Stopping, she took a deep breath and entered a quiet, musty store filled with piles of books everywhere. She wasn't sure what she should look at first the overflowing shelves or the stacks of books scattered around the store. Looking around she decided to head towards the back of the store and the checkout area to ask the clerk where she could find a sappy romance novel, or a murder filled suspense, with her mood she could go either way at this point.

      Stopping at the counter, she looked around and didn't see an employee, looking down on the counter she did see a small bell, picking it up she gave it a shake causing a ringing sound to fill the space. From the back she heard a feminine voice call out,

      "Be right there."

      Phe called back, "Ok, no hurry." Investigating further she found that the space she was currently in, although old, cramped and a little musty was filled with tons of charm and atmosphere. She loved old places like this one. Losing herself in her thoughts she jumped a little when she heard a voice ask,

      "Hi, sorry I wasn't out here when you arrived. Can I help you find something?"

      Phe gathered her thoughts and turned, looking at the young dark haired female clerk, she smiled and said, "No problem, I'm looking for a romance or murder suspense novel. Can you tell me where to find either or both of those please?"

      "Of course, follow me." The clerk stated, moving towards the left side of the store. Walking between the stacks of books on the floor was somewhat of a balancing act. Go left, hip check a tall precarious stack of books, move right smack dab into another stack. Phe pondered the almost hoarder like atmosphere wondering about the owner of the store.

      The clerk stopped, turning she asked, "So romance is here on the right and murder suspense/mystery is here on the left. Was there a particular author you were looking for?"

      "Thank you. No, no particular author." Phe replied with a shake of her head, "I'll know it when I see it." With that the clerk went back to the counter and Phe began to read the titles on the spines of the books. First in the romance section, not finding anything that grabbed her attention she moved to the suspense/mystery section. Reading more titles and authors names on each books spine, she decided on Stephen King's Cristine. It was a book she'd read before and it was perfect for her mood. A killer car, this was the story she needed today.

      Grabbing the book Phe went back up to the counter to pay. While there she asked the clerk about the name of the store and the sign out front with the mermaid reading a book drawn on it. The clerk told her a tall tale of freshwater mermaids that were cursed to live in the lake until they found their true love. Phe paid for her book, thanked the clerk and headed back out into the sunlight and the town square. Squinting after being in the darkened bookstore Phe looked around some more. Seeing several small shops and a restaurant as well as a bar. Deciding she needed a drink more than food she sauntered towards the bar that was just down the street. The signage out front proclaimed it to be The Saucy Wench est. 1965. She walked at a leisurely pace, coming to the front door of the bar, she grasped the ornate handle that was the exact replica of a female mermaid and opened the door. Entering she found herself transported back in time. The bar top was one long mahogany counter with the lower walls of the bar painted a light teal color. Mismatched barstools set at the counter, but they worked in the space. They looked like they'd always been there, even with the different colored seat cushions and scarred up legs showing that for a small-town bar, many patrons frequented it. Seeing the bartender polishing a glass behind the counter Phe stepped forward and sat on one of the bar stools. Laying her book on the bar top, she leaned over and set her chin in her hand, resting her elbow on the top of the bar. Smiling, the bartender headed over and asked her what she was drinking.

      Phe responded, "Whatever you have on tap."

      "Budweiser, Coors or we have a local brew called Mermaid's Breath, which would you prefer?" The Bartender asked.

      "I'll try the local brew, please." Phe said. Looking around she noticed a jukebox off to one side up against the wall as well as several tables that were scattered around the room. The bartender set her beer in front of her and offered to start a tab for her. Phe watched as he walked away, wondering if he might be the one night stand she needed to get over Grant. Or at least to forget about him for a while. He was easy on the eyes, about 6 feet tall with green eyes and hair the color of dark chocolate, the kind of dark chocolate that's heart healthy and good for you, but Phe had a feeling he could be bad, very bad. Taking a sip of her beer she contemplated her situation. Phe was ready to head back to her cabin, she didn't really feel like being out and about. Her heart was still too bruised for socializing. Phe spent the next few minutes wallowing and drinking the Mermaid's Breath, it wasn't bad. Although the name was a little strange. Aurora Falls seemed to have a thing for mermaids. It was probably a tourist gimmick, like Leavenworth in Washington State where it seems like Christmas year-round with the Bavarian styled village and the Nutcracker Museum that displays nutcrackers dating back centuries. Lost in thought Phe didn't see that an older man had sat on the stool two down from hers, or that he'd asked her a question.

      "Well hello, Are you new in town?" Was asked in a scratchy voice from just down the bar.

      Phe turned to her left and saw a grizzled older man sitting on the stool, looking like he lived in the bar. White hair just past his shoulders and a wild man looking beard. Phe did a double take, she'd never seen someone so unkempt in a bar before. It wasn't the norm in Seattle where she lived. There you mostly saw hipsters and business men in suits out at the bars.

      "Sorry, yes I just arrived earlier today." Phe answered, "Have you lived here long?"

      "Yep, for as long as I can remember," he replied, "Name's Ted."

      "Hi Ted, can you tell me a little about the town?" Phe asked, trying to be polite.

      "Sure, I can." Ted slurred, "We've got a monster in our lake ya know. He lives there and protects the lake and the town and its inhabitants.”

      The bartender walked up and spoke to Ted, "Ted, are you telling your tall tales again?"

      "You know it's true Orion!" Ted replied angrily, "You know."

      "Ted, I think you've had too much to drink tonight," Orion stated, "Time for you to go home to June."

      Ted scoffed but got up from his stool and staggered for the door.

      "Will he be ok to get home?" Phe asked worriedly.

      "He'll be fine, he's made the same walk every night for the last twenty years and in the same state." Orion assured Phe.

      "So, sorry about Ted," Orion said, "He loves his tales."

      "That's ok," Phe replied, "He seems like an interesting guy."

      Orion handed her a second Mermaid's Breath and walked back down the bar to help another customer. Phe continued to watch him work. The way his arm muscles bunched as he pulled the tap when someone wanted a beer and the way his jeans hugged his very nice rear end.

      Phe had just finished her third beer, when she realized the alcohol was hitting her a little harder than normal. That's what she got for not eating while she was drowning her sorrows and contemplating hot sweaty sex with the drop dead gorgeous bartender. Laying money on the bar, she gave a little wave and headed out into the darkness.
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      Phe stumbled over a loose rock as she made her way towards the path that wound around the lake. The mostly full moon reflecting on the surface of the lake was a beautiful sight. The town had apparently closed as Phe was in the bar drinking her troubles away. Or trying to anyway. She stood near the shoreline, staring out over the water. Crossing her arms around her waist she thought back to earlier in the day when the shuttle driver had spoken of a lake monster and then thinking about in the bar when Ted was saying something about a lake monster as well. Shaking her head to clear the alcohol fog she saw something break the surface of the lake far off in the distance, which disturbed the glasslike surface of the lake. Something big seemed to be out there. Phe could have sworn it looked like some kind of giant snake or more likely a tree that was casting a shadow. Phe gave another shake of her head and looked again. Nothing was within her vision line, the lakes surface once again calm. Thinking she was seeing things, she dismissed the sight. Phe stood for several more minutes, staring blankly out over the water. Lost in her own thoughts of finding a new place to live and what to do about the joint accounts that she and Grant had were daunting. Phe needed to make a plan and start living her life again.

      Phe shivered, the night air cool against her skin. Turning to go back to the spa, she took one more look over her shoulder at the lake. With a sigh, she started walking back towards the road.
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        * * *

      

      As Phe walked away, she didn't notice the person watching her from within the lake, their head just barely above the surface. Treading water and watching her go was a man. A man who'd lived in this small town for what felt like forever. Watching and waiting for that one person who could break his curse and set him free. He’d been searching every month since the curse spoken by the witch Tamsin all those years ago. He felt an undeniable pull towards the petite woman with dark hair, although he wasn't sure what he was feeling. Was it her beauty? Her stature? Or was this just wishful thinking on his part after so many years of being alone.

      The man treading water in the middle of the lake couldn't wait for the full moon to rise the next night. He was a merman on a mission. To find the woman who called to him on some strange level and to discover why he was so intrigued by her.   He floated there for several more minutes, weightless before diving below the surface and swimming to his underwater home. Arriving at his cavern, he went through the underwater entrance. The entrance of his home gave way to a small cove. Still underwater but with an air pocket space that he could go into to look up at the ceiling. He loved the view; the top of his cavern was covered in the moonstone that his people collected to sell on shore monthly. The sight above him was a glittery glowing landscape that mimicked the star sprinkled night sky.

      His cavern was etched into the rock of the lake, he had a ledge that was accessible and opened into a small alcove that served as his living area. He spent all but three days a month here in his cavern, in stasis waiting for the full moon to release him from his watery prison and allow him to search for the other half of his soul.

      He settled in to rest, waiting impatiently for the moon to rise the next night. He’d be working in his nephew Orion’s bar. He hoped the woman would visit while he was working behind the bar serving drinks. He had to get to the bottom of these feelings he was getting about the beautiful woman.
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      Phe made it back to the spa and entered her cabin. Feeling sad she made her way to the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress. Thinking that she should call Devyn to chat, picking up her phone she dialed and listened to it ring. After the fourth ring Devyn’s voicemail picked up. Leaving a message Phe decided it was time for her to go to bed. Standing and shucking off her clothes, she stood for several minutes staring at herself in the mirror over the sink. Her eyes wandered from her long brown hair to mid torso, she knew she wasn’t model thin, but she also wasn’t overweight. She was a bit thick in the hip and thigh, she didn’t mind though and most men she had dated in the past hadn’t minded either. But on days like today, when she was still raw from Grant’s betrayal, she wondered if she shouldn’t work out more and firm up some. Shaking her head, a bit, she climbed under the blankets and lay in the dark trying to sleep. After an hour of staring up into the darkness, she was out.

      The next morning, she rose and went into the main building for breakfast and a much-needed cup of coffee. She could feel a low-grade headache just behind her eyes, a dull pain that would only grow if she didn’t get some caffeine in her system soon. Grabbing a cup and doctoring it up the way she liked, she sat at a small table overlooking the lake. Staring off into space and sipping her coffee she didn’t hear when Dawn walked up to her table.

      “Well, good morning!” Dawn said in her booming voice, “How did you sleep?”

      “Not so great, I kept having dreams of a lake monster eating me.” Phe relied, startling at Dawn’s exuberant tone of voice.

      Dawn chuckled and said, “I could see how that would make for a rough night.” Still chuckling Dawn walked back to the front lobby leaving Phe to her runaway thoughts.

      After Dawn walked back to the front lobby, Phe rose and headed for the buffet, adding scrambled eggs, bacon and sourdough toast to her plate. Returning to her table she made quick work of the delicious food. Fluffy scrambled eggs and crisp bacon were two of her favorite things to eat for breakfast.

      Phe sat staring out the panoramic window at the lake just beyond the small ring of cabins, thinking back to the night before and the splash she’d seen. She was almost certain there had been a large snake like animal in the lake, but she’d also been a bit tipsy, ok she was drunk. She could admit that to herself. Were the sights of the lake monster a figment of her overactive imagination caused by listening to Ted ramble on in The Saucy Wench before she’d left to walk the shoreline. She wasn’t sure, but she needed to find out. Finishing her breakfast Phe headed in search of Dawn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dawn, which of the tourist shops is the best for local lore and the story of the lake monster?” Phe asked.

      “Hmmm, I would say Mermaids and Moonstones would be a good place to start. They’ve been in business the longest. Almost as long as The Saucy Wench,” Dawn replied after a few moments of thought, “But, the bar is still the best place to hear any stories.”

      “Awesome, Thank you.” Phe said thinking the name of the tourist shop was appropriate considering the town seemed to thrive on its folklore, “I’ll see you a bit later.”

      Phe gave a small wave and left the building, heading back down the driveway in search of the Mermaids and Moonstones shop.

      After walking for several minutes, Phe could see a store sign hanging from one of the building fronts about a block away. It was made of metal and had a full moon outline with a Trident silhouetted over the moon and the words ‘Mermaids and Moonstones’ in old-world script that was diagonal from top to bottom. As Phe got closer she could see inside, the shop was cluttered to put it nicely. It was like most of the store owners in town were not so secret hoarders. The front window display was crowded with cabin knick knacks, mermaid ornaments and even some dragon statuettes.

      It was an eclectic mix of souvenirs. Standing at the window and staring in, Phe got the sense she probably wouldn’t get any more information about the town legends, she really wanted to know the whole tale. Taking a breath, she walked in the door accompanied by the tinkling of the bell that was hanging above. To where when the door was opened the top hit the bell and made it come alive.

      Phe made her way into the shop and headed for the front counter. As she walked through the overcrowded shelving, she could tell that the town loved its folklore, she found that the shop was filled with mermaids, dragons, and other nautical themed souvenirs. Phe wondered the store for several minutes before making her way to speak with the clerk.

      “Hi, I was wondering if I could get some information.” Phe asked with a smile.

      “How can I help you?” The young female clerk asked.

      “Do you have anything in your shop about the lake monster?” Phe questioned.

      The clerk rolled her eyes and with a long-suffering sigh said,

      “No, if you want information on that made up bull you’ll need to go to the bookstore. They have a book written by one of our locals.”

      “Oh, ok. Thank you.” Phe said in surprise. Phe left the gift shop and headed back to Legends & Tails. The clerk there had been much friendlier the day before.
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      As Phe reached the door to the bookstore her phone rang. Looking at the screen she smiled to herself seeing it was Devyn and not her sister, Prim calling or texting her again.

      “What’s up Devyn?” Phe asked, “How’s your dad doing?”

      “I have good news Phe,” Devyn replied, “Dad’s doing really well and being released tomorrow. Mom and Dad want me to join you in Aurora Falls and finish our vacation.”

      “That’s great news! I’m glad your dad is doing better.” Phe gushed, “I can’t wait for you to get here. There are some weird things in this town.”

      “Me too.” Devyn replied happily, “Wait, what weird things?”

      “Dev, you’re gonna think I’m crazy.” Phe said, “I’ll tell you when you get here. When does your flight get in?”

      “I’m on a flight first thing tomorrow morning,” Devyn said, “Mom and dad insisted I not wait until he was released. My flight gets in around two tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I can’t wait until you get here.” Phe said laughing, “Wait until you take the shuttle van into town…”

      “Phe, sometimes I wonder about you.” Devyn jokingly replied. “I have to get packed, see you in a few hours. Love you girlfriend.”

      “Love you too,” Phe said, “Talk with you when you get here.”

      With that Phe and Devyn said their goodbyes and disconnected the call. Phe turned back to the bookstore and opened the door, headed for the counter and saw the same clerk from the day before.

      “Oh hey, back again I see.” The clerk said in welcome.

      “Yep, I was wondering if you had any books on the local lake or any local legends?” Phe inquired.

      “Oh sure, we have a couple.” The clerk replied, “What are you looking for exactly?”

      “Well, last night I was walking by the lake and I swear I saw, well, I swear it was a snake or really large eel dragon looking thing.” Phe muttered nervously.

      “Ah, you’re looking for information on the Sapphire serpent, our lake monster.” The clerk said.

      “Umm, yes please.” Phe asked, “Is that what it’s called?”

      “Yep, the Sapphire serpent doesn’t really have a proper name, it is a legend ya know.” The clerk replied with a grin. “Here ya go, this is one of our most popular books on the subject.”

      The clerk handed Phe a book titled, “The Legend of the Sapphire Serpent of Sapphire Lake” written by Astrid Akselsen.

      Phe looked at the book, it wasn’t a very large volume, but it was a good size for vacation reading. Checking the date on the back of the title page she noticed it had been published in the last few years, so it should have up to date information.

      “How much do I owe you?” Phe asked the clerk.

      “That’s eight dollars, this one is on sale today.” The clerk replied.

      Phe took the cash from her wallet and handed it over to the clerk. Taking her receipt, she thanked the clerk and left the store. Heading to one of the benches she’d seen the day before near the shoreline of the lake, Phe sat and perused her newest purchase. Finding that it was mostly just folk lore and legends and nothing else, Phe sighed and closed the book. Looking out over the still waters of Sapphire Lake she could imagine the serpent breaking the surface and looking back over the town of Aurora Falls, surveying all that was his to protect. With a laugh and a shake of her head, Phe stood and walked back to the center of town heading for The Saucy Wench for a cold drink and to ogle the bartender.

      Phe walked into the dimly lit bar, heading for the barstool she’d occupied the day before. Smiling at Orion, she said,

      “Hey, how are you? Can I get a bottle of Mermaid’s Breath?”

      “Of course, you can.” Orion answered, “How was your first night in town?”

      “It was ok, a little weird. But, it was ok.” Phe said.

      “Weird, how was it weird?” Orion asked curiously as he set Phe’s beer on the counter top.

      “I think Ted’s story of the lake monster freaked me out.”  Phe said, “I walked over to the lake after we talked last night and could have sworn I saw something huge in the water. Then I had nightmares of a lake monster eating me all night.”

      “That sounds horrible, well you know those are just stories, though right?” Orion asked.

      “Yeah, I know. I just freaked myself out is all.” Phe replied, taking a drink of her beer savoring the taste as it hit each of her taste buds. Phe was a convert, the Mermaid’s Breath was a smooth pale ale that hit the spot.

      “Well, I wouldn’t let Ted’s stories or the lore that surrounds the lake get to you. It’s all just a tall tale ya know.” Orion convincingly said.

      “I know.” Phe asked with excitement, “Oh, guess what?”

      “What?” Orion laughingly replied.

      “My best friend, Devyn, who was supposed to be on this trip with me will be here in a few hours.” Phe said enthusiastically. “She’s flying in from Philadelphia.”

      “That’s great news, Phe.” Orion said, “I’m glad she’s able to join you. Ok, I have to get back to my duties, talk later.”

      Orion walked down the bar to fill another customers glass. Phe watched him walk away. His ass was still on point.

      Phe took another swallow of her beer. Turning on her stool, she glanced towards the jukebox. She saw a very handsome man standing near one of the side tables. He was watching her. With a slight smile on his lips, he tilted his chin at her. Phe took him in before giving him a smile of her own. He was about 6’5” or 6’6” with blond hair that hit just below the collar of his button up denim shirt, and from this distance it looked like he had blue eyes. If Phe didn’t know better, she’d say he was a Viking of old. With his rugged good looks and hardened stare, she could easily see him on the deck of a Viking warship or merchant vessel carrying goods to trade with others.

      Phe had never been drawn to that kind of man before. Grant had been on the skinny nerdy side, and her boyfriend before Grant had been on the chess team in college. Phe wasn’t sure why she was so drawn to the mysterious man, but he was now weaving through the crowd and headed her way.

      Tait walked towards the beautiful woman sitting at the bar. He could tell she was the same woman from two nights before when the Sapphire serpent had made a splash, drawing her attention to where he floated in the lake. Tait couldn’t wait to make her acquaintance. Tait made it to the bar, stopped and looked down at one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. The vision before him was lush. Brunette hair and vivid blue eyes. She stood at about 5’4”, just barely coming to his chest, she was nipple high on him, adorable. They would fit so well together. He loved a woman who was shorter than him. It brought out all his protective instincts. Smiling into her eyes he introduced himself.

      “Hello, my name is Tait Olafson.” Was said in a husky voice.

      “Um, uh, Hi.” Phe stammered, “Uh, my name is Ophelia Langley.”

      “Hello, Ophelia.” Tait said her name in a way that sounded like a promise. A promise of what, she wasn’t sure. But Phe definitely wanted to find out.

      “Tait, that’s an unusual name.” Phe began.

      “So is Ophelia.” Tait laughingly said.

      “True, but I’m named after a maiden aunt. Are you named after anyone?” Phe asked.

      “It’s an old family name.” Tait answered evasively.

      “Well, I like it.” Phe asked. “Where is your family from?”

      “Scandinavia mostly.” Tait answered uncomfortably.

      “Oh, that’s cool.” Phe stated, followed by an uncomfortable silence.

      Tait and Phe spent several moments looking at each other. Lost in thought, Phe glanced down and noticed a tattoo on Tait’s inner forearm. Glancing up at his face, she reached for his arm to get a better look.

      “Tait, what is this tattoo of?” Phe looked down, looking closer.

      “It looks like iridescent scales. Almost like on a fish.”

      Tait stared at Ophelia for several seconds, breathing in. He couldn’t believe it. Ophelia could see his scales. Did this mean she was his mate and not just a distraction for his three days out of water. He spent several seconds contemplating what to say, before answering.

      “It’s just something we all get.” Tait answered evasively.

      “Hmmm,” Phe said, “Well Tait, what are you doing here? Waiting for someone?”

      “I’m here to help Orion with the bar.” Tait answered, “Friday’s are always busy and tonight will be especially busy in here since there’s a full moon out.” He turned and walked around the end of the bar. Stopping in front of Phe and watching her.

      “I’m sure it will be.” Phe said, pushing her now empty glass across the bar top for a refill.

      Tait took his time filling her glass, he titled the glass at a 45-degree angle placing it about an inch from the tap faucet. Grabbing the handle near the base he pulled it quickly forward, completely opening the flow of beer into her empty glass, as it filled he split his attention between watching the foam as it came to the top of her glass and glancing into Phe’s eyes. Tait’s gaze was mesmerizing to Ophelia, as he watched her she watched him. Glancing down at her glass at the same time as Tait, pushing the tap handle away from himself he handed Phe the now full glass of Mermaid’s Breath.

      “Thank you.” Phe said. Taking a sip, she smiled over the rim of her glass. Their eyes meeting, Phe could feel a nervous energy in her belly, working its way to full on butterflies. Tait watched as she took the glass from her lips and set it back on the bar top. With a smile, Tait took her left hand into his and stared into her eyes before he said,

      “I’d like to meet up with you later, maybe go for a walk? Are you going to be around for a while?”

      “I’m here for a week, then I head back home.” Phe answered, “If you mean tonight, I’ll be here in the bar until closing. I’m waiting on Ted, he has some great stories to tell.”

      “That he does, but don’t take them too seriously.” Tait said with a grin, turning he went down the bar to help a customer who’d just sat down. Phe watched as Tait leaned over the bar to hear the customer’s order. He leaned back and headed for the beer taps, Phe watched Tait’s forearms bunch as he drew the tap down, filling the glass with Mermaid’s Breath, closing the tap, he handed the glass to the customer. Turning slightly, he looked over at Phe, smiling as he walked farther down the bar, stopping to refill drinks here, offer a bar menu there. He was very adept at his job.

      Phe sat at the bar watching Tait for the rest of the night. At midnight, Tait stopped and spoke with Orion. Shaking his hand, he came out from behind the bar and headed for where Phe was sitting.

      “Are you ready for that walk, Ophelia?” Tait asked.

      “Yes, I would love to. Let’s go.” Phe replied, “By the way, you can call me Phe, everyone does.”

      “Phe, cute name, but I think I’ll stick with Ophelia.” Tait stated firmly. “I noticed Ted never showed tonight. I wonder what that was about?”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Phe said, “According to Orion he stayed home with his wife. But, last night when I was in Orion told me Ted had been coming to the bar every night for the last twenty years.”

      “Hmm, maybe Ted’s wife wasn’t feeling well.” Tait said. Opening the door, he let Phe precede him outside. The door swung closed behind them. Tait reached for Phe’s hand and they walked towards the shore of the lake. At the water’s edge, Tait stopped looking up at the moon. He looked down at Ophelia and said,

      “You asked about my tattoo. I’m glad to tell you about it if you’d like?”

      “Yes, it’s very unique.” Phe said, “Is it done with a special ink?”

      “No, not special ink.” Tait said, “When you look at my arm what do you see Ophelia?”

      “I see an iridescent purple and blue swirl of scales, like on a rainbow trout.” Phe answered. “Why?”

      “The thing is, no one is supposed to be able to see these scales,” Tait began,

      “Scales, you mean like fish scales?” Phe interrupted, “Or ink that looks like scales?”

      “They are scales, I know this will be strange.” Tait said, “But, I need you to touch my arm over my scales. Please?”

      Phe wasn’t sure what Tait was trying to pull. Was this some kind of twisted joke? Did Tait do this with whatever tourist happened to catch his attention. Phe reached out and laid her hand over Tait’s forearm. A small shock ran from his arm into her hand and up to her shoulder. With a small yelp she jumped but kept her hand on his forearm over his scales. As soon as the shock waned she could see Tait’s life, since the beginning. She could see him standing on a large ship and a woman on land, saying words in a language she didn’t understand. But knowing that what she was saying was a curse and that the woman was a witch. She watched as Tait’s ship sank, the serpent on the prow coming to life after the old gods sent down a blessing to try and ease the curse spoken by Tamsin, the witch. She could see the moment that his legs became a majestic tail of purple and blue. He was magnificent. Phe watched as Tait looked around, breathing underwater and seeing all his clan mates turn into merpeople as well. It was a heartbreaking sight. The ship sank to the bottom of the lake, the serpent silently slithering through the deep in eel like movements. Watching, waiting, and protecting those who’d been cursed to live at the bottom of the lake. Subsisting for hundreds of years sometimes in stasis and other times mining for moonstones, trading with the original settlers of the land and searching for their other half. In that moment Phe knew without a doubt that she was Tait’s other half. The cure for his curse. Phe wasn’t ready for something like this. Scared she dropped her hand from Tait’s arm.

      Tears traveled slowly down Phe’s cheeks as she thought of the hardships that Tait and the rest of his clan had endured for centuries.

      Tait reached up with both hands wiping the tears from Phe’s face gently with his fingertips. With a sad smile he said,

      “Now you see, it’s not a tattoo. It’s our mark so that our mates know us when we meet. And for me that person is you Ophelia. You can break my curse.”

      “I get that I’m your mate, your person but you need to know something.” Phe said, “I’m just getting out of a relationship, one that didn’t end because I wanted it to, but because my boyfriend was a cheating asshole.”

      “I understand, I knew that my mate may already have another. I was prepared to wait.” Tait said, “I can wait, maybe not patiently, but I can wait until you’re ready for our joining.”

      “I need to think, we just met.” Phe said confused, “I know I’m your mate. How could I not after that information overload? It’s a bit overwhelming, I need a little time.”

      Phe let go of Tait’s arm and turned, getting ready to head back to the spa. Tait reached for Phe’s shoulder, stopping her forward momentum.

      “I understand Ophelia,” Tait said, “But please, think about it, ok?  I go back to the lake in two days. I can only stay on land for three days total.”

      “I will, good night Tait.” Phe said, walking away.
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      Phe arrived back at the spa as the sun was hitting midday in the sky. She rushed into her cabin, confused, concerned and needing someone to talk to. But she couldn’t share Tait’s secret, no matter what. She glanced at her phone and noticed it had died sometime in the night. Shoot, she probably had messages from Devyn. Distracted she headed for where her charger was plugged in to charge her phone

      “Phe, where have you been?” Devyn asked from the bed.

      “Holy shit! Devyn, I forgot you were coming today.” Phe squeaked in surprise. “I am so sorry I wasn’t here when you got in.”

      “Girl, if you were with a hot man you’re forgiven,” Devyn jokingly said with a lift of her right eyebrow.

      “I was,” Phe whispered, “He was amazing.”

      “Wait, what?” Devyn asked. “You mean you were with a guy, where did you meet a guy? Go Phe, I knew you wouldn’t let Grant ruin this trip.”

      Phe sat on the edge of the bed and burst into frustrated tears. Sitting with her head in her hands, tears flowing like small streams onto her bare, short clad legs. Devyn adjusted herself so that she was sitting next to Phe at the foot of the bed.

      “Don’t cry, Phe.” Devyn said, “It’s alright.”

      Phe cried harder, in her heart it didn’t feel alright, her head just needed to catch up so that she and Tait could be together.

      “Are you crying because of Grant and Prim?” Devyn asked cautiously.

      Phe sniffled, trying to staunch her tears, with a shuddering breath she wailed,

      “No, I’m not crying over those twatwaffles!”

      “Well, then why are you crying?” Devyn asked, “You’re kinda freaking me out.”

      “I’m…sorry,” Phe stammered, “I’m frustrated and confused.”

      “About what?” Devyn inquired, “Talk to me Phe what is going on?”

      Phe took a cleansing breath and began to speak,

      “I met this really great guy last night. He’s amazing and good looking. He looks like a Viking, I swear Dev just looking at him makes me hot and bothered.”

      “Ok, that doesn’t sound like a reason to cry though.” Devyn said more confused than before.

      “I know. It’s hard to explain. I want to screw his brains out and he wants to make me his for life. I’m confused because I feel this undeniable pull towards him, but on the other hand is this just because of what happened with Grant? I don’t know what to do.”

      “Well first, stop crying. We’ll figure this out.” Devyn promised, wrapping an arm around Phe’s shoulders she gave her a comforting squeeze.

      Phe leaned into Devyn’s hug and whispered, “Thank you for always being here when I need you Dev.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else, well unless it was an all-male review.” Devyn said on a laugh to ease some of Phe’s frustration and the underlying sadness that she could hear in Phe’s voice.

      Phe laughed, shook her head and then rolled her eyes. Feeling better, but still wondering what she was going to do about Tait and what had been revealed to her.

      “Dev, do you believe in fate or love at first sight?” Phe asked quietly, staring out the window at the lake in the distance.

      “I don’t know, Phe, I’ve heard stories of love at first sight and of people believing that fate had a hand in their lives of course. But I don’t know if I believe in either concept.” Devyn answered, “Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering,” Phe said, “I loved Grant, but what happened with him and Prim really hurt me. It also makes me question whether or not I can trust my instincts with a man and my feelings…” Phe gazed out one of the windows towards the lake Phe sighed, turning from the window she climbed into the other side of the bed and laid down. Staring at the ceiling lost in thought, she felt Devyn lie beside her and pat her hand in a show of support.

      Phe sighed and closed her eyes, feeling tired and drained. Curling into herself she said,

      “Dev, I think we need a nap and then we can talk some more, and I can show you around Aurora Falls.”

      “I’m for that,” Devyn replied on a yawn, “I didn’t sleep for shit on the plane, then I waited for you to get back from wherever you were at.” Closing her eyes Devyn yawned as well, within minutes both women were fast asleep.
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      Several hours later Phe woke, feeling somewhat better. With a stretch she slid out of bed and headed for the en suite to freshen up for the day. Phe was brushing her teeth when she heard Devyn walk in behind her.

      “Move over girl, I need to wash my face,” Devyn said to Phe on a yawn, “and brush my teeth, yuck, I think I grew something fuzzy in there while I was sleeping.”

      “You’re so juvenile, I’d swear if you didn’t have boobs you were a 12-year-old boy.” Phe said on a laugh as she made room for Devyn at the sink.

      “You know you love me.” Devyn teased while sticking her tongue out at Phe.

      Phe laughed, shook her head and went back into the bedroom area of the cabin to get dressed, leaving Dev to do her thing.

      “Hey Devyn,” Phe said from the other room, “What do you want to do first? The bookstore, the lake or hit The Saucy Wench?”

      “Let’s take a walk to the lake first then go from there.” Devyn replied, “Is there a good place to get an espresso?”

      “I saw a coffee shop in town, it’s called Enchanted Brews.” Phe answered back, “But I haven’t been in yet, we can see what they have.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Devyn said as she came out of the bathroom, “I’ll change then we can go.”

      The weather was perfect for the outfits they’d chosen. Phe chose to wear a Maxi dress that was a riot of pastel color swirls while Devyn had chosen a Maxi dress as well, but in a single color of hot pink. Walking out of the cabin both women waved at Dawn who was weeding a small flower bed at the main building. Ten minutes later, Phe and Devyn were at Enchanted Brews.

      “Do you want to sit outside on the patio?” Phe asked, pointing to the umbrella covered tables on the side of the café.

      “Sounds good to me.” Devyn replied opening the door. Walking in the smell of freshly baked cinnamon rolls hit both women in the nose.

      “Oh my gosh, that smells amazing,” Devyn sighed, “I’m getting one of those.” Pointing at the cinnamon rolls as large as your head in a display case that was sitting in front of the register.

      “Let’s share one.” Phe said her eyes glazing over at the gooey sweet treat.

      “Perfect!” Devyn nearly shouted, moving quickly to the counter, she ordered cups of coffee and one of the overly large cinnamon treats. Once they had their coffee they headed back outside to sit and enjoy the sun and scenery.

      “What do you think of the town so far?” Phe asked Devyn.

      “It’s a really pretty town, great for vacation.” Devyn answered, “A good place to recharge before going back to work.”

      “Mmmhmm, yep it is.” Phe agreed, “Do you think you could live in a small place like this Devyn?”

      “I mean maybe, it would depend though.” Devyn answered on a chuckle, “Why? Am I moving?”

      “No, you dork.” Phe laughed, “I was just curious what you thought of the place is all.”

      “It’s quirky for sure,” Devyn said raising her eyebrows and tilting her head to the left as she watched an older couple wearing Bermuda shorts and crocs cross the street holding hands. Phe watched Devyn’s head bobbing and looked in the same direction, with a smile she watched the couple who appeared to be in love. Squinting she realized that the man holding hands with the elderly lady was none other than ‘Tall Tale Ted’ from the other night when she’d been at The Saucy Wench. With a wave at Ted her smile grew as he tipped an imaginary hat on his head and tightened his grip on June’s hand.

      Devyn turned away from the unusual sight and said, “Do you know them?”

      “I know the man, well sorta, we were both in the bar the other night,” Phe explained, “Ted, that’s his name. Loves to tell these tall tales about a lake monster.”

      “Sounds like an interesting guy.” Dev said, “I think I need to hear these stories for myself. We should hit this bar you seem so fascinated by later today.”

      “Don’t worry we will,” Phe promised, “I want to introduce you to the bartender, I think you’re gonna go bananas over him.”

      “Pfft, hardly.” Devyn insisted while rolling her eyes skywards, “I’m on a man break. You know that.”

      “I know, that’s why I am sure you’re going to go a little crazy over Orion, that’s the bartenders name by the way.” Phe laughingly said, “I know how you love men’s names that are outside of the everyday norm.”

      Finishing their coffee and the biggest sweet treat under the sun, Phe and Devyn stood and walked closer to the town square, pointing off to her right Phe said,

      “That’s the bookstore over there, and the gift shop is over to the left, that place is pretty strange. A lot of mermaid stuff and some dragon figurines as well.”

      “We should stop in and get my mom and dad something,” Devyn said, “Before we head home, I mean.”

      “We should,” Phe uttered, “The bar is this way.” Phe continued down the street, stopping in front of The Saucy Wench. Looking at the sign and front door again, she wondered if Tait would be inside helping Orion with the weekend crowd.
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      Opening the door, Phe and Devyn walked in. Heading for the bar and a couple of unoccupied stools. Sitting together they looked at their surroundings, Devyn for the first time and Phe for her third, trying to imagine what Devyn was thinking of the place she said, “Well, what do you think Dev?”

      “I love the bar, the color they painted the front is great.” Devyn replied, “You’d think the teal wouldn’t work. But it does, and the stools are all mismatched, but I like it.” Devyn looked down the bar and noticed the bartender was helping another customer. Her mouth dropped open as Orion turned towards them. He smiled and headed for them to take their order.

      “I told you so, Devyn.” Phe crowed, “That’s Orion, the bartender I was telling you about.”

      “Ladies, what can I get for you?” Orion asked, looking first at Devyn and then turning slightly and noticing Phe sitting at the bar as well, “Hey Phe, you want your usual?”

      “Yes, Devyn will try the Mermaid’s Breath too, please.” Phe answered, “Orion, this is Devyn, my best friend in the world. Devyn, this is Orion, the best bartender in Aurora Falls.”

      With a laugh Orion reached out to shake Devyn’s hand he asked,

      “How do you know I’m not the best bartender in the world Phe?”

      “Well, I don’t know.” Phe answered laughing, “That’s why I said in Aurora Falls.”

      “Hello, Orion.” Devyn murmured huskily shaking his hand, felling a tingling sensation travel from her fingers to her shoulder. With a small shudder, she let go of Orion’s hand. Self-consciously Devyn wiped her slightly damp palm on the skirt of her Maxi dress. With a nervous smile, she put a hand to her hair, tucking her bangs behind one ear. Phe watched Dev as she slowly lost her mind over Orion, she knew that Dev wouldn’t stay on her ‘man’ break for long.

      Orion watched each nervous movement as he filled the two glasses with Mermaid’s Breath, slightly smiling the whole time. He wasn’t sure what it was about Phe’s friend, but she was a looker and he wanted to know more about Devyn.

      “Here ya go, ladies.” Orion said, sitting the glasses in front of each of them in turn, “Can I get you anything else? An appetizer from the grill, maybe?”

      “I’d kill for some pickle chips,” Devyn stated.

      “One order of fried dill pickle chips coming up, Phe do you want anything?” Orion asked.

      “I’ll have the same please.” Phe responded, “Thank you.”

      With a nod Orion took the order pad and wrote out the two orders of pickles. Turning he walked the short distance to the kitchen pass through and hung it on the ticket rack. Speaking to the cook he smiled and laughed before heading back to Phe and Devyn.

      “That will be just a few minutes ladies, see you in a bit.” Orion said as he went to fill other orders from the sea of bodies that were in The Saucy Wench.

      Phe drank half of her glass of beer, checking the surrounding groups of people, looking out for Tait to arrive. She spotted him on her second pass of the room. Smiling, she waved him over. As he made his way through the crowd Phe couldn’t help but to lose her breath, watching him walk was like a watching a sensual dance being performed. Breathtaking and erotic all in one step.

      “Hello, Ophelia,” Tait seductively whispered, “I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.”

      “Hello, Tait,” Phe exhaled, “I want you to meet my very best friend. This is Devyn, Devyn this is Tait.”

      “Oh, the hot Viking looking dude.” Devyn waspily said.

      “Devyn!” Phe gasped, “What is the problem?”

      “Nothing, I’m sorry.” Devyn replied, “That was uncalled for. Hello, Tait. How are you?”

      “Uh, I’m fine.” Tait stated, “How are you?”

      “Good, just flustered. Sorry about that welcome.” Devyn said distractedly, “That bartender has me a little mixed up.”

      “Who? My nephew Orion?” Tait asked surprised.

      “Your nephew? You didn’t tell me he was your nephew.” Phe said in shock at the same time Devyn said,

      “Your nephew? You look like cousins.”

      “I guess we do. I am older than I look though,” Tait replied with a wink for Phe. “My older brother is Orion’s dad actually.”

      “Ah, makes sense,” Devyn muttered unconvinced, thinking that Tait wasn’t as wonderful as Phe believed he was.

      “So, I want to know all about you.” Devyn continued, “Phe didn’t tell me much.”

      “Well, I’ve lived in Aurora Falls almost my whole life,” Tait began, “and I’m related to Orion and I think that Ophelia is one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

      “Sounds like you like living here.” Devyn said, eyeing Phe with one of her ‘I can’t believe you almost fell for this’ looks. “What do you do for a living?”

      “I dive for Labradorite and sell it to the local shops for a living. Tait answered assuredly not worried about Ophelia’s friend, “What do you do Devyn?”

      “I work with underprivileged youth.” Devyn replied, “In a shelter in downtown Seattle. It’s tough, but good work.”

      “A worthy cause I’m sure.” Tait said impressed with Devyn’s selflessness. Hearing the jukebox change songs to a slower ballad, Tait looked at Phe and asked, “Dance with me beautiful?”

      “I’d love to.” Phe whispered just loud enough for Tait and Devyn to hear.

      Tait led Phe to the small dance floor, took her into his arms and began to sway back and forth to the beat of Can’t Help Falling in Love With You by Elvis Presley. Phe looked up into Tait’s eyes and relished the insular quiet moment the two of them were having. Shutting out the rest of the world she lay her head on Tait’s shoulder and swayed along with him. Phe could feel his breath on her hair, moving it slightly as they danced as one together and hear his heartbeat under her cheek. Sighing happily, she leaned in a little closer. Smelling his natural scent and savoring this small moment.

      “Tait,” Phe said, “I think we need to talk some more.”

      “That sounds good, Ophelia.” Tait answered, “Let’s finish our dance first, yes?”

      “Ok,” Phe dreamily whispered.

      For the next several minutes they swayed in silence, each lost in the other’s arms. Learning each other’s movements. As the music ended Tait lifted Ophelia’s chin with his fingers and leaned in, kissing her slowly. Seeking a stronger connection with Ophelia. Slow, damp kisses that evoked fire in her veins, lighting her up from the inside out. As Tait deepened the kiss, Phe moaned in pleasure, trying to get closer to him. Forgetting that they were in a crowded bar. Tait pulled away from Ophelia, both gasping to catch their respective breaths. Eyes dilated from the arousal throbbing in their blood.

      “Excuse me, I need to speak with Phe.” a familiar male voice interrupted the spell that had woven itself around Tait and Ophelia as they danced. Phe looked over Tait’s shoulder to the owner of the somewhat familiar voice. Gasping she said, “Grant! What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Wondering why my girlfriend is rubbing herself on a strange man like a bitch in heat for one thing.” Grant sneered.

      “Girlfriend? Are you out of your ever-loving mind.” Phe demanded, “I caught you fucking my sister, we broke up. Does any of this ring any bells for you, asswipe?”

      “Prim was a slip, an indiscretion. It won’t happen…” Grant began, interrupted from a screech that was coming from the front door of the bar.

      “Indiscretion! You said you loved me!” Prim could be seen standing haloed in light from one of the can lights in the ceiling. Her face turning an interesting shade of purple as she became angrier by the second. “Grant? Grant!”

      Grant ignored Prim’s yelling, staring at Phe like he used to do when he was waiting to get his way in an argument, a cold judgmental stare. Prim walked up to Grant and tried to get his attention again. Poking Grant in the side and yelling his name. Grant finally turned to talk to Prim.

      “Jesus, Prim what the hell!” Grant yelled, “You followed me!”

      “Yes, I followed you.” Prim explained, “You said you were going on a business trip. Imagine my surprise when I found the email confirming your flight to Canada!”

      “You read my email?” Grant asked angrily, “How did you get into my email?”

      “It wasn’t that hard, dummy.” Prim remarked snidely, “You used Phe’s name and birthday as your password.”

      “I can’t believe you’d…” Grant was saying but Phe was no longer listening to the argument going on between her ex-boyfriend and her sister. She was looking for a way out of the bar and away from them both.

      Phe noticed that Tait was standing next to her still, which was comforting. Now if she could just get out of the bar without causing more of a scene. Turning to look at Tait fully she said,

      “Tait, let’s go. Please.”

      “Of course, Dúfan mín, we’ll go to my home.” Tait replied, taking her outstretched hand and gently pulling her into his side, wrapping one arm around her waist and leading her towards the door. They walked past Grant, who had stopped yelling at Prim long enough to stand with his mouth gapping like a fish trying to get air and past Prim, who stared after the pair. Unnoticed were the calculating and evil intentions reflected in Prim’s eyes.
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      Once outside Phe texted Devyn to let her know she’d catch up with her at the spa later. This vacation hadn’t turned out at all like she’d expected. She’d spent less time at the spa and more time at the local watering hole. But, this was the way it was supposed to happen. Fate had a hand in her decisions. Phe was sure of it. Walking along the lighted street, holding Tait’s hand Phe could see her future if she’d let herself believe. She could see herself spending the rest of her life her in this small town. With Tait. Her loving him and he loving her. It was her greatest dream, someone to love her forever.

      “Ophelia,” Tait said, “Are you sure you want to go to my place? I can take you back to the spa if you’d like.”

      “No, Tait. We need to talk.” Phe said, tightening her hold on his fingers.

      “Alright then, this way.” Tait said, grinning down at Phe. He led her down a side street towards a small cabin near the lake. A small two-story log cabin sat just in the trees, overlooking the clear blue lake. It was rustic in its simplicity but set as it was near the shore in the tree line it was also quite impressive.

      “Tait, it’s beautiful.” Phe breathed out a sigh, “Have you had it long?”

      “I built it many years ago.” Tait answered.

      “I guess that’s one of the things we need to talk about.” Phe began, “Your age, I mean.”

      “Yes, I think you’re right.” Tait replied. “Not to be indelicate, but how old are you Ophelia?”

      “I just turned twenty-seven,” Phe answered with a giggle, “I know you’ve been here since your clan was cursed, but how long is that exactly?”

      “I’ve lived in and on the lake for hundreds of years,” Tait stated matter-of-factly, “I was cursed at thirty-one.”

      Phe pulled in a shocked breath, saying,

      “I knew you’d been here for a long time. I just didn’t expect it to have been that long. That means you’re a lot older than me.”

      “Yes, and if the curse is broken I will begin to age again. Does that change anything?” Tait asked, “Does it make the fact that you’re my mate different?”

      “NO! I don’t care how old you are Tait.” Phe replied vehemently, “I was just curious. The things I saw yesterday while touching your scales were confusing, but they also made sense. You know?”

      “I do know.” Tait agreed, “I’ve lived it.”

      “I want to try,” Phe whispered, “I want to stay here with you. I want to love and be loved by you.”

      “I want that too,  Dúfan mín.” Tait said huskily. “That’s all I want.”

      “What are those words you keep saying?” Phe asked curiously.

      “They’re a term of endearment.” Tait answered, “They mean My Dove in Icelandic. That’s the closest modern language to our original language. We all have learned to speak several languages since we were cursed.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Phe whispered.

      “Tait?” She questioned, “Can we make love without the mating? Without tying us to one another forever?”

      “Well, yes of course we can.” Tait answered warily, “But I thought you wanted this, wanted me?”

      “I do, I want you and this more than anything.” Phe assured Tait, “I just didn’t know how this was going to work. I wasn’t sure why you hadn’t mated someone else already?”

      “I haven’t mated anyone else,” Tait explained, “Because my people can only break the curse with their true loves. No one else can help us live our lives back on dry land for all time. Yes, we can have sex with others. But, we can only tie ourselves to our heart’s true love.”

      “Oh, thank you for explaining.” Phe said quietly, “I’m sorry I am being a pain. I’m still a little confused, but I know what I want and that’s you. Only you, forever.”

      “You’re beautiful. Did you know that, my dove?” Tait said as he leaned down and captured her lips in a searing kiss. Phe went up on her tip toes, trying to get closer to Tait. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she moaned when her breasts rubbed against Tait’s hardened chest, arching her back she rubbed herself against his chest again, her nipples hardening from the contact and from her arousal. Breaking the kiss, Phe pulled back a dazed look in her eyes.

      Slowly Tait ran his hand down Ophelia’s shoulder and around to her back. Tait pulled her tighter to his body, letting her feel his erection. The throbbing of his cock matching his thundering heartbeat. Tait moved his hand to the front of Ophelia’s dress, sliding the strap gently down her arm, exposing her full lace covered breast. Sliding his hand down her left arm he repeated the action until her dress was around her waist, held on by her hips. Tait looked into her eyes before running small nipping kisses from her cheek, to her neck. Stopping at the juncture of her neck and shoulder he pressed his teeth a bit harder, drawing a moan of pleasure/pain from Ophelia. On an intake of breath, Ophelia whispered, “More, please Tait. I need more.”

      “Always, Dúfan mín. Always.” Tait promised as he worked his way to her left breast. Small kisses and nips following the hollow of her throat down her collar bone and to her dusky nipple that was straining against the lace covering of her bra. Pulling her distended bud into his mouth he suckled laving her nipple with his tongue, he flicked her nipple with his tongue quickly, then slower. Each time his tongue would lick to the end of the tightened bud, Ophelia would writhe in his arms. Each time she’d move it would put more pressure on his cock, which was straining against his zipper. Imprisoned in his jeans. He knew once he was freed of them, he’d have a zipper print on the underside of his erection.

      Smiling slyly, Phe reached for the hem of Tait’s shirt. Running her hands up his torso, she counted his abs. One, two, three, four, until she’d arrived at six. She knew Tait was in good physical shape, but she hadn’t realized how ripped he was. Swimming around a lake off and on for a couple hundred years did a body good. Phe’s hands reached his pectoral muscles, pausing before lightly running her nails of each hand across his flattened disk like nipples. Once the end of her nail scraped him, he’d gasp and moan out in excitement. Ophelia loved hearing his reaction each time.

      “Ophelia are you absolutely sure?” Tait asked again, “If you want to wait I can use protection and our lives won’t bind to one another. It’s your decision.”

      “I don’t want anything between us,” Phe said reaching for Tait once more, pulling him in for another searing kiss. Using her tongue, she slowly traced the seam of his lips until he deepened the kiss. His tongue invading her mouth, dueling with her own for supremacy. To see who the aggressor would be and who would be the prey.  Slowly Tait ran his hands to her back, then down to her heart shaped ass, cupping each cheek he squeezed causing Phe to moan in approval. Raising one leg and wrapping it around Tait’s knee Phe used the position to leverage herself up a bit to add more pressure on his erection. The feel of his bulge at her stomach a heady combination with the way that Tait was kissing her.

      “I want you, Tait. Please.” Phe pleaded in between gasping little breaths.

      “You’ll have me, Dúfan mín,” Tait rasped, “But not until I say.”

      Phe gasped in rapture. She could feel her sex clench at his commanding words. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. Phe moaned, pressing her core closer to Tait to try and relieve some of the pressure from his attentions.

      Tait and Ophelia took turns removing the rest of each other’s clothes. Ophelia unbuttoned Tait’s jeans, tugging one side and then the other until they were down past his knees.  Stopping occasionally to tease and torment for the sake of their pleasure.

      “I’m going to be as gentle as I can, Ophelia.” Tait said in a strained voice, “But you need to know, I might be a little rough this first time. I want to make you mine.”

      “Yes, I want that too.” Ophelia agreed, her eyes halfway closed in bliss. “I need you to touch me, please.”

      Tait didn’t wait for a second invitation. Sliding his hand between her knees, he skimmed his fingers up from her knee to the apex of her thighs. Ophelia tensed in anticipation, holding her breath as Tait’s middle digit sought out her core. Softly he ran his middle finger through her wetness, watching as Ophelia’s eyes dilated, filled with lust. His index finger joined the first to work her clit, arousal spiked in Ophelia’s blood. On a panting moan she begged,

      “Please, please, please.”

      “I’m right here, Dúfan mín.” Tait promised, sliding two of his long, thick fingers into her pussy. Working them in and then out, again and again. At a teasingly slow pace, working her up to orgasm. Just before she went over the edge, he pulled his fingers from her gripping sheath. With a smile that resembled that of a cat that ate the canary, Tait positioned his cock at Ophelia entrance, just before pushing in he stared into her and eyes and said,

      “I will cherish you forever, Dúfan mín. Not only because you are about to break my curse. But also, because you are one of the strongest women I’ve ever met in my lifetime and I love you.”

      On an indrawn breath, Ophelia smiled and said, “I will love you forever, Tait. You saved me from myself.”

      Tait rotated his hips, sinking his rock-hard cock into Ophelia’s wet, grasping pussy. Each inward thrust was met with a small clenching of her internal muscles and on each outward pull her inner walls tightened even more, trying to keep him buried within her. Tait picked up speed, sweat beading on his shoulders and brow. The more speed, the shorter his breaths were that he was able to take. Two more thrusts and both he and Ophelia were jumping off the ledge together. Holding tight to one another. Shuddering in pure joy and ecstasy. Ophelia could feel Tait’s cum shooting into the small opening of her cervix. A bright aura of purple and blue seemed to backlight Tait above her.  Feelings of love, contentment and pride overwhelmed her. Not knowing where the feelings were coming she asked Tait,

      “Did you see that? Can you feel that?”

      “Yes, love. It’s our souls joining together. Our feelings are still our own, but now they are shared. The swirling colors you saw are my curse breaking.” Tears of joy welled in Tait’s eyes, one small tear trailed from the corner of his eye, making a slow path down his cheek and then dripping onto Ophelia’s naked breasts. Seeing the wetness, Tait leaned down and licked the tear from her sensitive breast. Not wanting the other to get lonely, he licked her right breast as well. Stirring her libido once more.

      Rolling to his side, dragging Ophelia over the top of him. Tait situated her so that her right leg was draped over his left hip. Once they were both where they wanted to be, he drug the light weight sheet up and over then rapidly cooling bodies.

      Laying in each other’s arms basking in the afterglow of their lovemaking and bonding. Phe felt like a new person, a new woman. Tait was hers and she was his. Forever. He would never have to go back to living in the lake as a merperson. She was his mate.
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      Exhaustion from their lovemaking took a toll and they both fell asleep, cradled in each other’s arms. Tait held onto Ophelia like he was afraid she’d disappear in the middle of the night. Sometime later Phe was awoken by the pleasurable feeling of Tait’s tongue caressing her clit and inner lips. In one smooth movement, Tait inserted two of his fingers into her channel.

      Gasping in shock, she arched off the bed as she climaxed. Gripping Tait’s head between her thighs, all Phe could hear was the roaring of her own blood from the overwhelming sensations that Tait was producing. He licked her through her first orgasm then nibbled her clit, letting her ride the wave a little longer.

      Tait raised his head from her clenched thighs, smiled in a naughty way and said, “Baby, you don’t have to hold me prisoner. I’m your willing captive.”

      Ophelia snorted a disbelieving laugh, smirked and then shook her head saying, “Oh, I’m sure you are.”

      “What? You don’t believe me?” Tait asked with a glint in his eyes.

      “I’ll always believe you, Tait.” Ophelia promised as she clenched her inner muscles around his invading fingers, causing mini climaxes to detonate within her. Kissing her inner thigh once more he rolled from between her outspread legs and crawled up her body. Stopping periodically to kiss and lick as he traveled upward, pausing at her breasts to feast once more. Licking her distended nipple one more time, he gave her a loud smacking kiss before moving to his side to cuddle Ophelia to him. Whispering nonsense words of love, he watched as her eyes slipped close and her breathing evened out. He lay watching her sleep marveling at the fact that he’d found Ophelia, and she was his mate. He spent several more moments gazing at her, sighing in contentment he let himself sleep.
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      Ophelia woke to the sight of Tait walking towards the bathroom in all his naked glory. While he was occupied, Ophelia got up and snagged one of his tee shirts, pulling it over her head she sat on the edge of the bed and waited for him to re-enter the bedroom, Phe texted Devyn to let her know why she hadn’t been back at the spa the night before, only to find out that Devyn hadn’t spent the night there either. Devyn had been with Orion. Phe knew she’d fall hard for the hunky bartender. Phe smiled, wondering if maybe her best friend now had a reason to end her moratorium on men.

      Tait walked out of the bathroom, with nothing but a smile on his handsome face. He walked to where Ophelia was sitting on the edge of the bed, bending down he lifted her chin with one finger and claimed her mouth with his own. Deepening the kiss, he gently leaned into her. Pushing her back onto the bed, covering her body with his own. Pausing to look into her eyes, Tait said, “Ophelia, I want you to stay here with me. Now that we’re mated, and my curse is broken, I don’t think I could live without you.”

      “But, Tait,” Ophelia began, “I have a job and a life back home in Seattle. I can’t just leave it to move here.”

      “I want to compromise,” Tait answered, trying to ease her wariness, “Let’s spend a few weeks in Seattle then we can come back here and decide where we want to live for the rest of our lives.”

      “I don’t really want to go back, Tait. I want to stay her with you.” Ophelia admitted on a sigh, “I just don’t know what to tell everyone.”

      “We can tell them the truth,” Tait answered, “We’re getting to know each other better.”

      “I like that idea.” Ophelia agreed.

      “We should get you back to the spa, love.” Tait said.

      “I think you’re right.” Ophelia agreed, “I need to talk with Dev.”

      “Well, let’s get you dressed and we’ll go.” Tait stated.

      Tait and Ophelia dressed slowly, each watching the other with hooded, lust filled eyes. Once they were both dressed they left Tait’s house and headed for Lakeview Spa and Resort to speak with Devyn.

      They arrived to find that Devyn was standing in the dining room yelling at Grant. Prim was sitting off to the side ignoring the screaming match and drinking coffee with a satisfied smirk on her overly pinched face.

      “You douche nozzle” Devyn screeched, “You never deserved Phe, she is so much better than you will ever be.”

      “Bitch, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Grant yelled back, “I have Phe right where I want her. Wrapped around my little finger.”

      “Huhum,” Phe cleared her throat to get Grant and Devyn’s attention, “I think you both need to calm down. This isn’t home, we’re in public right now.”

      “You’re so right, Phe.” Grant simpered, “As always.”

      Phe rolled her eyes so hard at his obvious suck up she swore she could see her frontal lobe.

      “Please, you’ve never thought I was right at any point when we were together, Grant.” Phe said with disgust.

      “But Phe,” Grant tried again.

      “Nope, I am done with you.” Phe stated strongly, “So, so done. I have a new life waiting for me. I’m not going to let you drag me down anymore.”

      “Good for you Phe,” Devyn said, “You deserve to be happy.”

      “Thank you, Dev,” Phe said, “We need to talk before you go home.”

      “Before we go home you mean?” Dev asked, “Right? We’re both going back home.”

      “I won’t be going back home right away,” Phe stated, looking around she noticed Tait standing off to the side of the room letting her talk. She also noticed that Prim was headed towards her new man and that wasn’t about to happen. Nope. No way in hell.

      “Prim, it’s time for you to go home.” Phe ordered, “You too, Grant. I don’t want either of you here any longer.”

      “But Phe,” Grant began…

      “But nothing, Prim, get away from Tait.” Phe eyeballed her sister again.

      “Excuse me,” Tait said nicely and headed for where Ophelia was standing, delivering her ultimatum. “I believe I’m needed over this way.”

      Tait reached Ophelia’s side and twined their fingers together as they both stared down Grant. Finally, Grant got the message and called over his shoulder as he stalked from the room.

      “Prim let’s go. I’m ready to go home now.”

      Prim smirked in triumph and followed Grant to the door.

      “Good riddance to bad rubbish.” Dawn said, walking out of the kitchen area of the spa’s main building. “I’m glad those two are gone, very bossy. And the sex noises they were making in their cabin had my other guests calling to complain. They all said it sounded like a wounded animal was dying.”

      Phe, Dev and Tait all snickered at the thought. Although, they did feel bad for the guests who had to overhear the noises that were being made. It must have been pretty bad.

      “Dev,” Phe started to say.

      “I know Phe, you want to stay.” Dev interrupted, “I wish I could too, but I have to get home and see about the shelter. We are so close to meeting our fundraising goals. I have to see this through.”

      “I know you do,” Phe agreed, “I’ll miss you though.”

      “I’ll miss you, too.” Dev whispered, “I have to finish packing. My flight leaves in a few hours. We’ll call each other and talk everyday though, right?”

      “We will.” Phe agreed, trying to stop the tears that were welling up in her eyes. “I love you Dev. Thank you for everything. Especially, suggesting I come her to Aurora Falls.”

      “I’m glad we came too.” Dev said, “Especially you. I can’t wait to hear all the juicy details.”

      Phe and Dev said their goodbyes for another hour before Dev headed off to pack up her things from their shared cabin. On her return she said,

      “Well I am all packed and ready to go. I’ll call for a shuttle to get back to the airport. That shuttle driver was a hoot. Telling me all about the ‘lake monster’ that’s here in town.”

      “I have to go too.” Phe said, “Tait is going to show me around town and take me for a late lunch.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Dev said, “I’ll talk with you soon.”

      Dev and Phe spent a few more minutes hugging and saying even more goodbyes. This one was hard on them both, even though they could speak on the phone it wouldn’t be the same.

      “Call me when you land, Dev.” Phe demanded.

      “You know I will, biatch,” Dev answered, “I love you, sister from another mister.”

      Tait and Phe headed back out to the town square. There they both stopped to enjoy the view of the center of town and the calm waters of Sapphire Lake.

      With a sigh Phe said, “Tait, do you think we can go and visit Dev at some point?”

      Of course, we can,” Tait assured Phe, “I’d do just about anything for you, Dúfan mín.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          15 months later

        

      

    

    
      Tait stood on the shore of the lake watching his true love play with their daughter on the beach. Ophelia and he had come to the lake today on their daughter Aurora’s third month of life. It was time to dip her feet in the waters of the lake so that she could acquire her tail.

      “Tait, come on.” Ophelia called out on a laugh, “I think she’s tired of waiting for you old man.”

      Ophelia never tired of poking fun at his advanced age. Although, he’d been here for hundreds of years he didn’t look a day over thirty-one. The same age he was when the clan was cursed. He couldn’t wait for the rest of the clan to meet their mates and break their curse. To live and love for as long as they could.

      “I’m coming Dúfan mín,” Tait called back as he headed towards his family.

      “Are you ready?” Ophelia asked.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Tait replied as he took his precious angel from her mother and knelt at the shore of the lake. Dipping her tiny feet into the cool waters of Sapphire Lake he and Ophelia watched as her legs turned to a beautiful tail of purple/blue just like Tait’s used to be before his curse was broken. This was the way of the inhabitants of the lake once their curse was broken. Their children would be dipped in the lake so that they could eventually choose their destiny and their path. Aurora giggled as her legs transformed. Not minding in the least.

      Looking up Ophelia and Tait both watched as the protector of the Lake and the surrounding area broke the calm surface watching over the ritual that all mated pairs had to complete once they had children and the child reached the third month after their birth. Each time the promise of protection could be seen in the lake monster’s eyes. Shining an emerald green with years of knowledge and sorrow.

      

      
        
        The End~ Or is it???
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