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      I stared at a silver wolf head, all ferocious teeth and gaping jaws. And it stared back.

      Without a doubt, the wolf head was meant to instill fear. I swallowed a sizeable lump of it and wondered if the sea witch would allow me to return home.

      Why would anyone place such a frightening knocker on their door? Certainly it didn’t bode well that this was where Mulunu had sent me instead of assigning me a comfortable role among our mertribe.

      Built in a pocket of forest, the house was larger than the fishing ships that dotted the ocean, standing tall at the end of a very long and narrow dirt drive that had no beginning from where I stood. The house’s blue exterior, the color of a deep, stormy sky, was pleasant enough, but the thought of being enclosed by its thick walls made me shiver. My entire life, I’d never been enclosed in anything.

      I turned around, hoping to find the way back to the ocean, when the door was yanked open and the maws of the silver wolf were flung out of sight.

      “Well?” the man barked from inside the house. I blinked at him, thinking nothing particularly useful, only that he reminded me of the lifelong sailors I occasionally saw at sea. Scraggly beard, bushy mustache, and a scowl as deep as the crags that edged the ocean. The interior was dark compared to the bright sunshine outside, and the man’s blustery eyes were equally dark, like a rolling sea about to fling its sailors to kingdom come.

      “If you’re waiting for more of an invitation, y’aren’t gonna get it,” he said.

      I blinked at him some more, sure that by then he’d decided I was an idiot. Here was my chance at a fresh start, a place where no one knew me or my history, and I was already blowing it.

      “What’s it gonna be, lassie?” the man insisted, moving the door back toward me an inch, as if he’d shut the door in my face if I didn’t make a move.

      “Uh…” I said, just to say something. I wasn’t expecting someone like him … so gruff. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, since Mulunu hadn’t said, but I’d hoped for a more pleasant welcome. “Um, Mulunu sent me.” My voice was a weak squeak and I cringed at the sound of it.

      The man pulled the door open wider and took a step toward me, narrowing those fierce, tumultuous eyes like he could see through me. “Did she now?”

      “Yes, she did.” A part of me realized his question hadn’t required much of an answer, but this was the part I’d rehearsed since I’d arrived with a thud atop his doorstep in a swirl of Mulunu’s magic. “During my coming of age ceremony, her sea crystal told her that I needed to come to land. So she sent me⁠—”

      “To me,” he said. “As if I have nothing better to do than to babysit wide-eyed lasses who don’t know how to handle themselves.”

      This time when I blinked, I blinked back tears. I was not going to let myself cry. If he didn’t want me, and my people didn’t want me, I’d just find another place to go. I tilted my head high and met the man’s piercing gaze.

      When he didn’t say anything more for a beat, I started to turn, speaking over my shoulder. “I see that you weren’t expecting me. I won’t bother you any longer. I’ll be on my way.”

      To where? I had no idea. But I still had a certain amount of dignity left, even if I was the only siren in history to be ordered to head to land during her coming of age ceremony.

      A callused hand landed on my shoulder and the voice that followed it was gentler than before. “If Mulunu sent you, there must be a good reason. That woman may be wily and old as seashells, but I’ve never known her to be wrong.”

      Neither had I, and that’s what worried me most.

      I turned back to face the man and the open door behind him, peering around his bulky body. He was only as tall as me, but he was stocky and firm all around. He probably weighed twice as much as I, all muscle and gristle. Past him, it was dark as a cavern, with no sunshine or breeze inside. I’d only been on land for a short while and already I missed the ocean as if it were a limb ripped from my body. I didn’t want to be here. I hadn’t wanted to leave my home. But no merperson of our tribe had ever defied Mulunu, with her gray hair that was so long it pooled around her in the currents like the ink of squid. Her unnerving milky eyes glowed like opals when the sunshine hit them just right.

      The man took a step back and to the side, gesturing inside with a sweep of his arm. “Come in, lass. I don’t bite.”

      But he looked like he might, in the right circumstances.

      However, Mulunu, no matter how fierce and unyielding in her ways, had never led anyone in our clan wrong. Her magic was the strongest of all my people. My people. Yeah, not according to them. I chuckled darkly. I only realized I had when my reaction elicited a curious look from my reluctant host.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Just thinking about things.”

      “No crime in that. Better to think than not to, if ya ask me. Come on, in ya go.”

      Although I stood at the threshold, and “in” was only a few steps away, I steeled myself for the transition. The moment I stepped into this man’s house was the moment I accepted my path wasn’t aligned with my tribe’s. And my clan was all I knew.

      The man’s eyes softened. My torment must’ve been apparent on my face.

      “Mulunu knows what she’s doing,” he said. “We’re both going to have to trust in that for now.”

      I nodded, my head feeling as if it were filled with sea sponges, my waist-long violet hair smacking against my back in heavy, wet strands. Before I could talk myself out of it—because I knew myself and I would—I lifted leaden feet, which were as awkward to me as if I were forced to stand on all fours, and walked into the house that looked as worn and hardened as its owner. My bare feet slapped against the hardwood floor, rubbed to a shine by the entrance.

      The moment my entire body passed through the threshold, I was zapped by lightning.

      I yelped and clutched at my chest and stomach, squirming, trying to get the sensation to stop. Did they have jellyfish on land as they did in water, so transparent that they nearly blended into their surroundings? I didn’t see anything like it, but I could barely open my eyes against the pain.

      Mulunu had sent me to my death, the sneaky old crone. She hadn’t dared to kill me in front of my mother, so she’d sent me away under false pretenses. The reach of her powers obviously extended beyond the ocean since she was the one to deposit me here in a swirl of flashing light and color … to die.

      I hunched into myself, tears stinging my eyes at the pain of it.

      “Child, are ya all right?” the man asked, running his hands over my shoulders and back as if checking for injuries.

      I jerked my shoulders so his hands would fall away from me, but I could do no more than that to rid myself of the annoyance of his touch. I was dying and I wasn’t sure if he was Mulunu’s accomplice in my end.

      The sting traveled through my body, leaving no bit untouched. I clenched my teeth shut, whimpering, hating that I’d have to share my final moments with a man I didn’t know instead of the mother who loved me and would do anything for me—even send me away because she thought it was best for me.

      I cried, wishing for my mother so intensely that the feeling only augmented my suffering. She’d lose it when she found out Mulunu had sent me away to die far from her. My mother was kind and gentle, oh, but she could be fierce. She’d tear Mulunu limb from limb, and the crone would deserve it for her treachery.

      I collapsed onto the wooden floor, my legs—awkward foreign appendages—unable to hold me any longer.

      “Quinn!” the man roared into the depths of the house while continuing to crouch next to me. His voice was loud and ferocious, and I tried to pull away from it. I couldn’t take any more stimulation. I was about to lose the fight, I could tell.

      Every bit of me had begun to shake so that I could no longer wrap my hands around myself in desperation to claw the pain out. In moments, I more or less collapsed onto the man behind me, who hurried to adjust so he could catch my head before it hit the floor.

      “What the hell’s going on?” another voice, Quinn’s I presumed, asked. His words were laced with panic. Kind of the second stranger to care that I was dying—unless he just didn’t want me to die on the floor of their house.

      “I don’t know,” the Sailor Man said. He bent over my face and pried open my eyelids. I fought him though, my eyes clenched shut against the pain. “It’s got to be the ward.”

      “The ward shouldn’t be able to do something like this. It’s not set up that way.” Quinn knelt by my side, running his hands along the length of my body and then leaning over my face. His breath was warm and just the heat of it made me want to die already. I couldn’t take another thing. My body was about to explode.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but garbled, slurred sounds were all I managed before giving up.

      “Call the witch!” Sailor Man said.

      “There isn’t time,” Quinn said. “We need her to shift or something, to interrupt the magic.”

      “What makes you think that’ll work?”

      “I have no idea. But she’ll die if we don’t try something, right?”

      “Yes.” Sailor Man’s voice was grim. “No body can withstand this for long.” He leaned next to my ear, his beard hairs rubbing against my skin and driving me crazy with the additional sensory stimulation. “Shift, lass. Shift. It’ll help.”

      Shift? It was just my luck that I’d be dying and the only useful tips I’d receive would be nonsense. I tried to shake my head, hoping they’d get the drift that I couldn’t shift into a damn thing. I’d even lost my siren tail when Mulunu transported me onto land, a few feet away from the spot where I was going to die.

      “What’s she doing?” Quinn asked.

      “She must be having a seizure or something.”

      Okay. So obviously shaking my head hadn’t worked.

      “Mulunu is going to kill me,” Sailor Man added. “The girl’s only just arrived.”

      “She wouldn’t actually kill you, would she?” Quinn asked, though it didn’t seem like the time to worry about someone else dying when I was in the throes of it.

      “You don’t know Mulunu. If this lass is important to her, I’m a walking dead man.”

      Yeah, well, he was lucky there. I was only important to a total of two people in this world, my mother and my best friend, Liana, and both were oceans away from here.

      The pain intensified and I gasped for air. I swallowed big, empty gulps, my eyes popping open like a fish’s stuck out of water. That was me, a siren stuck on land, condemned to death for being different. I should’ve known it would end like this. I was done for before I was even born.

      “This is horrible,” Quinn said. “She’s really going to die.” He sounded freaked out. “Why won’t she shift?”

      “Maybe she can’t.”

      “Then why else would this Mulunu send her to you?”

      “Beats me. But the old hag always has her reasons.”

      I didn’t understand much of what they were saying. I mean, I could shift I supposed, kind of. I’d lost my tail when I popped up on the doorstep, and that had never happened before, not once in my eighteen years.

      But once I’d shifted into what passed as a human, what else was I supposed to shift into?

      My heart squeezed at the pain, my lungs spasmed, and I understood this was truly the end. My eyeballs ached from the strength of whatever was running through me. I closed them for the final time as my limbs seized and trembled violently, making me jump across Sailor Man’s lap.

      He tried to hold me still by pressing against my shoulders. “Help me,” he cried out to Quinn. “Hold her so she doesn’t hurt herself.”

      But that ship had sailed.

      I tried to pull in a final breath of peace, figuring this messed up life I’d led owed me at least that. However, I failed even in that. My breath came up short, and I began to choke and cough at the same time, all while my body thrashed around.

      Then the shaking subsided suddenly, as if I were already dead.

      Quinn cried out. “Oh no, no, no. Come on! This can’t be happening.”

      My sentiments exactly. I was to die without ever seeing the face of the young man who lamented my loss. Figured.

      I opened my mouth to pull in air, but felt as if I were drowning, like all the humans who fell into the ocean never to emerge again.

      This was it.

      Goodbye, Mama. Goodbye, Liana. Maybe my love would reach them wherever they were. Mulunu claimed that I did have magic even if I rarely exhibited it, everything about me so different from the other merpeople of our clan.

      Then I accepted my death.

      And just as I did, a pop ripped through my dying gasps, so loud it left my ears ringing. I didn’t manage to register what was happening before Sailor Man was scrambling out of my way and allowing my head to drop toward the floor.

      Thanks for holding me into my death. Immediately afterward, I regretted that my final thought was sarcastic.

      You even manage to mess up death, Selene. Way to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      A wave of fresh air entered my lungs, sending me gasping for a whole new reason. I swallowed the air greedily, noticing at the same time that my body was no longer in pain. As suddenly as the ward or whatever it was had attacked me, it fled.

      The power of a lightning bolt no longer ran through my body, though every bit of it ached from clenching. And the area beside my shoulder blades hurt.

      I tried to sit up, failed, but then felt hands on me again. I blinked my eyes open. The man before me wasn’t Sailor Man—Quinn, then. But he was blurry, as if I were waking from a deep slumber.

      I stared at him, and he stared at me.

      Finally, he asked, “Would you like me to help you sit up?” His voice was now gentle, free of his previous panic. His relief was scrawled across his eyes, the ones that caught me and didn’t let go, with as many colors flecked through their irises as my favorite seashells on the ocean floor.

      I was pretty relieved I hadn’t actually died too.

      “Do you feel well enough to sit?” he asked again, and I realized I’d allowed an awkward amount of time to pass while I stared at him, his features coming into focus. He was undeniably handsome—for a land person. His short hair was dark and disheveled, framing a pleasant, stubbled face; his lips were bright and plump as they smiled hesitantly at me.

      I’d very nearly died moments ago, so I suspected strange behavior, such as gawking, might be expected of me. How fortunate.

      I nodded, regretted the movement immediately, but he got the idea and helped push me up to sitting. I couldn’t sit on my own, so he leaned against a piece of wall next to the door, and half dragged me, half helped me scoot, so that I leaned against him.

      I sank into his firm chest like a boneless sea slug, unable to do much else. My entire body, limbs especially, was as loose as kelp.

      He was warm, and the heat of his body helped begin to return the heat to my own form, chilled and missing the constancy of the ocean water. His scent was unfamiliar as I’d never met him before, of course, but it was more than that; he smelled so very unlike anything in the sea. I found that I couldn’t identify the scents other than to find them pleasant and crisp. Whatever it was he smelled like, I enjoyed it.

      “Is this comfortable?” he asked while he swept hands around my body as if trying to decide whether to offer the comfort of his touch. Finally, he wrapped strong arms around the bare skin of my waist.

      “Yes,” I murmured, smart enough this time not to move my head to answer. I nestled into the warmth of his embrace.

      Sailor Man’s face swam into view. “Are y’all right, lass? You gave us a good fright there.”

      “I-I think I’m all right.” But truly, how was I to know? “I’m sore, but okay, I guess, though my shoulders still hurt.”

      Actually, now that alertness was returning, I realized my shoulders hurt quite a lot. Once more, I tried to reach for my back. My fingers touched something … strange … and I whirled around to get away from it. From Quinn, I presumed.

      My vision blurred and my head spun, but I scooted away from Quinn’s reach anyway, only to catch this something smack him across the face as he was unable to get out of the way in time.

      I went to lean on the door, discovered it still open, and started to fall, until Sailor Man caught me and dragged me awkwardly to lean against the open door.

      “You’ve got to stay still,” he said. “Ya’ll hurt yourself more or tear your wings.”

      I blinked stupidly at him, then at Quinn, who stared back at me with concern … but no shock. “Wh-what?” I said.

      “Your wings,” the gruff man repeated. “You’ll tear them if you keep thrashing about like this.”

      “My what?”

      “Do you think she’s deaf or something?” Quinn asked, and I shot him a scowl—or what I thought was a scowl, but could’ve been anything else in my current state.

      “I’m not deaf,” I snapped. “I just don’t have wings.” But of course, even as I said it I knew I must. There was only so far denial could get me. After all, I had touched something soft and fluffy back there.

      And it wasn’t Quinn, because I was staring straight at him and he looked completely normal for a human, though as beautiful as any of the mermen, and they prided themselves on their stunning looks. An arrogant bunch, they were.

      Quinn’s face dissolved into confusion, and then understanding, enough to make me wish I had some of that. “She doesn’t know,” he whispered, more in awe of the fact than their claim that I had wings.

      “How do ya not know you have wings, lass?” Sailor Man asked me, his eyes serious, scrunched together as if he were trying to figure out a complicated puzzle. I hoped he was trying to figure me out, because I could use the help.

      I opened my mouth to deny the obvious again, but I snapped it shut. Finally, I said, “I’ve never had wings before.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but before I could debate, I caught sight of feathery white wings, much like a bird’s, and snapped my head front and center, eyes bugging out of my head. “Ho,” I breathed, wondering if one could die of shock so soon after nearly dying by ward. “I, ah … I have wings.”

      Sailor Man and Quinn nodded.

      “I have wings,” I said again, trying the incredibly ludicrous statement out.

      I took another peek, this time at the other wing. Yep, it was there all right, fluffy, white, and long, just like the other one.

      I tried moving them. With only a thought directed at them, they opened wide just as I’d pictured them doing, brushing Sailor Man in the face and sweeping across the floor to extend out into the open threshold in the other direction.

      “It’s incredible,” he said, not bothering to move out of the way. “They’re so soft.” He reached a hand to touch the wing in front of his face and I quickly retracted them.

      Obviously my wings were a true part of me. I’d pulled them away without even thinking about it.

      I sat there, dumbfounded, though feeling a bit stronger now that lightning wasn’t striking me over and over. I scooted another half step back and leaned straighter against the door, the menacing wolf knocker looming above my head.

      “So you didn’t know you could shift, I take it?” Quinn said, his eyes trailing all across my wings and the rest of me, slowing down as they swept across my curves.

      I stared, my brain struggling to register what he was saying, and all that had happened since Mulunu flung me onto land.

      “When I asked you to shift, you didn’t,” he said.

      “I didn’t realize I could … shift. But … have I shifted?”

      Sailor Man chuckled. “I’d say so. What else would you call sprouting wings?”

      “Crazy.”

      He laughed, a deep, booming sound that lit up his eyes, making them seem less stormy than before. “You’re right on that one.”

      But Quinn didn’t even crack a smile. “You nearly died. Are you all right? I don’t understand what happened. Why did the ward affect her like that? Was it really the shift that kicked her out of its reach?”

      Quinn had started talking to me, but he was clearly speaking to Sailor Man now. I obviously had no answers. I wasn’t even sure if I was all right.

      “The ward shouldn’t have affected her like that, that’s for damn sure,” Sailor Man growled. “It’s supposed to only attack those with ill intentions. I doubt this lass would know an ill intention if it slapped her in the face. I’m getting that witch on the phone right now. She’ll have to answer to me for this.”

      I suspected I should have been intimidated by Sailor Man. He’d only grown gruffer since I’d entered his house. His thick sweater was bunched above his elbows revealing swaths of corded muscle winding around his forearms. More importantly, he’d invited me into his home and then his home had tried to kill me.

      But after Mulunu, I wasn’t as intimidated as I probably should have been. Everything about her was equal parts powerful and creepy. She could sap the life force
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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