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      The crone drew to a stop without warning and slammed her staff against the lush grass that covered the valley in a vibrant green. Liana and I piled up behind her, sucking in urgent breaths. The sea witch, who’d already been old and gray when my mother was born, had been running without pause so long now that I worried Liana and I, who were young and fit, wouldn’t be able to keep up.

      “How much longer do you think she’s going to make us run?” Liana wheezed, hands pressed against her thighs as she bent over, wincing. “I can’t keep this up much longer.”

      Though Liana had spoken to me softly, Mulunu whipped her head around to glare at her, milky eyes glowing like the fist-sized opal that crowned her staff. “Are you saying I made a mistake in allowing you to come along?”

      That question was dangerous on at least two fronts: no one accused Mulunu of making a mistake more than once, unless they were my mother—though Orelia seemed to operate by her own set of rules, ones I didn’t fully understand. Then if Liana admitted to her weakness, obvious considering legs were new appendages for her, Mulunu would have no problem ordering her back to the Kunu Clan, deep underwater, where my best friend would mourn the loss of her one opportunity to have an adventure on land. No merperson was as intrigued by the life of landlubbers as Liana.

      With evident effort, she forced her back straight, pretending she wasn’t about to keel over. “No, Mulunu, of course not. I’m fine. I’m grateful that you’ve allowed me to be here with you both.”

      If I hadn’t known my friend our entire lives, I would have been inclined to believe her sincerity.

      Of course, Mulunu was no ordinary woman. She narrowed her eyes until their corners crinkled into myriad crags, as deep as canyons some of them. “Un-huh.”

      Liana plastered a winning smile on her face, but her eyes were wilder than usual, bouncing around in their sockets as she forced her attention on the one person who had the power to decide her fate. “I can’t wait to keep running.”

      Mulunu narrowed her eyes more, until their glow had to shine through a sliver of skin. Then her face released its skepticism all at once and she laughed, suddenly and unexpectedly, like the barking of a seal. “Is that so, child? Well, in that case, I’ll see what I can do to oblige.”

      Liana swallowed visibly; she flicked a frantic glance at me. How far would the sea witch take her assurance? It was impossible to know. Mulunu was predictable in one regard only: she was consistently unpredictable. Well, that and she was as powerful as any other witch. Though Naomi Nettles had been formidable enough to shake me to my core, she would have been no match for the likes of Mulunu. Of that I was sure. There was no one like Mulunu.

      There couldn’t be. Fate wouldn’t be quite that cruel.

      “Now, enough with your jabbering,” Mulunu said. “I need to confirm we’re still heading in the right direction.”

      It was a challenge to hold off on my questions, but I managed it. I had to. I knew better than to irritate the witch, who wore irritability like a cloak.

      She wrapped both knobby hands around the shaft of the worn, wooden staff while her eyes lost focus as she went within. It was difficult to be sure; her milky eyes lacked pupils to begin with. Still, I was familiar with the sudden vacancy of her expression that suggested she was connecting to something beyond the physical plane. I’d witnessed the process enough times during the eighteen years I’d lived with the clan that had ultimately sent me away, proclaiming I didn’t belong.

      Her long gray hair was drying in thick, corded strands. As she began chanting beneath her breath—a string of rapidly spoken words that merged into one long, drawn-out wail—a preternatural breeze raced across the valley, whipping through her hair and ours. I flicked at the violet strands of my hair as they clung to my mouth and slashed at my eyeballs. Her hair, longer than mine even, rose higher as the energy of the wind surrounding us increased. The shells she’d woven into her hair chimed and rattled, but soon their clatter was shadowed by the crying of the wind.

      Mulunu flung her head back toward the heavens and her chanting became faster, deeper, a keening that sent a shiver racing along my skin, pebbling it with goosebumps. Her hair rose around her face until it floated there, similar to how it did in the water.

      Liana and I exchanged glances. Being in close proximity to the witch when she performed magic had always been unsettling. Electricity charged the air, thickening it with vibrant life.

      Just as I’d convinced myself there was no cowardice in retreating and placing a bit of distance between the witch and us, she stopped speaking and the wind vanished. The usual gentle murmurings of nature settled upon the valley, and our hair plopped back heavily to lie against our backs.

      Staring expectantly at the witch, I waited, wondering, as I’d been since we first set off, who had taken Quinn, where they’d taken him, what they wanted with him, and most importantly, whether he was all right.

      He was still alive. I felt him through our connection. Since we’d joined our physical bodies, the bond between us had only strengthened. He was definitely alive, but after our experience in the vampire Antonio Dimorelli’s dungeon, I understood there were varying degrees of life, and many of them were decidedly unpleasant. After what Quinn had survived during the previous two months as Dimorelli’s prisoner, I could only pray he was being treated well enough. No one should have to endure more suffering after what Quinn had survived.

      When I’d last seen him, my magic had been attacking him so intently that it had dragged him into unconsciousness...

      “He’s on a neighboring land mass,” Mulunu said, dragging me from my worries. “We have to get to the water. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      My heart thumped noticeably. “Why don’t we have a lot of time? Is he all right? Were you able to sense him?”

      “My hurry is not because of Quinn, but because of who has taken him prisoner. She’d shielded herself from me until now. I doubt she would have lowered her guard without intention. For some reason, she must want me to know.”

      Or maybe the witch just didn’t realize Mulunu was on her trail. After all, Mulunu was leader of a clan in the waters at the other end of the world. Her concern had never extended to life on land—not that I knew of.

      Mulunu spun in place slowly, her fingers tightening along her staff. We were in the middle of nowhere, still somewhere in Ireland. That’s where Naomi Nettles’ house had been, and we hadn’t traveled that far yet; certainly we hadn’t left the island.

      The witch slowed and finally stopped, peering off into the distance. Liana and I turned to follow the direction of her stare, but all I saw were more rolling hills covered in green, and clouds heavy with rain.

      “There,” Mulunu announced. “The witch is in Scotland. Figures.”

      Liana quirked an eyebrow until I finally asked, “Why does that figure? What’s noteworthy about her being in Scotland?”

      Mulunu didn’t answer for so long that I wondered if she would. When she finally did, it was in a distant voice, as if she were lost in memories of long ago. “The world has always been one of great magic, but there are parts of the world that have amassed more of it as witches and wizards have performed spells to harness its power. Since ancient times, these isles have been a focal point of power. Magic has been focused in this area throughout all the spells performed on the land, calling on the elements to concentrate within them. The witch is in Scotland because there she can access more magic than in most other places of the world. It is likely where she feels most powerful.”

      “Is she more powerful than you?” Liana asked, and I cringed. It was a daring question when we couldn’t anticipate Mulunu’s reaction.

      But the crone didn’t visibly react to Liana’s lack of tact. “I don’t know, child. I’ve never met this witch in person. I’ve only ever heard of her. Witches of land tend not to enter the sea, for there they know my power is at its highest. The stories of her, however, suggest that she will be a challenging opponent.”

      “You’ll take her on?” I asked. “To save Quinn, you’ll fight her if it comes to that?” I couldn’t ask for a fiercer ally, not even at the Magical Creatures Academy.

      “Oh, with this witch it always comes to that. She’ll kill you in a heartbeat if you give her the chance.” Mulunu spun and pinned her gaze on me. I forced myself not to squirm. “But no, child, I’m not doing this to save Quinn. I mean to kill him as Irving was supposed to have done a decade ago.”

      I opened and closed my mouth a few times before finally spluttering, “You can’t be serious.”

      The witch’s milky eyes were grave, not a hint of amusement evident in any of the lines of her crinkled face.

      “You can’t do that,” I protested. “I … I love him.”

      “Yes, and that’s one of the biggest of our problems. I don’t like ordering the death of any living creature. But even when Quinn was eight years old and Irving requested a meeting with me to arrange for his care, I knew he had to die. Like you, he’s a hybrid. He contains powers that were never meant to mix together. Again … like you.”

      I swallowed thickly and looked frantically to Liana for some kind of help. But my friend’s eyes were sorrowful, her mouth downturned in lament. In the Kunu Clan, what Mulunu said was as good as law. To my best friend, Quinn was probably already dead.

      “But … but you can’t. Please!”

      “I’m sorry, Selene, but I have to. It’s what’s right.”

      “Right? Right? You can’t be suggesting that killing an innocent man is somehow the right thing to do. Quinn is a good person. He’s caring and kind.”

      Mulunu sighed. “I know it’s difficult to understand, but I do believe it to be right. The powers of the elements aren’t meant to mix within a person to the degree that they’ve mixed within Quinn, or within you even.”

      I waggled my jaw as I worked to control my temper. Unleashing it on Mulunu would only make things worse. She had no problem punishing me; she’d proven that already, many times over.

      “The shifter magic within Quinn was already volatile when I last saw him as a child. It isn’t safe for him to continue.”

      “‘For him to continue?’ You say that like he’s an ocean current. He isn’t volatile or dangerous. I know him.”

      “How well could you possibly know him, child? You’ve only been on land for a couple of months.”

      “Yes, and Quinn is the one who helped me when you threw me into a situation I was wholly unprepared for. Talk about dangerous! I was attacked within minutes of arriving at Irving’s, and the attacks never stopped. Wards, witches, vampires, goblins … I’ve been attacked and pummeled and hurt. Quinn helped me when you cast me from the clan without any real explanation or preparation. When no one else cared for me, he did.”

      I wouldn’t ordinarily have accused Mulunu like this. If anyone was dangerous, it was she. But there was nothing ordinary about her suggestion that Quinn needed to die. I sensed Liana’s attention on me but refused to meet her waiting look. None of this was Liana’s fault, but she hadn’t been there for me when I’d needed her either. She’d had no other choice, but right then, my heart didn’t care.

      “I wish there were another way,” Mulunu said.

      “There’s always another way. Quinn and I haven’t fought this hard to be united only for you to come along and destroy what we share—to destroy us.”

      I figured Mulunu would scold me for my insolence, but she only tilted her head and studied me until I scowled at her. “You’ve grown stronger during your time on land.”

      “I have, but not by choice.” I squared my shoulders to her. “I had to in order to survive.”

      “That’s good.”

      Seething, I breathed in a few times before speaking. “The only good part in all of it is Quinn. And now you want to take him from me.”

      “Haven’t you been listening, child? Always so tempestuous, even when you were too meek to speak your thoughts and heart. I don’t want to kill him. I must.”

      “Well, then I must protect him.”

      Mulunu stared at me so long that some of the bluster fled from my words. “Mulunu,” I started, “the way you talk, it sounds like you even want to kill me. This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Magic doesn’t always make sense, especially powerful magic. Sometimes things are just the way they are, and the best we can do is walk the path our magic shows us. Nature and magic require balance in all things. Quinn—and you—defy that balance with your very existence. If you remain on this path you’ve chosen for you and him, your magic will set off a reaction you aren’t capable of dealing with. It’s something this world isn’t prepared for. I must correct things. It’s my obligation.”

      “Does that mean you also intend to kill me?” I asked.

      Liana’s breath hitched behind me.

      “That means I have a responsibility to the entire Kunu Clan. The kind of magic the two of you contain will upset the balance of all nature. The sea will never be the same. Irving should have killed the boy. He lied to me.”

      I’d lie to her a hundred times over if it meant saving Quinn’s life.

      “I told Orelia she had to dispose of you when you were born, but you know your mother. She made an argument that convinced me it was worth the risk to allow you to live. But now...” The sea witch shook her head, her long, thick hair swirling and jingling around her. “Now that you two have connected and activated the extent of your powers, the risk is too great. There was a reason Irving never allowed Quinn to learn about his history or to shift.”

      “And what of me, then? You flung me onto land when you believed me a risk?”

      “I see now that I made a mistake.”

      Liana’s breath hitched again. The sea witch didn’t make mistakes, and if she did, she certainly didn’t admit to them.

      “I thought by alienating you from the sea I was segmenting your powers,” she said. “Your siren powers were growing, and I needed to get you out of the sea before you could notice. I didn’t foresee the turn of events, though I should have.”

      If the sea witch should have foreseen the seemingly random events that had befallen me since I arrived at Irving’s doorstep, then so I should have anticipated that Mulunu wouldn’t be an ally.

      Instead of a fierce ally, I’d just earned the worst enemy imaginable. Forget Antonio Dimorelli, Naomi Nettles, and this witch in Scotland. Mulunu was as bad as it got, and she’d firmly latched on to a sense of righteousness to motivate her actions.

      I should have never gone to the witch for help. I should have realized things with Mulunu were never easy or as I hoped.

      I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. I’d painted a big, glaring target across the chest of the man I loved.

      And if he went down, I’d go down right along with him.
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      I had a plan. It was a lousy one. I was under no delusion that things would go easily or smoothly. Still, I had no better idea of how to set about rescuing Quinn.

      I was going to allow Mulunu to lead me to the witch in Scotland—and to Quinn. Then I’d figure out how to neutralize the threat that Mulunu now posed to Quinn and me.

      Either way, I had no other notion of how to find Quinn without the sea witch. It wasn’t like I could stick a staff in the ground and receive answers from … wherever. There was a chance I could link to Quinn through my angel magic. However, after what had happened when my magic last bonded with him, I didn’t dare. If my last unintentional burst of power had sent him into convulsions, I couldn’t risk reaching out to him now. I wasn’t even sure he’d recovered from my last attempt to connect with him.

      “Pick up the pace, ladies,” Mulunu called from up ahead, where she was leading Liana and me at a fast run. “We have to hurry.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Liana mumbled over a ragged breath, only loudly enough so that I could hear her.  “We’re hurrying,” she announced to Mulunu.

      “You and I obviously have different ideas of hurrying, then, girl.” The sea witch, who was who-knew how many hundreds of years old, set a fierce pace. Running on legs she used no more often than Liana, her steps were confident and steady. Despite her advanced age, her nude body was all muscle and sinew. There wasn’t a soft spot on the entire witch.

      “What are you going to do?” Liana whispered to me, her words disguised by our pounding footfalls. “You know she’s going to kill Quinn the second she sees him. If she’s this worried about whatever is going on inside him, she won’t wait.” My best friend gave me a heavy glance as we went. “You realize she might try to kill you too. Without Orelia’s protection…”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “I hadn’t thought of that. What if she asked my mama to stay behind to mind the clan because she wanted to kill me?”

      “I don’t think she saw you as a danger at that point.” But Liana’s tawny eyes suggested it was a possibility. The wily sea witch seemed always to be at least three steps ahead of everyone else.

      “With Orelia out of the way, there’ll be no one to stop her…”

      Shock bit into me at the veracity of my statement. Sure, I’d activated my powers, but no matter how much of my magic I’d learned to access, I didn’t think I was a match for the likes of Mulunu. I’d feared her my entire life. Still, it was looking like it would be up to me to change this unexpected direction of my fate—and Quinn’s. If I was the only one positioned to defend us, then I’d do whatever I had to. Quinn and I would live; I’d accept no other alternative.

      “You know I’ll do whatever I can to protect you,” Liana said, but allowed her words to trail off at the end. She knew as well as I that she was no more of a threat to Mulunu than a puffer fish.

      “If it comes to that,” I whispered, “I want you to stay out of harm’s way. I’ll need you to tell my mama what happened.”

      Liana and I pounded steadily behind Mulunu as we settled in for the long haul. Mulunu intended for us to run to the closest shore and then swim to Scotland.

      “You know I won’t leave you,” Liana said. “I can’t.”

      “You’ll have to,” I insisted. “If not, she might kill you too just for opposing her.”

      Liana didn’t say anything for several paces, and though I didn’t turn to look at her, I knew her so well that I had no trouble picturing the scowl that marred her beautiful face.

      “I mean it, Li,” I said.

      “I know you do.” Her voice was thick with grief, as if I were already dead. Maybe I was naïve for believing there still might be a way for Quinn and I to survive Mulunu’s attentions.

      “Come on, girls, move it,” Mulunu called from up ahead. “We need to make it to the water before the sun rises.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Mulunu didn’t answer. The wily sea witch loved her secrets, always had.

      “What about your magic?” Liana asked while we ran a little faster. My feet moved so quickly that they nearly skimmed the wild grasses beneath us. Thank goodness my angel magic had recently gifted me with increased coordination. If not, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up—no way.

      “What about it?” I asked carefully.

      “Well, couldn’t you use it to … you know.”

      “You can’t be serious,” I whisper-screamed. “I can’t kill Mulunu. She’s the head of our clan—your clan, I mean. She’s a powerful witch … she keeps the Kunus safe.”

      “But she no longer keeps you safe…”

      “True, but I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” she asked.

      “Both!” I snapped. “My mama would kill me if I, uh, killed her.” The irony of the situation was rich. “You know Orelia, she’s always going on about how important it is to honor our elders. And even though she and the crone have their differences, she respects her. She believes she’s the best ruler of our people.” I scowled. “Your people,” I hastily corrected. It was difficult to separate myself from the life I’d led for eighteen years. “But it looks like I’ll have to do something to … to disable her.”

      “Does that mean that you could kill her?” Liana asked in tones so soft I had to strain my ears to pick them out over our pounding footfalls.

      “I don’t know,” I snapped, but not because I was angry with her. “What if I try and fail?”

      “Then she’ll kill you. And if she’s planning on killing you anyway, then I don’t figure you’ll have lost a damn thing.”

      Panic swelled in my chest like a sponge soaked in seawater. “I … Li, how can I do that? I grew up believing she was the most amazing leader ever. I can’t consider her death. What would become of the Kunus without her?”

      “Let’s be real, Selene. She’s amazing, but she’s scary as a deep and dark ocean trench without a visible end. Besides, this isn’t you setting out to murder someone. This is you defending yourself and the man you love—who, by the way, I want you to tell me all about just as soon as the hag is out of earshot. I can’t believe you made love with someone before I did. I always figured it’d be me.”

      I chuckled as an automatic reflex before the gravity of the situation knocked the amusement loose. “I always figured it’d be you too. Quinn … was a surprise. And it was just instant with him. I don’t think what we share is normal.”

      Mulunu snapped at us like a whip: “It sure as hell isn’t! That’s the whole point, now isn’t it?”

      I could actually hear Liana swallowing over the sound of our running as both of our strides faltered.

      “What? You don’t have anything to say now?” Mulunu barked, and despite my desperate efforts I couldn’t come up with a single thing to say. My brain was sloshing in shock.

      “Here’s a little tip for the two of you gagglers,” the leader of the Kunu Clan called over her shoulder. “If you want to plot someone’s demise, don’t do it where they can hear your plans.”

      “B-but how … how could you hear us?” Liana finally said, her voice a full octave higher than usual. “Your hearing shouldn’t be that good.”

      “Shoulds and shouldn’ts and what actually is are usually different things in my experience. I can hear you just fine.”

      I gulped around a heavy breath. “So you heard everything we said?”

      “Every single word. Though I’ve tried to block out your girly nonsense over the years, I can’t seem to help but listen. My instincts told me my efforts would prove worthwhile someday. It looks like I was right.”

      Without warning, she whirled and came to a full stop right in front of us, her breasts bouncing from the abrupt movement as she blocked our path.

      Liana and I skidded to a stop, and while we sucked in heavy breaths, we eyed her with extreme wariness. Like skittish minnows, we cast quick glances to our surroundings, working to identify any routes of escape.

      Mulunu clutched her staff and drew it in front of her. I clamped my eyes shut and prepared for the worst.

      “What in Neptune’s name are you doing, child?” Mulunu snapped.

      My eyes flew open. “W-what do you mean?”

      “Are you really going to just stand there and accept your fate without a fight? Didn’t you learn anything since I sent you to land?”

      “I … I don’t understand,” I said, dragging out my words. “You … want me to, uh, kill you?”

      “No, you daft girl, I don’t want you to kill me. But I’m not offended that you’re considering the move. It’s the logical step after I told you I planned to kill you and Quinn.”

      “You didn’t actually say you were for sure planning on killing Selene,” Liana said, eyes narrowed to mean slits.

      “What’s to be of the future of the clan if this is what the new generation is like.” Mulunu shook her head in lament and Liana growled softly.

      I, however, stared at the witch like she’d sprouted a second head. “You’re unbelievable, you know that? Did you forget that you forcibly removed me from the clan? I’m not part of the Kunus’ future. If it’s up to you, it appears I won’t have a future at all.”

      “So what are you going to do about it, girl?”

      This time, a deep rumble vibrated through my bare chest. My fingers clenched and unclenched at my sides as my heart beat wildly. I couldn’t decide if I was more furious or frightened, but I was starting to think it wouldn’t be as difficult to defend myself against Mulunu as I’d originally thought. The way she sneered at me, her lips curled to bare those odd, pointed teeth, I was resisting the urge to strike her down right where she stood. I’d never been violent by nature—I supposed that was part of the problem Mulunu was alluding to.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about it,” I finally said. “But I’m definitely going to do something.”

      “Something?” Mulunu said with a grimace. “I’m right up in your face, telling you I plan to kill you, and ‘something’ is the best you’ve got?”

      “What kind of game are you playing?” Liana snarled.

      “I don’t play games. Ever. But I do need to know what kind of problem I’m dealing with if I’m going to decide whether it’s safe to allow Selene to live. I don’t want to anger Orelia without need.”

      “So you’re afraid of my mother but not me?” I said.

      “You’ve never given me reason to be afraid of you. Even now that I’m inciting you to react, you do nothing. Orelia, however, won’t hesitate to
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