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Dragons, Hybrids, and Bad Decisions is a dark romance. Please note that there is dub-con, non-con, violence, blood, pregnancy loss, and a school shooting.
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  Chapter One
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The water was cold, and Lyric lost air in the shock of her entry. Niarthen kept a hold of her through his shift to Mer, and though the salt water blinded her eyes, she felt the changes pass over him, the unfurl of fin, the rise of scale, and the slip of lissom tail against her flailing legs. Contrary to every instinct she possessed, he propelled them down at a frightening speed from the rush of the water past her and the pressure that built in her ears and jaw. 
Everything happened so quickly that every thought was washed out of Lyric’s head with the water, and panic set in as her body recognised the threat. She fought for freedom from Niarthen’s grip, wanting up and not down, her lungs starved for air, but he would not release her, instead turning her within his hold and closing his mouth over hers, forcing her lips to part. 
Air escaped past them, the bubbles felt against her cheeks as they rose. And then he breathed out, and her desperate suck for air inhaled his exhalation. The pressure in her lungs eased, and before she knew it, they’d exchanged three breaths. He was breathing for her, she realized as the panic subsided. She wrapped her arms and legs around his waist and opened her eyes, letting the sting pass. 
Her vision was not great, but she was able to focus on Niarthen’s face enough to see that he had fully transformed to Mer, his features flattened and the scales dominant. His eyes blinked the double blink, and he grinned, bubbles escaping from his lips, before leaning down to seal them over hers, slipping his tongue against hers, turning the exchange of breath into a kiss. 
His grip on her eased, and he used one hand to free her bra, encouraging her to ease her grip around his neck so that he could slide the straps down her arms. Afraid of losing him in the depths of the ocean, she fought his efforts, not wanting to release her hold on his neck, but he was determined, and she watched her bra disappear into the water over his shoulder. 
She held onto him as tight as possible, flattening her breasts against his chest and her fingers buried in his hair. The green locks streamed out behind him like a seaweed-hued flag, showing exactly how fast they travelled through the water, as if she could not feel it against her skin. She could see the flick of his silver tail, the fins gloriously spread in the water. His gills were along his ribcage, and she could feel their movement as he breathed. 
He didn’t waste time negotiating with her underwear, using his sharp claws to tear through them. She thumped the heel of her hand against his chest, annoyed by his presumption and felt him shake with laughter and the flash of sharp white teeth as he pulled his mouth from hers to laugh at her. 
His hand reached between them, pushing back the fin that hid his cock. 
“No!” The word was a stream of exclaimed bubbles that ended in a cough as she inhaled water, and he sealed his mouth over hers, breathing for her until she recovered. His cock was free, however, and their position with her arms and legs wrapped around them, meant that is nudged against her cunt with every undulation of his tail… And damn him, she didn’t want to be turned on whilst clinging like a naked limpet to him and breathing his air, but she fucking was. 
And intrigued by how it would feel to have him within her whilst his tail moved in such a way… 
Fuck it. She tightened the hold of her thighs around him, and his cock pushed entry. He adjusted his grip on her, so that he plunged within without breaking the rhythm of his swim. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she moaned out a stream of bubbles. Fuck, it was glorious. The sway of his tail through the water moved his cock within her in a way that was insane, whilst their tight embrace pressed her clit against the underside of the fin, and… Holy fuck! She came, almost choking on the water as her lungs sought to inhale.
She felt the hum of a moan through his chest as he reclaimed her mouth.
Shit, she thought as he picked up speed, and changed the tempo of his thrust within her. This was almost worth drowning for. No wonder Niarthen was so smugly sex obsessed if this was how the Mer did it. And, holy fucking hell, she was going to come again… 
He changed direction abruptly, catching a current within the water, and the temperature of the water warmed around her… Or maybe she was just burning up from the sex. She wasn’t sure. And then she felt sand under her arse and back and they broke free of the water, allowing her to take a breath of air as she came, and felt him grind his hips into her, his tail flicking with the effort of his orgasm, tossing spray to sparkle in the air. 
He leaned back onto one elbow and smoothed the hair that stuck to her face away. “Mia persuma inillium…” he purred down at her. “That was amazing.”
“Oh fuck.” She panted in gulps of blessed air. “Oh fuck. Oh fuck.” She changed tone as she heard voices and realized that they weren’t alone, and she was naked and impaled upon the oversized cock of a massive, gorgeous merman on the beach somewhere. Her eyes were half blind with salt and out of focus. stinging with tears. “Niarthen, there are people here.”
“Yes, Lyric. This is one of our islands. I want to swim with my cock inside of you again.” He nuzzled his cheek against hers with a hum of pleasure. “Maybe tomorrow.” He made to ease back from her, shifting into his man-form, his legs tangled with hers, but she pulled him back against her, using his body as a cover for her nudity.
“Niarthen! I’m naked,” she protested. Her sight had cleared enough that she could see the people down the curve of the sand, the flutter of cloth wrapped around them, and children naked and playing in the water.
“So am I.” He smirked as he eased out of her and rose to his feet, offering her his hand. “We are a shape-shifting species, mia persuma inillium, and on the islands we move freely between water and land. Cloth is…” He shrugged his disdain. “It holds sand and the damp and becomes lost so easily. It is not unusual to see people returning from the water naked. Come.” He led her out of the water onto the sun-warmed sand. “We will go eat and drink. Tomorrow, we will return to the water.”
“Again?” She gripped his hand hard and followed his confident stride up the beach, her eyes scanning around them constantly. Niarthen was leading them towards where the beach was more populated and she felt her cheeks heat in embarrassment. However, beyond the grandparents indulgently watching over the young, others simply strolled out of the water, as bare as she and Niarthen were, other than the woven reed basket cages that they carried. 
“What’s in the baskets?” she asked Niarthen.
“Harvest from the water.” He glanced over with little interest. “Kelp, dulse, lettuce perhaps, and shellfish. Hmm.” He patted his stomach. “I am hungry.”
He led them between the palm trees and paused by one looking up. Lyric followed his gaze and saw a woman high up the curve of the trunk. She wore a woven basket over her back, and nothing else, and held a type of blade in one hand. Niarthen called up to get her attention, and she pushed back her sea-blue-tinged hair with the back of her hand and then grinned, before reaching up to cut a coconut free, letting it drop into Niarthen’s waiting hands. 
He squatted by the base of the tree and struck the nut on a rock, cracking it, before carefully splitting it open, so as not to spill the juice. He offered the cup of liquid to Lyric, who didn’t hesitate to put it to her salt-parched lips and drink it down. She felt as if she could have drunk a dozen of them, but it at least offered some reprieve to her thirst and washed some of the stinging salt away.
“Come.” He held his half of the coconut in one hand and reached for her hand with the other before leading her onwards. “We do not build near the ocean,” he told her as the sand beneath their feet turned to soil. “Nothing that might be seen from the water by humans.
“However…” He paused as the trees before them opened out, and she gasped in surprise at the spread of houses built of stone and wood amongst them. “We do have something not unlike what you are used to, Lyric.” When she looked up at him, she found him watching her face with a tender smile. “I will look after you. You do not need to be afraid for your future. You are my mia persuma inillium. My Lyric.”






  
  Chapter Two
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The aether weaved like water around Aislen’s legs, and yet did not wet her. She leaned down, sticking her fingers into what appeared to be liquid, but as she lifted her hand, it clung to her in strands like hair or cobweb which shimmered and seemed to squirm in her hands. She let them sift off her fingers back into the ocean and lifted her eyes, searching for any land. There was nothing in sight, the aether ocean blending into the faintly pink sky on the horizon in all directions. At least the aether wasn’t deep, she thought, only coming to mid-thigh. So far, at least — she didn’t entirely trust that she wouldn’t step off a ledge and end up swimming in it. Could a person drown in aether? 
She proceeded slowly, stretching one foot forward at a time, feeling the ground before her to make sure it was there before trusting her weight on that foot. As time passed, she began to trust her steps more, and it freed her to speculate on where she was, how she’d gotten there, and how to extract herself from it. 
She had passed through the aether before when working with the witches. It appeared in many forms during spells, sometimes like a shower of energy, sometimes a rainbow of colour, and sometimes a little like what she was walking through. Her time was always brief, and she was always in control, however, knowing where her body was, and how she planned to return there.
This was different. She did not know how she’d come to be in the aether, and she felt untethered from her physical form. 
“A dream?” she wondered aloud. “Or am I really in the aether?” Had she died? She remembered being so tired and heavy with blood and wanting to sleep. The hybrid blood, she thought. She’d had sips before, exchanging with her mates, with no adverse effects, and Heath had helped transform Rhett and Cameron and they had been just fine…
“Who says that the aether isn’t a dream?” a woman replied. 
Aislen turned and found herself a meter from a beach in the aether. The silver sand stretched in either direction as far as she could see, and inland, gave way to lush vegetation in shades of pink, blue, and purple. In the distance, Aislen could see a castle made of shimmering gold. 
The woman stood on the sand watching Aislen with an expression of mild expectation, as if there were nothing unusual about their circumstances whatsoever. She was beautiful, her face so flawless that it was almost unreal. An impossible beauty. Her skin had no flaw, no freckle, no pore. There were no shadows under her eyes, and no wrinkles. 
Her hair was dark and elaborately braided, beaded with gemstones, and dressed high on her head, around a golden crown. The dress she wore was so fine that the fabric drifted on a breeze that Aislen did not feel, and rippled with a pearlescent sheen. 
“Are you the Mother Goddess?” Aislen whispered, awed, for who else would be in the aether, if not a goddess? She certainly looked like one. “Have I died? Is this the Mother’s realm where the gods retreated to escape Nexsis’ madness?”
“My goodness,” the woman blinked. “You are full of questions.”
“Am I dead?” Aislen fixed on the most important one.
“Not yet. Though you’re certainly well on the path to it. Ahead of schedule, I will add. Considerably. And no, I am not the Mother, though this is her realm. I am just a handmaid, sent to see why a mortal is splashing around near our beach, and to send you back to where you belong.”
“I’m dying,” Aislen realized. “The hybrid blood?”
“Whilst the variants were conceived with the intention of combining their abilities over generations to create a homogenous and balanced species, the individuals appeared to prefer seclusion and isolation with others sharing their traits, and only extended their abilities into the human population. It was almost as if they did not understand the purpose of the blood transfusion variant, which was to act as a medium through which the species might be combined. As a result, we are only observing the lycan/vampire mix for the first time, as well as the result of the introduction of the hybridism into a human/deity mix.”
“So…” Aislen stared at her. “The hybrid blood is killing me?”
“It is unlikely to kill you if you proceed with its digestion, which is the recommended course of action. We do not understand why consumption has ceased.”
“We didn’t intend to turn me,” Aislen said. “We were just performing the werewolf mating ritual.”
“All the rituals were designed to link and combine the variants and species, so the consumption or combination of blood is a natural part of the exchange.”
“Werewolves are meant to exchange blood,” Aislen realized. “They don’t know that. They just bite…” It explained the mortality rate when they tried to turn humans. They weren’t exchanging enough blood, she realized. “So… I should keep going. What about…” Her hand went to her stomach. “I’m pregnant. What will happen to the baby?”
“We are only observing the effects of the lycan/vampire combination of a human/deity mix for the first time,” the woman replied, and her expression softened slightly. “But, as it is the intended course of action, the foetus should come to no harm.”
“But you don’t know,” Aislen said softly. 
“If you cease the transfer of the infection, it is likely that neither you nor the foetus will survive. That is not an outcome that we desire. You are a necessary conduit for the Mother, and without you, the anchor to your world will end. Whilst the foetus is highly desired to strengthen that anchor, at this stage, it cannot survive without you; however, you can survive without it and conceive another. It is logical then, to save the one over the other.”
“Logic sucks,” Aislen said softly. “I’ve already lost a child.”
“We are sorry for your loss.” Her empathy was genuine. “It was a loss for the Mother also. There is no certainty that this course of action will result in the loss of this foetus.”
“But no guarantee.”
The handmaiden smiled slightly. “There are rarely any guarantees.”
Aislen drew in a deep breath and released it. “So… how do I return to my body?”
“You need to wake up.”
“Morgana,” Talen said softly. “You need to wake up. We need to talk.”
“Sleep,” Aislen protested. Her body felt heavy, and it was too much effort to open her eyes. Had she dreamed the handmaiden? She was not sure.
“Morgana, I believe that the effect of the hybrid blood that you have digested has sped the transformation to vampire. I have always thought that Rhett and Cameron’s turning was faster than normal; however, I attributed that to Heath and I working together.”
“Pregnant.” Aislen fought to open her eyes.
“Yes, that is definitely a concern.” Talen put his hand over hers. “Morgana, you must make an important decision.”
His voice was so at odds with his feelings, she thought from the depths of her exhaustion, drifting into and out of consciousness. On the surface, he was calm and collected. Concerned, but not panicked. Underneath, his thoughts were frantic as he searched his memory for anything useful, and tried to calculate the risks to her, and to the child that she carried. 
Talen was afraid. 
“Morgana,” he said insistently. “If we do not administer you more blood, I do not know what will happen. You have lost blood, but not so much that, in a normal turning, you will have passed the point from which you could recover. Under normal circumstances, I would not hesitate to stop at this point,” he explained carefully. “However, Morgana, these are not normal circumstances.”
“Hybrid blood,” she whispered. 
“Yes.” He was relieved that, despite appearing to sleep, she was paying attention. “That is my suspicion. I wish Meguitte was here, this sort of thing is something that she would know about…” He broke off, lost in thought debating whether Meguitte would have any advice without seeing Aislen in person. “I will call her,” he decided. “But Morgana… There are basically two choices before us, and neither is without risk.”
“Keep going or stop.” She picked the thoughts from his head. 
“Yes. If we stop, I do not know what will happen to you, or the baby. It may be that, with care and rest, you will recover as the magic you have ingested is digested and dilutes.” Or, perhaps, ending the process would be too much for her body, and she would die, he thought grimly. He did not want to risk it. 
“And if we keep going?” She forced her eyes open and focused on his face. 
“A mix of vampire and hybrid blood turned Rhett and Cameron,” Talen said gently. “There is every reason to believe that it will be successful again.”
“But you don’t know what effect it would have on the baby,” she read his mind again. The handmaiden had said the same thing. If she had been real, at all, and not a creation of Aislen’s dreaming mind.
“That is correct.” His thumb stroked over the back of her hand. “That is why we decided to delay turning you in the first place. I have never known anyone to turn a pregnant woman before. Perhaps it is done, but I cannot think it ethical to do so, and perhaps that is why it is not spoken about. No one likes to admit to their wrong doing, after all…”
(If there was a life lost, better the baby) His thoughts were very clear and strong. There was no doubt in his mind that her life was more important. However, he was not speaking the words, as he did not want to influence her decision, and wanted her to make it freely. 
“What do the Triquetra think?” They were not in the room. She didn’t doubt that there had been an intense conversation between the four men whilst she had been sleeping, and that Talen had come alone to speak to her to spare her their thoughts on the matter.
“It doesn’t matter what they think, nor what I think,” he replied, trying not to think about it, but recalling the unanimous decision all four men had reached regardless. 
“That surprises me,” she admitted, letting her eyes close again, the lids simply too heavy to hold up. “Considering that they’re breeding machines.”
“Morgana…” He leaned forward and stroked her hair. She opened her eyes again, meeting his. “We love you. The baby… Well, at this stage, it is barely recognizable as a person. It is potential and nothing more.” The four men had consulted Heath’s baby book to build their argument. “With time, it would have developed into a child and would have been very much loved. However, the facts are simple. You matter. You are more than potential. You are our Morgana, our mate, and we… We do not wish to risk losing you.”
“None of you even hesitated.” She was teary.
“No,” he agreed tenderly. “Forgive us, Morgana, for discussing it without you. But we agreed to let you decide without our influence. There is no guarantee either way regarding the baby, nor your life, but we feel strongly that…”
Aislen nodded her head slowly. “My dream agreed. Okay, Talen. Let’s do it.” 






  
  Chapter Three
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“This spell is unfamiliar to me,” Connery commented quietly. He had watched several of the steps in silence, handing her equipment as she asked for it, waiting for the moment that she stepped back and took a breath, watching as the rust-coloured liquid bubbled thickly in the vial suspended over a Bunsen burner, judging the moment that it was safe to speak. “But this…” He nodded his head to the vial. “I recognise. I always thought it somewhat misleading that it is named Dragon’s Blood after learning that dragons did, or had as I thought at the time, existed. Of course,” he added, “I understand that the reason is it’s caustic abilities. But why not just call it Spelled Acid?” 
“It doesn’t sound as pretty, I guess.” Meguitte slid him a small smile. She should be exhausted, she thought, but in truth she was invigorated. She wanted the spell done and her enemy’s blood on her tongue. “It’s like Demonic Ash.”
“True.” He picked up the bone ash he’d prepared. “An ingredient that I find somewhat distasteful. Less so, when your familiars are responsible for the sourcing of the ingredient then when I have to rob the grave of a murdered child myself.”
“Yes…” She took the vial and inspected the ingredients. Connery had charred and powdered the bone perfectly. She sprinkled it into the pot of soil, using a trowel to stir it through. “This child was killed by her own parents,” she said softly, seeing the history of the bone as she stirred it. “A local child. An accident.”
“Such a tragedy,” Connery murmured. 
The liquid’s rusty colour deepened to the rich red which had caused it to be called “blood” by ancient witches. She used tongs to lift the vial from the stand, and carefully added it to the bowl of ingredients that would complete its transformation into the spell component known of as “Dragon’s Blood.” As it mixed, veins of glowing orange and cinder black spread through the liquid, giving it the appearance of hot lava; although, if a person were fool enough to stick their finger into the mixture, it would be cool to the touch… before it melted the flesh from the bone and turned the bone to ash. 
“Carefully.” Connery barely breathed the word, the warning pulled from him involuntarily, a sign of how nervous he was under the cool aplomb and casual conversation. Whilst more alchemist than magic-user, he knew enough to know the seriousness of the spell she was creating, and the danger of the spell ingredients that she was making to cast the spell.
She added the Dragon’s Blood to the pot of soil and set the bowl down with relief. “That’s the last,” she told him. 
“Alright.” He ran his palms over his hips, smoothing his jacket. “What do you need me to do?” 
“Don’t let me be interrupted…” she started and broke off as the door opened. She and Connery exchanged a look of exasperation as a werewolf looked in. “You should knock,” she told the man tightly. “I was about to begin a spell that would have killed all three of us if interrupted.”
“Sorry,” he hovered. “Meguitte?”
“That is me,” she regarded him. “Who are you?”
“Rohan.” He held out a phone. “Heath Gale told me to bring the phone and get you to call the number on it to speak with Talen Gawaine.”
Connery stepped forward and took the phone from the werewolf’s hand. “Thank you. You can wait outside,” he told the man. 
“Umm.” Rohan hesitated. “It’s my phone.”
“We’ll try not to damage it. Thank you.” Connery put a hand on the door, preventing the man from entering. “No offence, my friend, but the spell on the table is very hazardous and sensitive. If, for example, you touched the soil in the pot, it would disintegrate your hand before we could do anything to prevent it. It is just better for you to wait outside. Where you’ll be safe.”
“Ah, yeah…” The werewolf backed up. “I’ll just be outside.”
“Thanks.” Connery shut and locked the door, before looking at the phone. “It’s on Heath’s name, you just have to select to call.” He handed it over to her. 
“I’m familiar with mobile phones,” she told him, amused at his mansplaining. 
“Of course.” His smile was faintly embarrassed. “Forgive me, my dearest.”
She held the phone to her ear as it rang. 
“Hey, Ro.” It was not Talen that answered. 
“Heath?” Meguitte asked. 
“Nah. It’s Rhett,” the man replied. “Meguitte?” 
“Yes.” She was slightly disorientated. “I was told to ring this number.”
“Yeah, thanks. Tal,” Rhett called out. “It’s your… witch?”
“Ah, Meguitte.” Talen’s voice was warm and rich over the speaker. “Thank you for calling me back. You need your own phone.”
“I do.” She frowned, perplexed by the call. “What is happening, Talen? I was… about to start a spell.”
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he apologized. “Something unforeseen has occurred here and I…” He paused. “I was seeking your advice.”
“My advice,” she repeated, surprised. “Sure.” She was a little bit flattered, she thought. “How can I help, Talen?” Connery leaned in, his cheek to hers, the phone and her hand between them, listening in to the conversation.
“We completed the werewolf mating,” Talen explained softly. “But there was an unexpected side effect which I believe is due to the hybrid blood ingested. Morgana began to turn.”
“Interesting,” Connery murmured. 
“Connery is listening,” Meguitte explained, knowing that Talen would have heard the comment. “But we are alone,” she added hastily, not wanting Talen to think she was being indiscrete.
“I appreciate Connery’s input,” Talen assured her and sighed heavily. “I don’t think we can stop. I think we must proceed with turning Morgana.”
Meguitte turned over in her mind what she knew about the transformation process. Delwyn might know more, she thought, but she suspected that Delwyn would just confirm what Meguitte and Talen had already concluded. 
“Stopping a magical transformation could place a body into shock,” she said slowly, sliding her eyes towards Connery to see what he thought. He nodded slowly in agreement. “But it would depend on how far it had progressed as to whether that was likely or not. Vampire blood has healing qualities, and the hybrid blood has performed the same… so it is possible that the healing properties would heal the shock of the interruption. It would depend on how the magic was directed. With someone who has had regular doses of vampire blood over a consistent period of time, then…” She worried her bottom lip. “It’s likely that her body was already at its peak and there was little degradation for the healing magic to direct towards, which means…”
“It’s focused on turning her,” Talen finished for her grimly. “What will that mean to the baby? What will the baby mean to Morgana’s transformation? Will the magic turn the child? Will that detract from Morgana’s turning? Or will the magic attack the child?”
Meguitte closed her eyes, trying to focus her mind on the logic, and not the emotion. “It’s been done before.” She recalled several vague passages to that effect. “Emergencies requiring a pregnant human to be transformed to vampire. As you know, where the human is dying, they may not survive, and if they do…” They ended up like her. “So not precisely a comparable situation to this, Talen.” Aislen was, after all, perfectly healthy and strong.
“And the child?”
She shook her head, meeting Connery’s eyes. He raised his eyebrows more optimistic than she was. She worried her bottom lip with her teeth. She did not want to give Talen false hope, but she did not want to destroy all hope either. “If the foetus survived the human transformation to vampire, I cannot recall it being written. And that doesn’t take into account that this child might be werewolf.” She said carefully. “I think that the survival of the foetus would depend on whether the child is already vampire. If the child was vampire… Then the magic will focus on turning the non-vampire host. If the child is werewolf, then it may attempt to alter the child. What affect that will have…” She heard Talen swallow. “I’m sorry, Talen,” she added quietly. 
“It is as I suspected,” he replied. “Thank you for your insight, Meguitte.”
“Talen… One last thing.” She hesitated. “Sigrid’s vampire, Samuel. Has Tony spoken to you about him?”
“No,” Talen was puzzled. “What about him?”
“It turns out that he is a dragon.”
There was silence on the other end, and then Talen cleared his throat. “That’s certainly interesting. Thank you for letting me know.” He was being politely patient, uncertain what the topic had to do with him, other than being an interesting piece of information.
“He has found his mate, and they intend to come to you,” Meguitte explained. “Apparently guarding those of the bloodline of the gods is what they do, and your mate…”
“Ah.” He paused, considering. “Will they be a hindrance or help?”
Meguitte considered. “A help, I think, Talen. At the very least, the ability to transform into dragon form is very impressive. They seem genuine in their intention to help, and they know a lot about the history of the Goddess that might be helpful. I want very much to spend time with them learning what they know, when I am less…” Her eyes went to the pot of earth on the table. “Preoccupied.”
“We will be leaving here as soon as we can,” Talen replied. “The Rideten pack has agreed to aid us with freeing Trayrock from the Van Helsings. We will be heading to Trayrock as soon as they are ready, and Morgana is…” He trailed off and drew in a deep breath. “Speaking of which, I must excuse myself. Tell the dragons to meet us in Trayrock. Thank you, Meguitte.”
“Good luck.”
“Thank you.” He disconnected the call. 
Connery took the phone from her. “It’s not your fault.” He caught her chin on his finger lifting her face so that she met his eyes. “I know you, Meguitte, and you are blaming yourself.”
“I should have foreseen this…” she started. 
He raised his eyebrows. “How could you have foreseen this?” he asked her. “No one else did. No one anticipated that hybrid blood might accelerate the transformation process. Talen gave no indication that turning his werewolves was any different to turning anyone else. So how was anyone to anticipate this, even had your sire shared that he intended to participate in the werewolf mating ceremony whilst in Rideten? Which, he did not, I add.”
She nodded slowly. “You’re right, of course.”
“Of course.” He released her and opened the door. “Thank you, Rueben.”
“Rohan,” the werewolf said from the other side of the door. “All done?”
“Yes, thank you. It would be appreciated if someone could procure Meguitte her own phone.”
“Sure, I’ll set it up.”
“Thank you.” Connery paused a moment, watching from the doorway as the werewolf departed, and then he crossed to the desk and tore a page from the notebook. He wrote something on the page and took it to the door, taping it to the outside with a generous amount of tape. 
“Beware! If you interrupt the spell within this room, your insides may become your outsides. Continue at your own risk!” Meguitte read out aloud and grinned.
“It seemed a sensible precaution,” he told her as he closed and locked the door. He brought a chair over and wedged it under the handle. “There we go. Time to draw a protective circle around the room, I think.” 
While he retrieved the chalk and black salt, she sliced her wrist and let her blood run into a bowl before licking the wound closed. 
“We could have used my blood,” he said in mild disapproval as she dipped a brush into the blood and began to paint sigils on the table around the pot of earth. “You must remember that you are pregnant, Meguitte, and you haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours, nor eaten…”
“The blood connects me to the spell,” she told him gently. “And I will probably pass out once I cast it, after which I give you permission,” she said, flicking him an amused smirk, “to carry me off to bed, and fuss over me to your heart’s content.”
“Gee, thanks.” He smiled anyway. “I will heroically stand behind, ready to catch you, then. What do you think about what is happening with Talen’s mate?” he added. It had obviously been on his mind as he’d drawn the protective circle. 
“I hope that she survives turning, and that the baby is okay.” Meguitte sighed at little as she perfected a bloody line. “And I think we need to study the hybrid blood closer. Why?” 
“Well…” He dusted chalk off his hands. “I am wondering whether the hybrid blood might be easier to manipulate and concentrate for the water problem that we have been struggling with.”
“Shit.” She looked at him in surprise. “You are brilliant. Of course. We need a sample of that blood to work with. You might be right.”
“Thank you.” He adjusted his cuffs, preening. “I’m done,” he added.
“So am I.” She regarded the spell with critical eyes. “Yes.” She poured the remaining blood over the earth. “The preparation is done. It is time to cast.”
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Despite Niarthen’s assurances that there was nothing unusual about them walking around naked, Lyric couldn’t help but notice that a lot of people stared as they made their way through the streets, and a few of the older people drew the children inside the houses, as if frightened of them. 
There was a market of a sort in the center of the town, and Niarthen paused by a stall displaying a range of items that were only vaguely familiar to Lyric as food. The language that they spoke itched Lyrics ears, the words sounded so similar that she felt that she should understand it, and yet she couldn’t. 
The stall-keeper gestured to her hair, toying with the beads and shells braided into it. Niarthen sighed heavily and reached out to take Lyric’s hand. “Come on, Lyric,” he said, leading her away from the stall. “I know someone who can help us.” 
“We need help?” she asked nervously. “You said that it would be safe here…”
“We are not in danger,” he assured her, turning between two houses. 
“Then what, Niarthen?” she wondered. She did not like roaming the streets naked. It felt indecent. There were men, women, and children staring at them, and nearly all of them wore something — a beautifully woven cloth tied around their hips, or heavy shell strings around their necks and forming skirts around their waists, providing some cover. They all had long, long hair, which also hung over the women’s shoulders, covering their breasts. 
“Niarthen!” someone called out, and Niarthen paused, turning, his face lighting up. A woman with dark green hair like Niarthen’s hurried down the street. She wore a combination of shell strands and cloth, making Lyric cringe and feel all the more bare. She wished Niarthen hadn’t stripped off her underwear as even that small covering would have been better than nothing. 
As Niarthen released her hand to embrace the woman, both seeming unbothered by his bareness or the skimpiness of her clothing, Lyric worked the mess of her brain free and shook out her hair. It was not quite long enough to cover her breasts and stuck to her skin wet, but it was the best she could do. 
Niarthen and the woman talked rapidly in their language, with many hand gestures, and then the woman cupped Lyric’s cheek, talking excitedly, her expression bright and enthusiastic.
“She does not understand,” Niarthen said in Lyric’s tongue. 
“Ah.” The woman’s gaze lost focus as she thought hard. “Speak not good,” she said apologetically to Lyric. “Some words.”
Lyric wasn’t sure what to say in return, her eyes sliding to Niarthen who nodded slightly in encouragement. “Hi?” she said uncertainly. 
“Hi.” The woman’s smile was brilliant. “Come. Come.” She gestured for them to follow and strode off. 
“Sister?” Lyric asked Niarthen carefully, unsure if the hair colour was a family trait. The people they had passed in the market and through the streets, had a range of hair colours in oceanic hues, but none so similar to the deep, almost black green of Niarthen’s. 
His smile answered even before he did. “Yes. We look like siblings?”
“Yes.” She decided not to mention the hair, just in case her theory was wrong. “You did not say that your sister lived here.”
“She doesn’t,” he replied, taking Lyric’s hand again, and leading her after the woman. “She lives far…” He gestured away. “I have been missing for some time. She came in search of me and is staying with a mutual friend.”
“Oh.” Of course he would have family. She had not given much thought to those that he had left behind, who would be worrying about him, due to the constant battle for survival in Havermouth. “I bet she’s happy to see you.”
“She is relieved that I am alive and overjoyed that I return with a praegivus mate.”
“Praegivus?” she repeated. 
“Mmm.” His eyes were on his sister, but she got the sense he was avoiding her question. 
“Niarthen,” she said warily, pulling back on their joined hands so that he paused and looked down at her. “You can’t just… be vague with me. You’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
He paused and stroked back her hair with his free hand. “I am sorry, mia persuma inillium. My sister came here to this island, which is closest to the land we have come from, as she knew that I was patrolling here when I disappeared. It is good that she is here, as I have nothing.” He moved his hand to his hair. “No markings of rank and family to identify me.”
“Oh… your hair things,” she realized. “I’m sorry. We should have stopped on our way through to retrieve them.”
“They are safe, and it is of no matter.” He smiled a little. “My sister will trade for new ones to get me by until I can reclaim my own. Without rank and family markers, I cannot trade for things which you need. The people think that I am an outcast or a criminal.”
“Ohhh.” She drew the syllable out longer, understanding better the wariness of the people in the market and streets. 
“Oh,” he teased her, cupping her chin and lifting her face so that he could lean down and kiss her, lingeringly. “You are safe, Lyric. It would have been fine. But having my sister here will make things easier. Come. You will need water and food.”
“And clothing,” she said. 
He laughed as he turned and continued to where the woman had entered a house. Inside, it was immediately cooler, insulated by the thick stones used in its construction. The windows were large and shuttered, with the louvres angled to allow in the natural daylight and the breeze. The floor was soft sand, and the furnishings woven of reed and cane, forming comfortable chairs and practical mats and tables.
As they entered, a man greeted them. He was the most dressed that Lyric had seen, with fabric gathered at the shoulder across his chest, and belted around his waist. He spoke rapidly to Niarthen, exchanging news as he guided them across to where a group of chairs was gathered around a stone table. 
“My sister is Aeylira,” Niarthen said to Lyric. “And this is Benethin. This is mia persuma inillium, Lyric,” he said to his sister and the man as he encouraged Lyric to sit and took the chair beside her. 
The seat of the chair had been made of woven grasses and was smooth and comfortable under Lyric’s arse; though, she did wonder about the hygiene of sitting around what was obviously the dining table naked. 
“It is a pleasure to meet you.” Benethin inclined his head politely before crossing to where beautifully worked wooden doors covered the wall from floor to ceiling. He opened one door, revealing a walk-in pantry of shelves, and retrieved from within a jug of water and glasses on the tray. The water condensed on the outside of the glass, and Lyric could feel the cold draught through the open door and realized that the entire pantry space was cooled by some means or technology unlike what she was familiar with. 
As Benethin returned into the pantry, Niarthen poured Lyric a tall glass of water and, when her hands shook, placed his around them, guiding the glass to her lips. His sister asked something in concern, and Niarthen answered in a low voice. 
“What was that?” Lyric asked him as Benethin returned and set a wooden board with a range of foods upon the table next to the jug of water. 
“She is concerned about you,” Niarthen explained quietly. “I was just saying that the swim was not an easy one for you.” Lyric felt her cheeks heat as she slid him a sideways glance. He grinned. “Though I did my best to make it pleasant.”
Benethin sat across from Niarthen. “Where have you been, my friend?” he asked in Lyric’s tongue, out of courtesy to her. “We were most concerned when you did not return at the end of your scheduled shift.”
“Near the mouth of the river, I encountered disturbing behaviours in the aquatic life, and blood in the water,” Niarthen explained. “I realized that something had happened up stream, that the humans had done something. I started following the river, intending to locate the cause, and report back; however, the water was tainted and dangerous with human things, and I was forced to shore.”
He looked at his sister, who nodded, confirming that she understood, despite the language. “I was so sick from the bad water that I could not transform,” he said. “And struggled to get onto the bank, when suddenly a deahera,” he continued, switching to Mer for that work, “appeared and saved me.” He caught Lyric’s hand in both of his, lifting it to his lips, brushing a kiss along the knuckles. “Mia persuma inillium.
“I was sick for a long time,” he resumed the story. “But we could not stay at Lyric’s place, as the enemy came for her. She vanquished them, and then we traveled to where the humans had created a cache of water in the hills. The wall holding the water had broken, creating a flood into the river, and carrying with it the human pollution. But also, a magical illness.” He released Lyric’s hand to reach across and select a sliver of raw fish from the board. He placed it upon a greenish wafer and added a small green orb that almost looked like a grape, before offering it to Lyric with an encouraging nod. 
“The illness either makes you weak, and, ah…” He reverted to Mer, and Lyric did not catch the words, distracted by the wafer and its contents. She did not know whether to try biting through it, and hoped it was neatly done despite not having the sharper Mer teeth, to shove the whole thing into her mouth and potentially look gluttonous, or to pull each element apart and eat them separately. But Niarthen had made the selection with deliberation, and she had to assume it was with purpose. 
Aeylira built the same combination of wafer, flesh, and orb, and met Lyric’s eyes across the table with a small smile, before putting it all into her mouth. Lyric smiled back with gratitude and did the same. The orb burst, filling Lyric’s mouth with a mildly salty liquid which flavoured the fish and wafer as she chewed and swallowed. 
Aeylira nodded at Lyric’s surprised expression, pleased. 
Niarthen had switched to telling of their adventures in Mer, his hands busily preparing another selection for Lyric, and she was content to let him talk whilst he fed her samples of Mer cuisine. At some point, Aeylira and Benethin both exclaimed in outrage, and Benethin rose to his feet, pacing restlessly. 
Lyric looked at Niarthen, who met her eyes with a slight shrug. “None of us wish for war,” he told her quietly. “But it is evident to us all that it is necessary. However…” He rose to his feet and offered her his hand. “We will go bathe and rest. Aeylira and Benethin will spread word and send for those who need to know. Tonight, we will go to the sacred waters. Tomorrow is soon enough for talk of war.” 
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Benethin led the way to a small bedchamber. “I will contact Arturo,” he said to Niarthen. “Tomorrow, we will accompany you to the Citadel.” 
They exchanged a grim look and Niarthen nodded slowly. “Tonight is for celebrating,” he said softly. “Tomorrow for war.”
As Benethin returned to the main room, Lyric examined the room with fascination. There was not much to it. A stone table was placed beneath the window, with another woven seat. A carved wooden chest stood against a wall. Floorboards ran along three sides, but the center of the room was occupied by an irregular growth of… moss.
She knelt by it and ran her palm over the fine leaves of its surface. “The bed that feeds off those who sleep on it?” She remembered him describing it to her. “How do I…” She adjusted her position under so she could lay on it. It gave beneath her weight, moulding to her body. “Oh!” She was pleasantly surprised at how comfortable it was. 
It was not as cool or damp as she was expecting. “What about bugs?” she wondered. “Is there soil under this? Are there… worms and… spiders.” She sat up, looking around at the moss warily.
Niarthen crossed to stand at her feet, looking down at her with an amused smile. “The small creatures that inhabit the moss are not interested in us, nor should we worry about them. But there are few that enjoy this particular type of moss, so there would not be a great many sharing our bed.”
“Okay…”
“Come.’ He held out his hand. “Let me show you the…”
“Bathroom?” she filled in for him. “Are you going to show me how to poop the Mer way?”
He laughed under his breath. “It is much the same as the human way.”
They passed through a hallway and into a small walled garden. 
“This is… pretty.” Lyric looked around at the lush plants that grew along the walls and ground. The stone walls were elaborately carved with animals, like birds and snakes, some projecting from the walls like gargoyles, their open mouths green-tongued. “Ohhhh.” In a corner was a stone area with a central slope back into an open hole. A gargoyle was positioned with a level tap handle within hands reach.
“A squat toilet,” she realized and saw his surprise. “Some human cultures use them too.” There were handles built into the carvings, places for the squatter to hold onto if their balance was impacted, she imagined. And a fish was positioned to spit water and wash the squatter’s region like a bidet. 
There was no door to the room. It made sense, she thought, that a people who walked around naked, and apparently went at leisure whilst swimming in their Mer form, would not find the bathroom a place requiring privacy. 
“No door,” she said.
He raised an eyebrow. 
“Uh uh.” She shook her head. “You’ve had it pretty easy from me so far, Niarthen, mostly because I’ve been a little shell-shocked from the swim here. But I need stuff.” She gestured to her body. “I’m not comfortable having everything on show like this. And, whilst I can handle the toilet arrangement, I don’t find going potty to be a social occasion, and I don’t want to have your sister or friend joining me in here. So, you’re the door.” She pointed to the opening. “Back to me and whistle a tune so I don’t get stage fright.”
“Stage fright?” He stepped obediently to the door and stood looking into the hallway. 
“Performance anxiety. When you can’t do something because someone’s watching.” At least being naked, she didn’t have to worry about how much to take off, she reasoned, and the stonework marked decorative feet, answering the question of what direction she should face. 
“Did you like the food?” he wondered. 
“Yes.” She squatted, gripping one of the handholds because she didn’t trust her balance in the unfamiliar posture. “It was really nice. Sort of a bit like sushi. The green biscuit was some sort of seaweed, I’m guessing?”
“Yes, mixed with powdered dried shrimp,” Niarthen replied. “It is a staple for our land diet.”
“Which is different to your ocean diet?” she asked as she pulled the handle, trying not to shriek as the fish spat at her at the same time as the gargoyle released a mouthful of water, flushing clean the slope and eliminating any evidence of her use. 
She stepped away carefully, wondering if she was meant to air dry afterwards, and caught Niarthen glancing over his shoulder, checking on her progress. “You’re not supposed to be peeking!” she scolded him. “But seeing as you did. What now? Do I wash my hands? How do I dry off?”
“Why would you dry?” he wondered and reached for a handle set beneath a higher placed Gargoyle which released a heavy spray. He stepped beneath it, tilting back his head to let the water run through his hair, before turning to face into the spray, running his hands over his skin. “Come.” He reached out a hand. “Wash the salt from your skin. Too much is not good for the moss.”
“Oops, hope I didn’t kill it…” She grimaced and shrieked as the cold water hit her, blowing out her breath. “Not warm,” she complained.
“It will not matter once you are Mer.” He grinned and rubbed his hands through her hair and over her skin, lingering over her breasts, his palms warm on her cold-hardened nipples. “You will be more resistant to temperature.”
“Thank fuck for that.”
“Is all well, Niarthen?” Benethin asked from the door. “I heard a scream?”
Despite having spent most of the day naked, for some reason showering with Niarthen made her feel more so, and she hid behind his body. He glanced over his shoulder at his friend with a grin. “Humans are sensitive to water temperature
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