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      Grace sighed in relief as a wave rushed up the beach and washed around her ankles, the subtle hints of lifeforce in the water making her body ache for more. As the wave slipped out, cool wet sand oozed between her toes, a pleasant distraction from her sunburn.

      With her lifeforce nearly spent she couldn't afford the energy to heal. Not until she drowned someone.

      Hundreds of people were bodysurfing, swimming, and jumping the waves, and she needed to drown one of them today. Grace pulled her long blond hair over her shoulders as another cool wave washed around her feet, sinking her deeper into the sand. Her claws, normally hidden when in human form, began to protrude from under her fingernails as her needs grew stronger. She had to choose a victim before she lost control and drowned someone she couldn't live with.

      Hating herself just a little for giving in to her needs, she began humming, the subtle enchantment disguised by crashing waves and yelling children. She reluctantly pulled her feet from the wet sand and began meandering along the beach, determined not to let the water draw her into a killing frenzy.

      Several young men eyed her as she strolled. She made herself smile at one, a tall, skinny, awkward-looking kid about sixteen or seventeen, but he turned away in embarrassment. She couldn't help her sense of relief that he didn't fall under her enchantment. Still, if she spoke to him she was sure she could easily lure him into the ocean.

      A few yards ahead a boy of three or four squealed in delight as his father chased him into the waves. Grace almost swooned at the rush of the child's lifeforce when the next wave struck her feet, and not just his. Hundreds of people seemed to be begging her to drown them. She made herself continue humming, widening the effects of her enchantment. A teenage girl, maybe fourteen, quickly fell under her spell.

      The girl pushed sun-bleached hair aside and bit her bottom lip invitingly as Grace strolled past. She had two friends with her though, either of which could cause a problem unless Grace took all three.

      A few yards further along a toddler with brown skin and black curly hair spooned wet sand into bucket his father was holding. She felt the father's will crumble under her enchantment, but didn't dare look at him in case he left the child and tried to follow her.

      A swarm of small children ran across her path to escape a wave, dodging around a tanned, muscle-bound guy carrying a boogie board into the water. The guy did a double take as he saw Grace, but made an effort to turn and follow a pre-teen girl who looked enough like him that she couldn't have been anyone else's child, his parenting instincts overriding her enchantment.

      Another wave washed around her ankles, trying to tease her concentration away and draw her back to the ocean's embrace… and a killing spree. Killing indiscriminately felt so callous and inhuman, and she didn't want to forget she'd once been human herself.

      Another wave struck, the lifeforce in it tingling her skin and sharpening her breath. Determined not to fall victim to her own needs, she left the water's edge for the hot sand, grimacing as her feet lost their natural toughness from exposure to the water.

      Almost entirely human now, sand ground painfully into her un-calloused soles and clung to her feet and ankles, giving her a pedicure she didn't need or want.

      Maintaining her enchantment, she continued to search for a victim who wouldn't weigh too heavily on her conscience. Humans ran about, lazed, read, and generally had fun. Some watched her, several young men staring openly now, but their instincts, or perhaps doubts, kept them from approaching.

      Eyes followed her, heads turned, and a few mouths fell open as she meandered across the beach. She suspected that if she walked into the ocean now at least half a dozen people would follow.

      An older man slathered in poorly rubbed-in sunscreen did a double take as he glanced her way. Quickly ensnared by her enchantment, his eyes wandered to her bikini-clad breasts, but then his face flushed red when he noticed her watching and he turned away, his embarrassment enough to break her hold.

      Humming still, she continued her slow walk, both hoping and fearing she'd attract the right person. Many people stared openly as she strolled past, one couple even following from a distance. Grace hesitated when she saw Maria on the sand ahead. Her sister's dark hair cascaded to her waist, the light breeze moving it as she anxiously watched Grace, clearly determined to help if needed.

      A toddler ran into Grace's leg and bounced off, the little girl landing on her rear in the dry sand.

      Grace stopped humming. "Are you okay?" she asked as the toddler looked up with surprised blue eyes. A child of her own might have appeared much the same if Grace had had the opportunity while still human.

      Sand clung to the little girl's hands and legs as she stood. "Uh-huh," she said before offering a gorgeous smile. The child's parents didn't seem to be nearby, catering to Grace's darker instincts. This close, Grace could feel the child's lifeforce emanating from her body like mist from dry ice. "You need to go," Grace whispered hoarsely.

      An old, almost buried instinct to keep the toddler safe welled up in her, but it was fleeting and hard to cling to when her need to survive was growing so strong. She wanted to walk away, but her own needs ensnared her as much as her enchantments had caught the people on the beach.

      Grace smiled back at the little girl, sensing herself approaching an edge she couldn't back away from. "Hush little baby," Grace found herself singing, the old nursery rhyme coming unbidden.

      Her body ached with need and desire as her claws protruded and her serrated canines lengthened and pushed hard against the insides of her lips. Today more than any other day in the past few decades she had to kill someone. She wished it didn't have to be such a gorgeous child.

      "Mamma's going to buy you a rocking bird…" Rocking horse? Mocking bird? She couldn't remember, not that it mattered. Slowly, deliberately, she reached for the child who watched her as if in a trance. "Are you lost?" she asked in the same sing-song voice, lifting the little girl up.

      The toddler stared, wide-eyed and unblinking now, her will completely washed away by Grace's voice. "How about I help you find your mother?" Grace continued. She smiled at the little girl. "Would that be good? I saw her in the water, taking a swim."

      "Uh-huh," the girl murmured, still staring.

      "I think that would be best," Grace continued as she turned toward the foamy waves.

      "Oh, there you are!" a young woman cried, running over to snatch the girl from Grace's arms. The woman was pregnant with her next child, at least half way there.

      Grace's enchantment shattered like a stomped-on sandcastle. She clenched her fists to hide her claws as the woman became her new focus for murder, reluctantly letting the mother keep the toddler.

      "She's a beautiful girl," Grace managed, clenching her teeth.

      The woman smiled. "Thanks. If only she had a leash. I swear I only turned away for a second. Come on Tiani. No running off again, okay? You could have drowned and I'd never have known."

      Grace's instincts made her tremble as the woman left with her victim, but she forced her needs down until her canines receded. It took a full minute more before her claws did the same.

      "That was stupid," Maria said, her tone annoyed to the point of anger.

      "I-"

      "You could have drowned the toddler before her mother even realised she was missing." Despite centuries without seeing her homeland, Maria still retained her Italian accent.

      "I was nearly there Maria."

      "Two days, Grace. Just two left, including today. I can feel you slipping away." Maria touched Grace's pearl-encircled sapphire necklace with a single fingertip, the necklace similar to the one Maria wore. "You should kill more often. It makes it easier. You can't always rely on disasters to carry you through the years."

      Grace tried to smile, but her charms were completely wasted on her sister.

      Maria's dark brown eyes watched her, full of concern and love and fear. "You're going to have to pick someone. The less you think about it the easier it will be."

      Grace watched the humans enjoying the day's warmth. "Easier? The only time it was easy was when you made me and I was in the throes of transformation. I didn't even know what I was doing."

      "Pretend that's today."

      Grace stared at the soft sand, a torn piece of dry seaweed crushed under someone's footstep. "Dying once was enough. It's not a memory I cherish."

      Maria placed her hand on Grace's shoulder, looking up at the taller woman. "You didn't die. Of all the victims the sea should have claimed that night, I saved only you."

      "I died. We can't have children Maria. Living people have children."

      "You're my daughter! My sister. My love."

      "I'm your creation."

      Maria stiffened as hurt and anger collided on her features.

      Grace instantly regretted the words. "You're my best friend and the person I love most in the world, but I'm not your child. My mother died in England a century ago," she said softly.

      Instead of the expected outburst, Maria's eyes filled. "You're not human Grace, and neither am I. We kill humans. We have to."

      "Not all Creatures kill for lifeforce. Most just take what they need to survive, like vampires."

      "Never compare yourself to them! We're magical. Natural. They're… vermin. Even if there was enough magic in the world to sustain us, it'd do them no good. They're parasites by nature. They can't survive without blood. We kill only because there's not enough magic." She took a calming breath. "Never mind. You're the only thing in the world I care about Grace. The only thing. Don't ever belittle that. I love you more than my own life. I even defied our sisters to create you."

      Grace couldn't meet Maria's eyes. "I'm sorry. It's just... I hate this part. If I didn't have to kill there'd be nothing to hate about this life." That, and her inability to have a child of her own, but she kept that to herself as she toyed with her necklace, the slight tingle of stored lifeforce it still held doing little to make her feel better.

      Maria's expression softened. "Would you rather I'd let you die that day? Would you change that if you could?"

      "No. I just wish…" Wish what? That she could kill without feeling guilty? Did she ever really want that? "I really hate this part."

      "Sometimes you have to kill to survive, Grace. All life struggles in one way or another, and we're part of that. We keep the balance by taking the injured, the unlucky, and the stupid." She glanced around the beach. "And sometimes we take those who don't deserve it. It's how life works."

      "I know."

      Maria took Grace's hands. "How about I help you pick someone? That way you can blame me and you won't have to feel guilty."

      "I'll still feel guilty."

      "Maybe a little less guilty?"

      Grace couldn't help a tiny smile. "Maybe just a little."

      Maria pointed to a balding man walking toward the water. "How about him? He's old enough to have lived well, and by the look of that dark mole on his back he isn't going to survive much longer. Nothing to feel guilty about. Right?"

      Grace watched the man for a moment, but he didn't go deeper than his knees. If he feared swimming beyond his depth then no enchantment would lure him further.

      "A decent rip would be handy about now."

      "You've got it easy little sister. In the old days we had to wait for a shipwreck or creep into a village at night and steal a child. Some of us died that way." She got a distant look in her eyes, but it disappeared almost as quickly. "Nowadays there's plenty of people in the water. Just pick someone swimming alone and drag them under. Better yet, stalk a surfer. No one will notice if they don't surface for a while after a spill, and by then you'll have another year to chance upon a disaster and top up that necklace."

      Chance upon a disaster? It sounded so cold.

      Maria squeezed Grace's arm. "How about that boy?" she said, pointing with her free hand. "He's out way too far, and no one's near him." She raised an eyebrow. "What kind of parent lets a kid that young swim out so deep on his own? Looks like he's getting into trouble, too."

      "He's not in troub… oh."

      "C'mon!" Maria began dragging Grace toward the water.

      "Okay, okay!" Grace said, hating herself for listening. She could do this. It would be far too easy to drown the boy, and after that she wouldn't have to think about it again for a year. Wincing as the sand ground into her feet she walked down to the water and sighed in relief when a cool wave washed soothingly against her shins, toughening her skin.

      The touch of water brought on the familiar need to change forms as well as the comforting sense of Maria's enthusiasm and love. Grace struggled to hold onto her human shape as she walked deeper into the ocean, the waves crashing into her thighs.

      The beach was shallow for the first twenty steps or so, but there it dropped off. A wave crashed against her waist and it was almost too much to hold her human form. She clenched her teeth at the next wave and barely managed not to revert. She wouldn't last through another.

      Looking around to be sure no one was watching too closely, she dived under and slipped off her bikini bottoms. As the ocean welcomed her, her body shuddered in near ecstasy. She held on for another second just to prove to herself that she could, but then her legs fused into a long, powerful tail.

      A single flick and she was away, powering under the waves faster than any human could hope to swim, the bottom half of her body elongated and shaped like a dolphin's, the end of her tail a translucent fan over two feet wide.

      Her hair washed out behind her, the golden sun-streaks tinged with green and blue now, while her skin changed to the mottled colour of the sandy bottom to help her blend in.

      Better to take the boy quickly before she had time to talk herself out of it. She cleared the breaking surf and swam deeper, scaring schools of fish in all directions.

      Few humans were brave enough to swim beyond the waves, but the lack of sand under their feet didn't deter them all. Only the fact they weren't the preferred prey of anything in the ocean made it even remotely safe for them. Anything except a mermaid.

      Grace stopped and faced the shore as a swell moved over her, the water there almost luminescent with lifeforce. She could absorb the lifeforce, but it was like drinking from a morning mist. She needed much more than the ocean could ever give to her.

      Hopefully the boy had grown some common sense and retreated into the relative safety of the group, but it only took a few seconds to find the small pair of legs pumping beyond the reach of sand, his body bobbing up and down with the surface movement.

      Staying close to the sand, Grace drifted nearer, allowing her instincts to crowd her thoughts and dissolve her human desire to nurture and protect the child. If she relaxed completely she'd risk taking more than just the child though, but she couldn't do it while thinking entirely rationally either. She might drown a dozen people before regaining her senses.

      She felt Maria's presence on the beach, her sister's feet in the water and her emotions calm and assured, but focused. There was no obvious danger then. Her disappearance under the waves hadn't been noticed, not that it would really matter. People would forget soon enough. Magical Creatures could never have stayed hidden otherwise.

      There were no other mermaids nearby either. They all stayed clear of Grace and Maria, as Maria had been shunned since making Grace without permission, though Grace was sure there was more to the story. It would pass eventually, Maria assured her. They were all connected after all, and it hurt them as much as it hurt Maria and Grace.

      Hopefully Maria had managed to collect her bikini bottoms. Clothes were hard to come by when you were naked and broke. With her tail moving up and down she eased nearer, wary of the people close enough to see the boy disappear. She didn't want searchers in the water if she lost control.

      She waited until the boy drifted a few yards closer to her, and as a swell moved between the boy and the nearest person she darted in behind him, drove her shoulder against the back of his knees, grabbed his ankles and took him under.

      He didn't react for a moment, but then thrashed and kicked. She dug her claws into his skin and flicked her tail, forcing him deeper.

      The boy's desperation became blind panic, but she held his ankles hard against her chest.

      Having drowned herself once, she hated inflicting the same fear on someone else and cursed herself for forgetting to sing, but his panic was completely beyond her enchantments now. His arms struggled wildly for the surface while he tried to kick free, but it didn't take long before his strength waned.

      When it did, she loosened her grip and turned his limp form in her arms.

      He seemed so small, sandy brown hair floating about his face. He blinked, smiled, and mouthed the word, ‘Mum’, and then his eyes rolled back.

      The word felt like a knife in her stomach and Grace's instincts failed her.

      Grabbing the boy by the shoulders, she shot up at an angle, breaking through the surface just beyond the breakers.

      She pinched the boy's nose and blew oxygen into his mouth, but he remained limp. She flicked her tail and pushed toward shore behind a wave, and as she reached the first person she drove her tail downward and felt sand.

      "Quick," she said, pushing the boy into a well-tanned woman's arms. "I think he's swallowed some water."

      The woman hesitated as she came to terms with someone appearing in front of her holding a limp boy, but then she took the child. "What happened?"

      "Just get him to shore! Go!"

      Grace held back as the woman spun and desperately struggled toward the beach, all the while trying to keep the boy's head above water. Several people came to help and Grace took the opportunity to slip under a wave and shoot away like a terrified porpoise.
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      "Stupid, stupid, stupid!"

      Grace swam northward toward the Tollgates just off Batemans Bay, keeping close to the reefs as she flashed through the cool salty water, scaring schools of fish. She should have drowned the boy. A few more seconds and…

      "Ooh!" She drove her tail hard downward before covering her face with her hands. Water rushed around her for a few moments, but she soon began drifting with the current.

      It was so much easier taking disaster victims, people who'd been swept into the ocean or lost overboard. People who would have drowned anyway. If nothing else, it was a way to justify murder to herself.

      The thump of waves against a fishing boat's hull reached her and her need to kill flared again. The boat was drifting a few hundred yards away like a cork on the swell, its prow rising and dropping over waves as the propeller idled to keep it facing into the wind. Three fishing lines pierced the water, their hooks and bait taken deep on heavy sinkers.

      Grace's heart began beating faster as she visualised one of the anglers falling overboard. A good shove from one side as a wave struck and she'd have a new victim. A few, maybe.

      "Stop it!" she whispered to herself, tangling her claws in her hair and pulling hard to keep herself thinking straight. She turned her back on the boat despite her pounding pulse, knowing her needs would only grow worse until she killed again. Or died.

      At least there'd be no grieving parents tonight, no heartache or tears because of her.

      The last of the magical lifeforce she'd stored in her necklace would get used up tomorrow morning, giving her until the following evening to drown someone. She could hold a year's worth of lifeforce within her body, but any excess got wasted unless she stored it away, and it had been nearly a decade since she'd taken anyone. She'd been relying on her necklace the entire time.

      She reached for her necklace, but her fingers failed to find the familiar shape.

      Fear rushed through her as she checked and double checked, even running her fingers through her hair to make sure it hadn't been caught.

      Never mind tomorrow, she'd die at sunset today without the lifeforce her necklace held for her. The boy must have pulled it free as he struggled, leaving it at the bottom of South Broulee Beach. Barely keeping panic at bay, Grace swam hard above reefs she'd grown intimately familiar with over the last few decades, sharks and ocean life shooting away from her in fear.

      The sun was beginning to sink toward the horizon when she broke through the surface off the beach, many of the people gone already.

      Fear nearly drove her to take the first life she could, but she held off in the hope she could find her necklace before sunset. Tomorrow she might chance on a fisherman washed from the rocks or a swimmer caught in a rip, someone who would die regardless of her actions, but for now she only wanted her necklace.

      Diving under, her natural abilities camouflaged her skin as she ran her fingers through the soft sand, moving carefully to avoid people bodysurfing above her, a task made more difficult by the receding tide. Nothing. Even though her necklace was attuned to her, she couldn't sense the stored lifeforce it contained.

      A human must have seen her necklace and… She didn't want to consider the consequences. It could be miles away by now; a long drive up or down the coast. With luck it had tangled in the boy's fingers and been dropped in the sand. She couldn't help the hope she felt, unlikely as it was.

      She was almost desperate enough ride a wave to shore and transform on the sand, ignoring the attention it would create, and not just from being naked from the waist down.

      She popped her head out of the ocean just beyond the breakers, the sun barely above the distant mountains now. "Hurry Grace. Hurry," she whispered to herself.

      Dropping back under the rolling surface she swam to the rocks at the north end of the beach, hoping to steal some clothes so she could search on shore. She'd only have to be within a few yards of her necklace to sense it. When she resurfaced she found nearly a dozen people fishing on the beach side of the rocks. She'd have to go further around or find a secluded spot on Broulee Island and walk back, time she may not have.

      She swam around the rocks hoping the little beach there might be free of people. Maria! Her sister was sitting alone on the semi-permanent sandbar between the mainland and Broulee Island, her long dark hair playing across the sand in the breeze as she stared out over the ocean.

      Grace stayed within a small wave all the way to the beach, and as the wave receded she forced the water from her skin and changed form before running to her sister.

      "Maria! Where's my bikini?"

      "Why do you care?" She gave Grace a look full of hurt.

      "Please Maria, he was just was a little boy. A child!"

      "You've drowned more than a hundred people since I made you. Do you regret their deaths?"

      How could she ask that? "Of course! But most of them were going to die anyway. How could I drown that boy knowing how his parents would feel?"

      Maria stood and tossed Grace's bikini to her. "You hate this life, don't you?

      "Don't be melodramatic." Grace put the bikini bottoms on. "My necklace is gone. The boy must have pulled it off."

      "What!" Maria's expression went to Grace's neck. "We've got maybe twenty minutes. If you don't renew your life's energy by then…"

      "I know!"

      Maria grabbed Grace's hand and they ran back together, stopping where the road, rocks and beach converged. "You have to drown the first person you can."

      The thought terrified her. "Sometimes I hate being a mermaid, I really do," she whispered as she stared at the remaining people on the beach and in the water.

      "Really?" Maria asked, devastation clear in her expression. "Do you really hate me that much?"

      "You? No! Never you, only what we need to do to survive. I'll do it. For you."

      "For me?" Maria replied with a whisper. "But you'd let yourself go, otherwise?"

      "Stop it! I couldn't do that. I just hate… stop manipulating me! I don't want to die!"

      "Then promise me you'll do everything you can to survive."

      "But-"

      "Promise or I won't help you! I swear I won't."

      "Never make promises! You taught me that."

      Maria's expression hardened. "I made you and I love you more than my own life, but it'll kill me to see you die." She took a deep breath, staring at Grace with resolve. "I promise I will not help you find your necklace unless you promise to do everything you can to survive."

      "Maria, no," Grace whispered. Maria's promise was binding. Absolutely. If Grace didn't make her own promise...

      Maria stared back, defiance on her face. "I'll do anything but watch you die Grace. I-"

      Grace cut Maria off as she caught her sister's face in both her hands. "I promise to do everything I can to survive." She felt the essence of the oath sink into her like a chill. "Oh God. What have I done?"

      Maria released her breath, her relieved expression showing how uncertain she'd actually been, which hurt Grace more than she expected. "Come on. Let's find your necklace. Tomorrow you can drown someone."

      "Yay… Tomorrow I get to drown someone."

      Maria gave her a look, but Grace's stomach already churned in anticipation as they ran onto the beach's cooling sand. She'd spent a century around beaches and seaside communities masquerading as a human and talking to unsuspecting people, but she was beginning to find the sensation of walking strange now. Legs felt foreign, jolting them the weirdest sensation of all.

      Many mermaids never even ventured ashore, and she was beginning to understand why. Whenever she could find the money though, she loved to go to the cinema. "If I find the necklace I'll pick someone horrid-"

      "Justify it any way you like," Maria said curtly. "I don't care who."

      They began scouring the beach, hurriedly walking back and forth in the area the boy had come ashore. The salty breeze was rapidly cooling, most of the people coming out of the water or packing up and going home.

      "Someone must have picked it up," Grace said. The compulsion of her promise was beginning to grow inside her. She had to kill, and soon. She met Maria's eyes and saw her own fears reflected.

      "Do it," Maria said, nodding toward the remaining swimmers. "Do it now. You have to."

      Grace wished her willpower alone could force the sun back up into the sky. Only the treetops on the nearby headland showed any direct sunlight, and they cast long shadows out across the ocean.

      "Do it while there are still people out deep."

      Grace avoided a dozen young men and women, probably around twenty years old, striding from the foaming waves while kicking water and laughing about their bodysurfing skills. Three girls, all carrying boogie boards, rolled their eyes at the guys.

      One guy playfully shoved another out of the way and… revealed a tall guy at the back wearing her necklace! He must have found it in the surf.

      Her life depending on it, Grace ran splashing into the ankle-deep water. "You!" she said, pointing at him. "That's my necklace! I need it back."

      He stopped in surprise, a foamy wave striking his calves and cascading around his legs before it struck Grace's shins, enticingly full of his lifeforce. He took a step sideways, preparing to go around her. "Say again?"

      "You have my necklace. I need it back." The compulsion of her promise forced her to reach for it, but he sidled another half step as his friends surrounded her.

      The guy's lifeforce called to her through the water, stronger than the others. Some humans were like that. The sensation forced her claws out, making her clench her fists to hide them. "You don't understand. I lost it in the surf. I really need it back. My sister gave it to me."

      "Get lost," said a busty redhead as she moved possessively close to the tall guy. "He's going to give it to me, aren't you Josh?"

      Grace stiffened, sensing the redhead wasn't human. She didn't know what kind of a Creature she was, but standing in the water it was clear she was inhuman. She gave of no trace of lifeforce whatsoever. Maria jokingly called it the Great Deficit. Humans had more than they needed, whereas Creatures needed more than they had.

      Despite her dubious status as a fellow Creature, the redhead must have slathered herself in sunscreen to avoid sunburn. There wasn't a freckle anywhere on her pale skin. The two friends shadowing her had picture-perfect tans though, one of Asian descent with bleached hair, and the other a plain brunette, creamy English skin and a cruel twist to her lips. Lean and hard, they both looked like athletes, while the redhead seemed more the runway-model type. The other two, at least, gave off lifeforce. There was something strange about it though, but the only reason Grace could tell was because they were standing in her element.

      Grace stared at them, trying to work it out. They weren't exactly human, but she couldn't tell what they were, though the redhead definitely wasn't the same as the other two. Different Creatures banding together? She'd rarely heard of that. Unless… the other two were werewolves with a foot in both human and Creature worlds. Werewolves often served true Creatures.

      The tall guy ignored the redhead. He half lifted the necklace up. "I'll give it to you for a kiss. Call it a finder's fee." He let a cheeky grin show as his mates laughed. He certainly knew how to use his looks.

      On another day Grace might have accepted, but right then she had to fight the urge to drown the lot of them, particularly the redhead, though drowning another Creature wasn't always possible.

      One kiss and he'd do whatever she wanted, and what she wanted right then was lifeforce. She wouldn't be able to resist luring him back into the ocean, and that wouldn't be good for anyone.

      "I can't. I really can't."

      Under the influence of her own promise, she couldn't help herself and stepped forward again, caught between accepting the offer of a kiss and snatching her necklace. He caught her wrist as she reached for it. She stiffened, struggling not to kill him right then.

      "Kiss me and it's yours."

      "Please don't ask that," she whispered. She really didn't want to kill him, but a kiss would seal his fate. Standing in the ocean she was easily ten times stronger than him. She could kill the lot of them with little trouble.

      The redhead was almost imploding with impotent anger as she glared at the guy, and Grace realised what this was all about. She wanted him, and he knew it. He was teasing her, not Grace. Shit.

      "You don't want a kiss from me," she whispered. "I have a cold sore coming on." A simple kiss and he'd even fight off his friends to get to her.

      He released her wrist and moved around her with a shrug, walking up the beach to the dry sand. Her options fell away with every step he took.

      "It was a gift," she called out desperately. She could almost feel the seconds counting down to sunset. If he didn't give it to her in the next few moments she'd have to drown the first person she could.

      He paused, looking back over his shoulder with the same cocky grin. "Say please."

      His friends sniggered while the bottle-blonde shoved Grace with her shoulder as she passed. One of his mates chuckled, the guy with dark skin and curly hair so thick that even the ocean couldn't pin down.

      "Make her beg for it," the redhead said as she passed Grace, moving possessively close to the tall guy again. She didn't quite put her arm around him, but clearly wanted to. "Make her grovel in the sand."

      "Hey Josh," said the weedy guy as he threw his boogie board on the ground. "You need your car washed, don't you? Why not trade the necklace for a carwash?

      "Good call!" the dark-skinned guy said. "A hot girl in a skimpy bikini slaving over a hot car! I'd pay to see that."

      "Hot girl?" the redhead asked, her voice pitched a little too high. Almost unconsciously she moved even closer to Josh, her arm brushing his.

      The skinny guy laughed, himself nearly as pale as the redhead, but with sandy brown hair. There were about a dozen people still swimming out deep enough for Grace to take easily. She wouldn't have any qualms about drowning the redhead or the two extra guys facing her, but they weren't in the water anymore.

      She didn't even have something she could trade. "I-"

      "Not just the car!" the bottle-blonde werewolf said. "If she really wants it back, make her clean your toilet or give us all massages in between peeling our grapes."

      The brunette laughed. "Totally. Make her your fucking slave," she said.

      "Hell yeah. We could use a slave for the weekend," the skinny guy said, grinning.

      The redhead frowned, clearly not liking the idea. "Just give her the necklace and let's go Josh."

      The compulsion of her own promise rising uncompromisingly inside her, Grace couldn't help taking a step forward. If she didn't get it back now… "Fine! Just give me my necklace and I promise to be your slave for the weekend! Please."

      Oh crap. That's not what she'd meant to say. She almost slapped her hand over her mouth.

      He shrugged. "All you had to say was please."

      He slipped it over his head and tossed it to her. As she caught it the compulsion in her promise settled over her.

      Oh crap! What had she done? Slave for the weekend? She glanced at the people splashing about in the waves and hated them for their blissful ignorance. Without the necklace, one of them would have been dead within a minute.

      She put her necklace back over her head, breathing a huge sigh of relief at the tingle of remaining lifeforce. She had a full day to pick a new victim whose death she could live with, which gave her enough time to honour her promise to Maria.

      "Tomorrow's Saturday, isn't it?" asked the guy with dark skin.

      "Yeah," said the skinny guy. "I think Josh needs his car washed first thing." There was some laughter at that.

      Josh grinned. "Sounds good. Be at my place by nine, okay?" He'd decided to play along, though she could tell by the tone of his voice he wasn't serious. It made no difference. An order was an order.

      Most of the boys laughed, but Grace felt the compulsion. He'd said it with sarcasm and clearly didn't expect her to turn up, but whatever else happened she would be at his house at nine tomorrow morning. She didn't know where it was yet, but compulsion was going to ensure she did everything she could to find it. She swore under her breath.

      She caught Maria's eye, disbelief clear on her sister's face.

      "What have you done?" Maria mouthed.
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      "Grace," someone called from behind them, though Grace didn't recognise the voice. She turned to find a dark-skinned woman with long curly hair standing calf-deep in a receding wave, her expression angry as she glared at Maria.

      Grace turned to her sister, only to find Maria had gone as pale as the sands of Hyams Beach. "Talithia," Maria said with a slight nod.

      "Talithia?" Grace repeated in a whisper. "That's your mother?" She gave the other mermaid a second look, her dark skin set off beautifully by her white bikini. Talithia was one of the original twelve. She was also Grace's grandmother from a mermaid perspective. Technically they all considered each other sisters, but lineage still mattered and was acknowledged. Maria was Talithia's only daughter, and Grace Maria's. Although they all looked like young women barely past their teens, Talithia was rumoured to be over three thousand years old.

      Grace felt her expression harden. This was the woman who'd banished Maria from all contact with other mermaids. Maria had refused to elaborate on the issue, and the other mermaids, though warm and welcoming to Grace, shunned Maria and wouldn't speak of it either.

      Grace crossed her arms. "What do you want Talithia?"

      Maria elbowed her. "Shut up."

      Grace turned on Maria. "Why? Or she'll banish me too? I don't care. We have each other."

      "Come with me Grace," Talithia said, indicating the ocean as a wave surged around her legs. She seemed reluctant to step onto the dry sand.

      Maria's shoulder slumped. "Go Grace. Do as she says."

      Grace stood a little taller. If she had to guess, she'd say Talithia originated somewhere in South America. Brazil perhaps, though her skin was a little darker than Grace might have expected for someone from there. "No. I'm not leaving you."

      Talithia narrowed her eyes, and Grace had the impression she wasn't used to being challenged. "Maria's education efforts are severely lacking." She glanced at the people still on the beach with just the hint of a frown, most packing to go, though a few still persisted in the waves as they revelled in the last of the daylight. They had no idea how much danger they were in if Talithia turned on them. If any mermaid did for that matter, and no doubt Talithia didn't travel alone.

      If Grace stepped into the water she'd be able to tell who else was nearby as well as read Talithia's emotions. Not that she needed to, judging by her expression.

      Talithia pursed her lips. "Grace, I've been keeping an eye on you. Your lifeforce is almost gone. Maria should never have allowed it to get this close." She turned her dark-eyed glare on Maria. "I've given you as much leeway with your daughter as I could, but today you proved you're not worthy of raising her."

      Raising? Like a frigging toddler? Grace had no intention of being intimidated, no matter their linage or Talithia's status as an original. "My situation isn't Maria's fault-"

      Talithia cut her off with a glare. "Maria has been far too soft on you Grace. You need to learn-"

      "Learn what? To be a murderer without pity? A brutal killer like you?"

      Talithia clenched her jaw, her lips pursed as if she wanted to vent anger but was holding it back. She glared briefly as Maria as if the turn of the conversation were her fault. "Grace, you have a duty to your sisters. Your reluctance to take what you need threatens to expose us. You sympathise with humans when you shouldn't, and we need to fix that before it becomes a problem for all of us."

      "But-"

      "Three Creatures just walked out of the ocean with those boys you were talking to, and at least one of them is likely to have recognised you for what you are, or at least as another Creature. We leave them alone and they leave us alone, that's unspoken, but if you change the status quo we could find ourselves at war. Mermaids would die." She waved a hand toward the ocean behind her. "Would you put us at risk simply because you sympathise? Maria should have sent you to us the day she made you, or at least trained you properly. If you want to know who's to blame for this decision, it's Maria."

      That wasn't fair. "I-"

      "You will come with me now, Grace." Talithia didn't raise her voice, but there was no compromise either.

      "I made a promise," Grace blurted out. "I can't come. Not yet."

      "Shut up," Maria whispered under her breath. "Just go with her. Please. This is my fault. I thought I could do better, but I couldn't. Go."

      This wasn't like her fiery sister at all. "Why are you being so submissive? What's wrong with you?"

      "It's for the best," Maria said, but she wouldn't meet Grace's eyes.

      Regardless, the compulsion in her promise to find out where Josh lived overrode any sense of duty she felt to Maria, Talithia or her other sisters. "I can't," she said softly. "Literally."

      Talithia closed her eyes briefly. "Explain."

      Embarrassment flushed Grace's cheeks and she dropped her eyes. "I made a promise in exchange for my necklace. It's only for the weekend," she added a little too quickly. "But I… need to complete my promise." She was far too embarrassed to explain it in any meaningful way.

      A slight frown marred Talithia's forehead. She obviously wasn't stupid. Rather than embarrassing Grace though, she gave a slight nod. "Will you willingly come to me after your promise is resolved?"

      Maria gave a nod. "She will."

      Grace glared at Maria, but her sister looked so down she didn't have the heart to berate her. She sighed. "Fine. After the weekend."

      "Is that a promise?" There was a slight smile on Talithia's lips, as if she'd cornered her prey. Clearly she was willing to concede the weekend for the assurance a promise would bring.

      Grace, feeling as if she had no choice, nodded. "I will come to you once I've fulfilled the conditions of my promise."

      "Immediately afterward? And will you stay for as long as I deem it necessary?"

      Damn. She wasn't going to wriggle out of this. "Fine. I… promise." The promise settled over her like a wet blanket, claustrophobic and clinging. The sensation left her with a slightly sick feeling. In more than a century she hadn't made a single promise, and suddenly she'd made three in half an hour. "Happy?" she asked with more than a little resentment in her voice. A century with Maria was rubbing off in her attitude.

      Talithia glanced at Maria and something passed between them. "Not really." She turned and strode back into the water, ignoring the few remaining people around her as she dived under a wave and never resurfaced.

      "I knew this would happen eventually," Maria murmured, turning and stalking back up the beach. She appeared devastated.

      "Where are you going?"

      "To kill that rotten kid who caused all of this. I want you safely back in the water tonight."

      Maria was taking Talithia's side on this? "Hey. That's not fair," Grace said, but Maria ignored her as she strode off.
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      "How could you have made such a compromising promise to a human?" Maria asked as Grace caught up.

      Grace put a hand on Maria's shoulder to stop her. "I panicked!" Grace said, taking a step back when she saw Maria's anger. She'd never seen Maria so mad. Her sister almost appeared ready to slap Grace, her teeth clenched and her fingers splayed as if preparing to use her claws.

      After a second of impotent indecision Maria turned and strode away again. "I really am going to kill him," she said. "No one messes with my sister, and no one threatens us. Go back to the water."

      Grace forced down a chill at her sister's tone as she ran and caught up to Maria again, hoping she really wasn't ready to slap her. "He didn't do anything but tease me a little. He didn't even take the promise seriously. He thought it was a joke."

      Maria continued walking, leaving the beach for a sandy path between the scrub and the surf-lifesaving building. "A promise to a dead guy means nothing. After I kill him you can go to Talithia and be safe. I'm going to drown his friends too, just for good measure."

      That was even less fair. "Maria-"

      Maria spun, glaring. "He has control over you! I will not allow it. It's him or us."

      "We're on land! We're as weak as humans. You can't do anything here."

      Maria turned and began walking again. "Really?" she said over her shoulder as they found the group had delayed at the fresh-water showers outside the surf-lifesaving block. The look on Maria's face suggested a public execution was in order, and there was more than enough water coming from the shower to do it. "All I need to do is get close enough to touch the water," she said.

      Grace grabbed her sister's arm, forcing it down. "Maria, don't. Please. At least, not in public." Anything to delay her. If she could get through the promise simply by washing a car and no other problems arose, everyone would survive this.

      Maria frowned at all the people. It would certainly look strange if half a dozen kids suddenly drowned while showering. She tightened her jaw and kept walking past the showers, stopping at a small crafts market up the street beyond the surf-rescue building. Maria pretended to examine some hand-made gift cards featuring sketched flowers and people. Grace anxiously stepped up beside Maria, reaching for her upper arm. "Maria-"

      Maria turned away, picking up a piece of amber from the next table, shaped into a dolphin. "Leave it, Grace," Maria warned, the threat in her voice clear. It was a tone Grace knew well. "I'm doing it. Would you like me to make it a promise?"

      "Maria-"

      "We're not discussing it." Maria moved to the next stall, faking interest in an older lady's lace craftwork, her back to Grace on purpose.

      Grace clenched her fists in frustration.

      "Your friend doesn't look very happy with you," said a huge biker behind a jewellery stall table. He had tattoos of skulls, death and destruction all over his arms and neck, rings in his ears and eyebrows, and long salt and pepper dreadlocks pulled in a ponytail.

      He looked like he'd come straight from the set of a biker movie, not a look you'd expect from someone selling hand-made jewellery. "I like those old biker movies," Grace muttered to herself, glaring at Maria's back and hoping her sister could feel it.

      "Me too," the biker said with a smile which revealed a broken front tooth. "Wish I was riding now."

      "What?" Grace asked, giving the guy another look. His features were weathered, and his blue eyes… they gave Grace the shivers. Whatever the man was, he was old, and not in a human way. His eyes betrayed centuries of experience, though she couldn't figure out exactly why she thought so. He looked entirely human and even gave off lifeforce like a human. But…

      "Biker movies. I like them too," he reiterated.

      Was he dangerous? He had to be. What the heck was he? "Oh-kay," Grace said softly, wondering whether she should grab Maria and run for the ocean. All magical Creatures were dangerous in one way or another, though she doubted he'd be here if he was looking for trouble.

      "Why are you selling hand-made jewellery? You hardly fit the stereotype."

      He grinned, revealing the broken tooth as if he were proud of it. "I see my disguise doesn't fool you, but I'm not the only one with secrets here, am I, little fish? Visited the Titanic lately?"

      Grace stiffened. How could the Creature have known Grace had been on the Titanic before Maria saved her? "Who are you? What are you?"

      "Unique." To demonstrate, the biker ran scarred fingertips over a silver bangle without showing any pain. She held her breath in surprise. What magical Creature could tolerate silver?

      The biker picked up a beautifully woven gold bracelet with five white crystals spaced around it, each crystal dangling from its own link. Each link had been woven around a pearl, which in turn had been woven into the bracelet itself. He held out the piece. "Try it on. You'll find it fits."

      Grace glanced around the markets warily, sensing a trap. Everything looked normal, but that didn't mean anything. Was there some sort of enchantment on the bracelet? She didn't know of anyone who could manipulate magic in that way, but she'd seen enough to know it was possible.

      "Thank you, but I've got no money," Grace said. She had to convince Maria to go back to the ocean right now, but wasn't certain she could afford to offend the Creature. Grace and Maria were almost as vulnerable as humans on land, particularly without water nearby, and she had no idea what she faced in this man. Something powerful if he could touch silver without flinching.

      "Did I ask for money?" the Creature asked. Could he be an ancient incubi? No, incubi couldn't tolerate silver any more than mermaids could. That, and he gave off lifeforce. Perhaps tolerance came with age, though even the oldest mermaids couldn't tolerate silver any more than Grace could.

      "Everything has a price," Grace said softly. "Whatever it is, I can't afford it."

      The biker ignored her and undid the clasp. "No price. No cost. Just a gift. You're going to need my help to save your sisters one day Grace, and this bracelet isn't a gift I offer lightly."

      "What do you mean?"

      The crystals dangled enticingly. Gems were often used by mermaids as repositories for magic, but Grace wasn't sure what crystals did. She'd never seen one used for anything magical. They might as well have been ordinary rocks. She eyed the gift cautiously. "What does it do?"

      "It stores natural magic, or lifeforce as you prefer to call it, the sort you could feel coming from humans in the water. Not stolen." He glanced at her necklace as if to suggest he knew all her secrets. All her kind's secrets too. It chilled her. Secrets were all that kept her kind safe. All that kept any Creature safe.

      She had a feeling there was very little she could say he wouldn't already know. "I can't survive on natural magic any more than a human can photosynthesise sunlight." There simply wasn't enough in the world to absorb. "And I already have a necklace that stores lifeforce."

      "Stolen lifeforce." The Creature amended, and there was a predatory look in his eyes that made Grace want to back away. "Maria will be leaving soon. Better decide quickly." He held out the bracelet again.

      Grace hesitated at the use of her sister's name. "What do you want? Really?"

      He shrugged. "I was on the deck of the Titanic when it went down, and watched as Maria drowned you. You're younger than your sisters, the youngest of your kind on this world. I'm hoping you're open to change, unlike most of them." He glanced at the bracelet with a raised eyebrow.

      "Explain it to me then. Why will that bracelet help? Why do you care?"

      The Creature sighed. "The crystals attract and store natural magic, the type lost to nature when not consumed and distilled by Creatures like you." He caressed one of the crystals. "If you can find a way to access it, you'll never have to kill again."

      A cold thrill of hope ran through her. "And you offer this gift without obligation?"

      "Consider us allies, if it helps."

      "What's your name?"

      He looked away abruptly, staring westward as if seeing something far distant. He gave a slight smile. "She's here. Finally."

      "Who's here?"

      He focused on Grace again. "Sellendria. You may get to know her in time." He held out the bracelet. "Take it. No obligation."

      Grace hesitantly held her hand out. The biker dropped the bracelet into Grace's palm and then closed her fingers over it. "Good luck Grace. You're going to need it."

      "What's your name?"

      He smiled, his form shifting into that of a small blonde woman wearing a plain white cotton dress that could have come from the 70s. The jewellery on the table disappeared, quickly followed by the table itself. "Kimbriel. I'll see you soon enough."

      Like the table and jewellery, Kimbriel also disappeared, leaving Grace clutching a bracelet she wasn't even sure she wanted.

      Kimbriel was clearly a shapeshifter, but what else? How could she disappear like that? What had Grace stumbled into?
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      From the corner of her eye Grace noticed Maria moving away from the stalls, following Josh and his friends at a distance as they headed for the shops down the main road.

      Clutching her new bracelet, Grace ran after Maria. The shops weren't far, but they were across the road and holiday traffic zipped past in both directions. Maria moved with a determined stride Grace knew too well. "Maria! Let it be. They're just a bunch of kids."

      "Dead kids," Maria said. "Stay on the beach if you're squeamish."

      The compulsion in Grace's promise forced her to do what she could to find out where Josh lived. So long as he was alive she had to fulfil her promise to him. Right now that meant following Maria. Ahead, Josh and his friends crossed the main road at the first break in traffic, heading for the shops a little further along on the opposite side.

      "He didn't hurt me or even mean to do anything more than tease me a little. Let it go Maria."

      Maria stopped walking, turning. "You really don't want to be a mermaid, do you?" Her expression was accusatory.

      Grace stared at her sister in shock. Where had that come from? "Of course I do! I wouldn't want to be anything but your sister."

      Maria gave her a flat stare. "Really?"

      "Yes! I just hate having to drown people."

      Maris's expression hardened. "Which is why Talithia came for you. I failed as your maker."

      "Oh, come on! I'm the problem, not you."

      "No," she said. "I am."

      "Maria!"

      Her sister's expression didn't soften. "What's your plan Grace? Drown someone tonight and then be a good little slave over the weekend? I don't know whether I'm more ashamed of myself for letting you get so desperate for lifeforce, or of you for making such a stupid promise."

      Grace caught Maria's hand. "I'll find someone who's already drowning and I'll take them. We can worry about Josh tomorrow."

      Maria pulled her hand free, but her expression suggested she was even more hurt by that statement. "You couldn't find anyone to drown over the last decade. Do you honestly believe it will happen tonight or tomorrow morning?" Maria watched the group of youths and the red-headed Creature enter the takeaway up the road, shaking her head. "You've saved more people from drowning than you've ever taken. If you'd sucked it up just once in the last year we wouldn't be standing here."

      Grace glanced away in embarrassment, although saving people shouldn't make her feel ashamed. "Helping people… justifies… my existence, somehow. Like I'm balancing out the bad with the good."

      Maria gave her a look which said she didn't understand Grace at all. "How's that philosophy working for you now, slave girl?"

      Hurt flared, and Grace tried to hide it from her expression. Why wouldn't Maria see her side of it? "It's only for the weekend, and if he never finds out he has power over me there's no harm
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