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      Ruari pinched the bridge of his nose, his green eyes screwing shut as his older brother spoke.

      “Magic has poisoned society—we know from history what it is capable of doing—and what it has done to those who were considered good. It can eat a mer from the inside out, Ruari!” Loch had waited until the council swam from the room before having this conversation. Whether it was because he wanted to honor his brother, or because he didn’t want the council to see the impending brawl, was unknown.

      Ruari’s eyes popped open and widened in shock. “Are you seriously blaming all magic? One bad clam spoils them all?”

      “Our father is dead! In case I have to remind you, Brother.”

      The way he said it sounded like an accusation, even though it had little to do with Ruari, and everything to do with Kriegen. That was a nightmare—a story that had been passed down through the ages. Who knew that one day the monster would break loose?

      A mirthless laugh escaped Ruari. “No, you don’t!” He slammed his fist on the stone table, and pushed himself from the chair he sat in. “I was there, but would you blame me for his death? Because I’m a witch—because I have magic? Does jealousy so blind you—”

      Loch struck Ruari’s face in a lightning-fast reflex. His blue eyes blazed with fury. “Careful,” Loch hissed. “I care little for your magic, and I’m certainly not jealous of your wretched abilities.” His mouth opened as if he were about to say something else, but thought better of it, and swam out of the room.

      Ruari was left alone and stunned by the blow to his face. It stung as much as Loch’s blatant hatred for witches and their magic. The battle at the crevice had been almost a month ago now, which meant the mer who had been shut out of Selith Academy were floundering. They needed somewhere to go, and yet it sounded as if Loch was one tide away from banishing magic altogether.

      That wouldn’t happen, not if he had any say in it.

      There was hope, and he felt it pulsing in his chest. Ruari felt the hum of it in his veins, and he had seen it reflected in Zinnia’s dark eyes. Sweet Muir, she was a bright spot amidst one of his darkest moments. Despite what Loch may have thought, Ruari mourned their father too.  He wept as his remains were brought to Noman’s Island and set ablaze on the shore. And he wept when he arrived at breakfast and found his father’s chair empty.

      Puffing a breath out, Ruari watched the bubbles form in Loch’s wake. He could hear his brother’s voice down the hall but didn’t turn to look for him.

      Loch turned around just as Ruari began to pull away. “Ruari, wait—I owe you—”

      “Nothing. You owe me nothing, Loch.”
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      Ruari swam to the first level of the palace and rushed outside. Past the on-duty guards, past the trainees in the courtyard, and toward the stable. The distinct sound of playful clicking noises came from the hippocampi, which resounded in the current. He felt their quick movements as their tails pushed the water around—it was another one of their silly games.

      “Kooi, girl, are you in or are you out?” he called, as he swam further into the barn. Rows of stalls with live kelp floating in them lined each side. Some of the creatures played with the long tendrils of kelp. Occasionally, a few peered through the strands to watch the merman swim by.

      Moving forward, he saw a flash of teal and deep green, and then the tell-tale white face of Kooi. He chuckled when she fled into the mass of kelp. “I thought you’d like a free ride, but maybe I was wrong.” A sigh came from him as he spun in the water, his green eyes flicking toward another stall. “Tizzi might want a ride though,” he mused out loud and felt a sharp tug on the tip of his tail.

      When Ruari swung around, the white face of the striped hippocampus glared at him.  Grinning, he lifted his hands and stroked Kooi's smooth face. “I have to see someone special, please?” he asked softly.

      Kooi bumped her mouth to his cheek and made a clicking noise in agreement.

      “Good girl.” With that, he let her out and opted to ride astride her back freely instead of burdening her with equipment.
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      Beyond Selith’s palace the open sea called Ruari. He never once cared that he wasn’t the heir to the throne before today, but today he cared. Loch was close to making a grand mistake. What did Ruari know, when he didn’t carry the weight of a kingdom or race on his shoulders? Clearly nothing.

      Kooi let out a trill as she tore through the water. The current was strong today, but it was no match for the muscled creature. She gracefully swam, using her frilled tail and forelegs to maneuver through it.

      A few jellyfish bobbed above them to illuminate their path, opting to dash away when they came too close.

      In hindsight, perhaps Ruari should have taken an escort with him, but he was known for being a hair impulsive and reckless. The person he was about to see, however, was not one he thought he needed an escort around.

      As Kooi lowered herself to the sea floor, Ruari slid from her back and scratched her frilly head, smiling. His eyes immediately latched onto the mermaid approaching him, and he felt his breath hitch.

      “Miss Zinnia, fancy seeing you here,” he teased, the corner of his lips tilting upward.

      “…yes, fancy seeing me at my house.” She narrowed her eyes, lips twisting as she looked at him with a smile. “Your Highness, where are my manners,” she said, bowing and saluting with her fingers.

      Rushing up to Zinnia, Ruari lifted a brow and laughed. “I wanted to see you, you know, outside of the political drama and meetings,” he said softly.

      “Oh? You’re not fond of all those informative meetings, are you?” She crossed her arms; the sound of her bangles clinking together made the hippocampus trill.

      He scrunched his nose up at the mention of the meetings. “Yes, just as I’m fond of barnacles finding their way into my bed.” He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, focusing on his train of thought. As far as Ruari knew, Zinnia and her friend had yet to choose a coven. “You haven’t chosen yet, right? A coven, I mean.” Breath fled his nostrils, and he chided himself for sounding like a fool.

      She cocked her head to the side and smiled. “No, not when it could be ripped away from us. I wasn’t sure if it would be an option still,” she said quietly, looking around before she motioned for him to follow.

      As Ruari followed her, he spun around to speak to Kooi. Her frilled ears swiveled, awaiting a command. “I will call for you.”  With a flick of his tail, he shifted his position and propelled himself past Zinnia. Stopping short, he spun to face Zinnia.  “I won’t let it not be an option. I promise.” An earnest look overcame his features, but he saw the doubt flickering in Zinnia’s eyes—the same feeling that had seemed to haunt him in the past several weeks.

      He could tell there was something more she wanted to say, and yet she didn’t. She continued to swim, and only stopped when she passed the threshold of her home. Ruari lingered there, letting his eyes sweep along the small hall.

      “She’s not home—my mother—if you were wondering.” Zinnia laughed.

      Moving into the hall, he twisted his form so he could wind his way toward her. “I doubt she would be keen on the idea that I’m here, and alone with you.” Although, the idea did tickle him. Ruari chuckled, his eyes following Zinnia as she busied herself with tidying. It seemed to him that she was refusing to look his way.

      “Are you okay?” he inquired, swimming up to her and closing the space between them.

      The smile on her face faltered. “I’m fine. As fine as I can be considering…”

      Ruari felt his heart plummet. Zinnia should never have been in that position—helping to bind the Kraken in the depths. It was a gruesome battle, and yet she and Dru had played a significant part. Despite all of that, he didn’t want to see the smile fade from her eyes or face—not even for a moment.

      He moved his hand to lay over hers for a moment, then he picked it up and lay a soft kiss across her knuckles. His lips lingered against her skin before his eyes met hers. Zinnia’s cheeks reddened, but she didn’t pull her hand away.

      Ruari lifted her hand to rest against his cheek, then without hesitation, he cupped her face and placed a tender kiss to her lips. If she wanted to pull away, she was free to do so. Ruari had wanted to kiss her since the first week they met, but life had other plans, and this first kiss was one to be savored.

      She seemed to melt into him, which he welcomed, and the way her full lips crushed against his made a groan slip free. It was Zinnia who pushed him against the table; his hands moved from her face so he could steady himself against the structure.

      Zinnia’s hands were soon combing through his red hair, and it caused his stomach to knot. Desire rippled through him but now was neither the time or place, because although he could have spent the better part of the day finishing this kiss, there were important matters to discuss. “I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” he murmured and placed another tender kiss to her plump lips.

      “Oh.” She exhaled as if suddenly remembering who he was. She touched her lips and began to shrink away. “Me too.” A nervous laugh escaped her.

      “Please—don’t. That’s not why I’m here—I mean, it was nice but… No, no, but, Great Muir. Zinnia, I’m here
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