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Part One
The Fault Line

“The sea is emotion incarnate. It loves, hates, and weeps. It defies all
attempts to capture it with words and rejects all shackles. No matter
what you say about it, there is always that which you can’t.”

—Christopher Paolini


Chapter 1

“Tempest, watch me!” Moku yelled to me from the street. Turning just in time to see my youngest brother careen down the hill on his latest obsession, I couldn’t help wincing at the fall I knew was coming.

“You couldn’t just get him a surfboard like a normal person?” I demanded of my boyfriend, Mark, who was sitting behind me on the front porch, his knees on either side of my waist and his arms loosely clasped around my shoulders.

“He already has three. Where’s the fun in that?”

I watched anxiously as Moku crashed into the neighbors’ empty garbage cans for what had to be the twentieth time in the last hour. “Oh, I don’t know. In having a sane girlfriend, maybe?”

He snuggled closer, kissed my neck. “Sanity is highly overrated.”

“Obviously.” Turning my head to give him better access, I shivered a little as his lips brushed over my collarbone before sliding back to my jawline.

At the first touch of his breath against my ear, I relaxed into him; I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t seen Mark in weeks, and it felt so good to be held by him, to feel the steady beat of his heart under my ear. It had been four months since I’d promised Mark we’d try to work out a relationship, and I’d spent much of it swimming back and forth between Coral Straits and home. In fact, this visit had begun just three days ago—I’d barely arrived home in time for Moku’s birthday party. Hence Mark’s gift of the skateboard. If I’d been here, that never would have happened.

He could accuse me of being overprotective as much as he wanted, but after what Tiamat the evil sea bitch had done to Moku last year in an effort to get to me, I figured I was allowed.

“You tired, baby?”

“No,” I said with a shake of my head, even though I was. It was hard not to be when I was balancing two totally different lives. And since I couldn’t give up either way of life—at least, not if I ever planned on looking myself in the mirror again—there was no end in sight. But I tried to ignore that, to concentrate on the little things, like Mark’s warm pine and coconut scent.

“You sure? We don’t have to go out tonight.”

“I want to.” It had been months since I’d seen Logan and Bach or the other guys I’d spent most of high school surfing with, more than in passing. I was looking forward to spending the night hanging with them—especially since tomorrow was the homecoming dance, and I knew Mark wanted the night to be about just the two of us.

A shiver of unease worked its way down my spine at the thought of our weekend plan. Not at spending time with Mark and my friends, but at falling back into that whole high school thing. If I’d stayed here in La Jolla, I would be a senior now. I’d be taking the SAT, submitting college applications, and racking up tardy slips because I spent too long surfing every morning. I’d be hanging with Brianne and Mickey between classes, surfing with the guys before and after school. I’d spend evenings in my room figuring out physics and calculus and reading Hamlet, just like Mark was currently doing.

In other words, I’d be normal.

Instead, I was anything but. Half human, half mermaid, caught between a world I couldn’t give up and one I couldn’t turn away from, my life these days was pretty much the definition of abnormal. Even worse, it seemed to be spinning a little more out of my control with every moment that passed. Lately it seemed the only thing I could count on was the fact that I couldn’t count on anything—or anyone. At least, not once I left Mark and my family behind and swam straight out into the ocean. Straight out into a destiny I’d never wanted but couldn’t ignore. Not now, when I knew how precarious the balance in the Pacific truly was.

But just because I’d accepted my role in the biggest battle the ocean had ever seen didn’t mean things were easy for me. Especially not when I was so desperate to hang on to my human life—and, maybe even more important, my humanity.

When I was in the ocean, I didn’t miss being human all that much. Everything seemed to blur, to get hazy. My friends, my painting, my regular life. Even my conscience—my desire to do what was right—grew dimmer when I’d been away from the La Jolla shores for too long.

Something about the water, about being mermaid, dulled my feelings and my desires until I was content to stay under. Content to turn my back on the only people who loved me, just to fulfill a destiny—a prophecy—that I didn’t want to believe in but couldn’t get away from. Sure, I had my best friend Mahina and her family while I was under, but spending time with them only made me feel worse when I resurfaced. Like I was betraying my dad and brothers by caring about another family.

Only Mark helped me keep my grip on humanity—Mark and Moku. Along with my dad, and my other brother, Rio (who currently hated me), the two of them kept me grounded and reminded me that there was a whole world out there that functioned without the cutthroat rules of the sea.

And now that I was home, now that I was close enough to watch the people I loved swim and surf and skateboard, my humanity was a bittersweet ache deep inside me. One I didn’t want to escape, no matter how much power and glory and responsibility were waiting for me when I dived back into the Pacific.

“Come on, Tempest! Watch me!” Moku’s insistent voice broke through my melancholy reverie, and I dutifully turned and watched him careen down the hill yet again. It had to be the fiftieth time he’d done it since I’d picked him up at school two hours before.

Only this time, he seemed to be going a little bit faster than he previously had. He was also wobbling a bit more than I was used to.

“Mark—” I said, uneasy with what I was seeing. But my boyfriend must have already registered what was going on because he was pulling away from me before I could get out anything more than his name.

“Moku, slow down!” Mark shouted even as he leaped off the front porch. I followed him, barreling down the walkway in my effort to get to Moku before he crashed.

We didn’t make it. Instead, my brother completely bypassed the plastic trash cans he’d been crashing into over and over again and smashed into the back of my neighbor’s blue truck instead.

He hit hard, then bounced off. I sped up, passing Mark as panic raced through me. I’d nearly lost Moku last summer when Tiamat had used him to distract me from her bid for dominion over the Pacific. That memory—and the despair and helplessness I’d felt while he lay in a coma—was never far from my mind. Even knowing that it made me less than rational to imagine something happening to my baby brother couldn’t change the way I felt.

Skidding to a stop, I threw myself onto the ground beside him. His eyes were closed, his arms and legs splayed wide where he lay motionless on the ground.

“Moku!” I screamed, grabbing on to his shoulders, preparing to shake him awake.

“Don’t!” Mark’s voice was sharp in my ear. “We don’t know how badly he’s hurt. You shouldn’t move him.”

I knew Mark was right, but not pulling Moku into my arms was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. I’d practically raised him after my mother abandoned us for the ocean, would have done anything to keep him safe, and yet now, here he was, injured while I’d been sitting by watching him ride that stupid death trap.

“Moku,” I pleaded. “Please open your eyes.”

Long seconds passed as Mark checked his pulse and tried to determine whether or not he was breathing. While Moku’s heart was beating, his chest hadn’t risen in way too long. Just as I was about to completely freak out—and Mark was reaching for his cell phone to dial 911—Moku’s eyes popped open. Seconds later, his hand went to his chest and he sucked air noisily into his lungs.

“He just had the wind knocked out of him,” Mark said with a grin, his relief palpable.

I barely had time to register that Moku really was okay before my brother grabbed my hand and breathlessly demanded, “Did you see me, Tempe? I’ve never gone that fast before.”

Tears of relief sprang to my eyes, and I beat them back. The last thing I needed to do was start crying like the wimp I was—Moku would never forgive me. “You were awesome,” I told him. “Terrifying, but awesome.”

Mark crouched next to him on his other side. “Does anything hurt?”

“Just my hand.” Moku held out his scraped palm, and I winced in sympathy.

“Let’s go in and fix you up,” I told him, carefully helping him to his feet. As I did, Mark tapped him on the helmet. Never had I been so relieved that I’d insisted on the protection. Moku had thrown a fit when I’d dropped it onto his head, whining that it made him look like a baby. Thank God I hadn’t given in.

Moku trailed me into the kitchen, followed closely by Mark, who looked more sheepish than I had ever seen him. I knew he was expecting me to yell at him about the skateboard, but I just didn’t have it in me. Not when simply being my brother had put Moku in more danger than that stupid skateboard ever could. Besides, if there was one thing I’d learned after being mermaid for nearly a year, it was that things happened—no matter how closely you safeguarded against them.

When we got to the kitchen, my dad was already there, cooking dinner. It smelled great, but as I glanced in the skillet to see what he was making, it was all I could do not to groan. Fish tacos. Again. He’d made them last night too and watched, oblivious, as I’d forced down every bite.

I knew he was just trying to help, trying to make me feel comfortable—after all, this had been my favorite homemade dinner when I was human. But since I’d become mermaid—and been forced to eat fish and sea vegetables pretty much every day—I would have much preferred a hamburger.

Still, in the last few months, my dad had been so determined to act normal, to pretend that nothing had changed since my seventeenth birthday—even though everything had—that I’d found myself going along with it. My choices had done enough damage in the last year.

“Are you guys staying in tonight?” he asked without looking up from where he was beer-battering the next batch of fish.

“Actually, Tempe and I figured we’d catch the football game over at school.”

“Oh. Okay.” My dad looked disappointed, and guilt started to set in—I knew he wanted to spend as much time with me as possible—but Moku got in his face, waving his war wound around like a badge of honor.

For a second, just a second, I saw blind panic flit across my father’s face—the same blind panic that I had felt when I’d watched Moku hit that truck. The look was gone almost as soon as it had appeared, but the guilt that was my daily companion drew just a little more tightly around me.

My dad wasn’t one of those high-strung types who micro-managed and was always freaking out about his kids. A kick-butt professional surfer turned successful surfwear company owner and CEO, he was usually pretty laid back about things. But Moku’s injuries last summer had traumatized him as much as they had me, and these days every little scratch my brother got was cause for a momentary freak-out. We both tried to keep our neuroses under wraps, and while I thought my dad generally did a better job of it than I did, he couldn’t hide it forever.

After swallowing a couple of times, my dad asked as casually as he could manage, “What happened to you?”

Moku grinned, showing off a bunch of missing teeth on both sides of his mouth—proof that the tooth fairy had been busy around here this year. “I crashed and burned. It was awesome—totally shredded my hand.” He said it like it was such a good thing that the three of us—Mark, my dad, and I—couldn’t help laughing.

Reaching out to ruffle his hair, Dad said, “That is awesome. How’s the pavement?”

“It’s okay,” Moku told him seriously. “But don’t worry. I’ll get it next time.”

That was my brother—sweet and tough and so good-natured it was impossible to do anything but adore him. “All right, future X Games champion of the universe,” I said. “Get over here and let me—”

At that moment, the kitchen door opened from the garage, and I stopped midsentence as she walked in. Tall and redheaded with big boobs, long legs, and a smile so sweet just looking at it gave me cavities, Sabrina had been a semipermanent fixture around here for the last few months. And every time I came home it was to find that she was a little more ingratiated with my family, a little more comfortable in what I had always deemed my territory.

Needless to say, I was unimpressed. Especially when everything about her screamed ick to me. And the ick factor only got worse as she announced, “I’m home!”


Chapter 2

Ugh. As if. I stared at her in disgust as the idea of this being her home—of her living here and playing at being the evil stepmother to Moku and our other brother, Rio—made me want to hurl. Besides, this was my family and I didn’t have much time with them. Was it really necessary for my dad’s girlfriend to crash nearly every second I was here?

Moku didn’t have any of my reticence, however. “Sabrina, Sabrina!” He ran over to her, arm extended so she could see the scrape on his palm. If I hadn’t taken a couple big steps back, he would have run me over in his determination to get to her. “Look what happened.”

“Wow, Moku, that is a serious injury!” She squatted down next to him. “What happened!”

“I fell on my skateboard. It was totally awesome. Tempest and Mark saw.”

“Did they! Wow! I don’t know that I would call that awesome, but I’m glad you weren’t hurt worse! Shouldn’t we get that cleaned up before it gets infected!”

I glanced at Mark, who was obviously trying hard not to laugh. He was losing the battle though—it was hard to take seriously a woman who spoke in exclamation marks every time she opened her mouth.

“I was just about to do that,” I told her, holding out the peroxide and shaking it a little.

“Oh, you don’t have to bother yourself, Tempest! I know how busy you are!” Was there a hint of condescension in her happy-happy tone as she took the bottle from me and shooed me out of the way? “Besides, Moku and I have our own little ritual for boo-boos! Don’t we, sugar!”

Moku nodded, dragging her over to stand in front of the medicine cupboard. I gritted my teeth, tried to bear it, when all I really wanted to do was scream at her to get out. To go find another family because this one was mine.

I glanced at my dad to see if he was as annoyed as I was that his girlfriend had crashed in yet again. I’d been home three days and she’d been here almost the whole time. But he was grinning, a completely besotted look on his face as he watched Sabrina. She had him totally wrapped. Double ugh.

I knew I sounded like a spoiled brat who didn’t want to share her toys, but it wasn’t the fact that my father was finally dating that bothered me—I’d been after him to get a girlfriend for years. It was that he was dating her. I knew all he could see was the killer body and sweet smile, but I wasn’t convinced. My dad had notoriously bad taste in women—just look at my mom—and Sabrina was definitely no exception.

I was convinced her sunny personality hid something dark and twisted. Why else would being around her start my powers humming? She’d been here only two minutes and already I could feel electricity sparking along my nerve endings, heat gathering beneath my fingertips. One good zap and—

Mark grabbed my hand, yanked me back to reality. A quick look at his face and I realized he’d known exactly what I was thinking. Terrific. Because nothing screamed long-term girlfriend material like a mermaid bent on murder and mayhem. It was a wonder he wasn’t running for his life.

Sometimes I hated the power I had, the way it made me different from everyone else. Embarrassed at my obvious lack of control, I flushed a little, ducked my head. Mark just smiled—which hinted that his taste in women might be just as terrible as my father’s—and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. At the contact, energy sparked deep inside me, warming me like it always did. Something about touching Mark made my powers go a little nuts.

“Don’t worry about it,” he whispered in my ear. “I think about zapping her every time I see her too, and I don’t even have your skills.”

I giggled a little despite myself. How did he always know the right thing to say?

“Hey, Sabrina. Hey, Dad.” I looked up as Rio sauntered into the room like he owned the place. “Wow, dude. That’s quite a war wound,” he said, ruffling Moku’s wild curls on his way to the refrigerator.

He shot Sabrina a big smile—the biggest I’d seen from him in forever. He didn’t say anything to Mark or me, but that wasn’t exactly a surprise. Rio had been doing his best to ignore me for the last four months—when he wasn’t yelling at me—and today was no different. For a second I thought about saying something to him that would force him to pay attention to me, but the last thing I wanted was to get shot down in front of her. It was bad enough that my entire family adored her. Making it obvious how bad things were between Rio and me was so not going to happen.

I studied him for long seconds, tried to figure out how to get through to this boy I felt I barely knew. At least he looked like the old Rio—his goth phase of the last few months having given way to his normal attire of surfing tees and shorts. At first I’d taken that as a sign that he was starting to loosen up, to forgive me for turning mermaid, but nothing else had changed. He still wouldn’t look at me unless he wanted to tell me off about something. Or everything.

“Look, Tempest!” Moku bounded across the kitchen to me, snapping me out of my funk as he waved his heavily bandaged hand right under my nose. “Sabrina made it look like a serious injury. Do you think I’ll get out of writing in class on Monday?”

“By the time Monday rolls around, I think you’ll be good to go.” I pressed a kiss to the bandage. “Sorry, dude.”

Moku shrugged. “That’s okay. At least I can ride my skateboard some more and not worry about banging my hand up.”

“No more skateboard tonight,” my dad said from the stove, where he was standing with an arm snaked around Sabrina’s waist. “It’s time for dinner.”

“I just love fish tacos!” Sabrina told him. “It’s so nice of you to make them for me two nights in a row!”

I wanted to tell her he’d made them for me, but I couldn’t—at least not without sounding churlish. But then my dad dropped a quick kiss on her lips and said, “No problem. I love making you happy.”

My stomach actually turned.

I told myself I was being ridiculous—after all, hadn’t I just been thinking that I didn’t want to eat the stupid tacos?—but it didn’t take the sting away. My dad was supposed to make special meals for me, not for her. He was supposed to want to welcome me back, not get in good with her. Add in the fact that Rio and Moku were obviously crazy about Sabrina and it was beginning to feel like I was the guest around here. The one who didn’t fit in.

“Hey, Tempest. Can you set the table for six?” my dad asked as he started frying the next batch of fish.

I ground my teeth. I so didn’t want to sit through another dinner with Sabrina—after all, I’d already had that privilege twice in the last two days. Once more might kill me, especially in the mood I was in.

“Actually, Tempest and I made plans with the others to go out after the game,” Mark said as I reached for the plates. “But thanks for the invitation.”

“You sure? There’s plenty.”

Mark shook his head regretfully. “We promised to meet the guys for pizza.” Yet one more reason why I loved him—his uncanny insight into what I was thinking.

“But what about game night?” Moku demanded, his lower lip poking out in an adorable pout. “You promised we’d play Clue and Monopoly this weekend.”

“I’ll play with you!” Sabrina volunteered.

My fingers curled into claws, and for long seconds I had the urge to rake my nails down her flawless cheeks. Which was weird. I might be temperamental, but I’d never been a violent person—usually just the thought of hurting someone made me sick. But with Sabrina it was different. Part of me would love nothing more than to unleash something awful on her.

The thought left me shaky and a little sick, because I knew I had enough power to annihilate her if I wanted to. But the horror still didn’t take away the bloodlust pounding through me. I took a step back, then another, suddenly afraid of what I might do.

Moku followed me, throwing his arm around my waist. “But I want to play with you, Tempe. You promised.”

A little of the rage dissipated at Moku’s obvious desire to hang with me. “And we will. Tomorrow. We’ll spend all day together, playing games and making cookies. Whatever you want.”

His little face turned up to mine, his eyes shining brightly. “Pancakes for breakfast.”

I softened a little bit more. “You bet. Chocolate chip, even.”

“Yay! And then surfing?”

“And then surfing,” I agreed, ruffling his crazy curls.

He grinned. “Excellent! I want to show you the new trick Dad taught me.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Me neither.” He hugged me tighter, then motioned for me to bend down. When I did, he planted a smacking kiss right on my cheek. My heart thawed out the rest of the way and I kissed his cheek, too. “I love you, Tempest.”

“I love you too, baby.”

When I looked up it was to find my dad and Mark smiling at us, while Sabrina and Rio glared. When Sabrina realized she’d been caught, her face smoothed out quickly enough, but Rio looked like he wanted to hit me. And when he snorted, telling Moku, “I wouldn’t actually count on one of her promises,” I felt like he had slugged me.

“Rio!” My dad’s voice sliced through the sudden tension in the kitchen. “Apologize to your sister.”

“Yeah, like that’s going to happen.” He shoved away from the table and headed toward the stairs.

“Rio!” My dad made to follow him.

I started to tell him not to worry about it, that I was used to Rio’s little fits, but Sabrina beat me to it. She laid a hand on my dad’s arm and murmured something to him I couldn’t hear. But whatever it was, it drained the anger from him.

Which, conversely, only made me angrier. Who the hell did she think she was, butting into my family’s private business? She might be our dad’s girlfriend, but that didn’t give her the right to interfere between him and us. The fact that I had just been about to tell him to let it go as well was completely beside the point.

Mark cleared his throat, made a show of glancing at the clock. “We should probably get going, Tempest. The game starts in less than an hour.”

I could have kissed him. God knew I was more than ready to get the hell out of Dodge for a while.

After disentangling myself from Moku—which was much easier said than done—I left him and Mark settled on the couch watching Phineas and Ferb reruns as I dashed up to my room to get changed. Though the homecoming game didn’t start until seven, Mark and I were supposed to meet our friends early so that we could get seats together in what was sure to be a packed stadium.

I’d planned on a quick change—it was just a football game after all—but once I got to my room, I found myself leaning against the wall and taking deep breaths as I tried to calm down from my intense and crazy reaction to Sabrina. While it was true I didn’t like her, she wasn’t the first person I hadn’t gotten along with since becoming mermaid. And no one else had encapsulated me with such deep-seated fury that my powers spun out of control whenever she was in the room.

So what was it about her that set me off like that? I’d spent the last year working on gaining total control over my power. I didn’t know why my discipline had suddenly abandoned me, but I didn’t like it. At all. Any more than I liked her.

I tried to tell myself I was being stupid, that I was just jealous because she was obviously trying to usurp my relationship with Moku. Which, if I were honest, was more than enough to make me hate her. I adored Moku, would do anything for him, and the idea of some stranger waltzing in and messing with that made me furious.

But this was more than that, more than simple anger or distrust or dislike. When I looked at her, I felt uneasy. Defensive. Murderous. Only Tiamat herself brought emotions like those out in me. The fact that some redheaded bimbo was suddenly engendering such confusion and rage made me nervous. And suspicious.

Although I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do about my suspicions. I had no proof that anything was up, no evidence that she was anything but the high-priced hairdresser she claimed to be. Yet every time I’d seen her, my reaction to her had been stronger, more violent. Surely that wasn’t a coincidence.

Since there was nothing I could do about it now—somehow I doubted my dad would take kindly to me electrocuting his girlfriend—I walked over to my closet and stared at the wardrobe that looked both familiar and yet completely alien as well. After wearing bikinis and sarongs for close to a year, it felt strange to be standing in front of row after row of jeans; thin, clingy sweaters; tank tops; and T-shirts. There was also a handful of dresses—each one of which I remembered picking out for a specific occasion—and yet it still felt like they belonged to someone else. To someone I used to be.

I reached out, stroked my hand over what had, at one time, been my favorite sundress. It was the same blue as my eyes, with little bow straps and a short, full skirt that I loved because it made me feel feminine and sexy, two things that had never really been my strong suit. I’d always been too busy keeping up with the guys—on my surfboard and off—to pay much attention to the whole girly-girl routine.

That was one thing that hadn’t changed since I’d become mermaid, but standing here in the middle of the room I’d taken such pains not to spend time in these last couple of days, it felt like it was the only thing that hadn’t.

Even after two and a half days on land, my clothes felt awkward on my body, chafing and itching and sagging in all the wrong places. My naturally curly blond hair was freaking out, like it had forgotten how to be dry after so many months underwater. Even my bed was all wrong—hard and lumpy and uncomfortable compared to the mattress of encapsulated water I slept on deep in the Pacific.

I loved my family, loved Mark, but these days being here had become just as painful as not being here.

Letting go of the dress, I told myself to get on with it. To grab a pair of jeans and a sweater heavy enough to keep at bay the omnipresent chill I felt whenever I was on land. After all, Mark was waiting for me.

Mark, who had accepted the truth of my duality without so much as a minor freak-out.

Mark, who had nearly died at the hands of Tiamat because of me.

Mark, who—despite everything—still wanted me. Still loved me with the same desperate intensity that I loved him.

It should be more than enough. It was more than enough. Except when it wasn’t.

Frustrated with the confusion tumbling through me like pebbles caught at high tide, I walked to the plate-glass window that made up the western wall of my bedroom. Looked out at the dark blue waves lapping against the sand and wondered what the hell my problem was.

I had never been one of those girls who thought she deserved everything, who believed it was her right to have her cake and eat it too. And yet here I was, clinging to two lives that really couldn’t coexist, no matter how much I wanted them to. I was tied to one, desperate to hold on to the other, and in the end was doing justice to neither. The fact that Mark and my father and Moku and the merpeople of Coral Straits were too polite to tell me so didn’t mean that it wasn’t true. I hadn’t believed Kona, hadn’t believed Hailana, when they’d told me I had to choose. I’d been so certain I could be both mermaid and human. So what if my mother hadn’t been able to make it work? That didn’t mean I couldn’t. I just had to work harder at it than she ever did.

Intellectually, I knew the smart thing—the reasonable thing—to do was to give up my humanity. To dive deep into the Pacific and never come back here again. After all, the human world didn’t need me; it would go on spinning quite nicely without me in it. The same couldn’t be said of the Pacific, which was poised on the brink of a deadly war. A war in which I was a key player.

But sometimes the smart thing wasn’t necessarily the right thing. I had tried going deep before, had tried leaving behind my family, Mark, my whole life. It hadn’t worked for me any more than ignoring my mermaid heritage had. Besides, I couldn’t leave my family at the mercy of that woman. Not when every warning signal I had stood at full alert whenever she was around.

I shifted a little so that I was resting, full body, against the cool glass of the window. As I did, the cheap throw rug beneath my feet crunched as I stepped on splatters of paint I had dropped there in what felt like a different life. Looking at the small purple and blue flakes had me longing for the feel of a paintbrush in my hand, something I hadn’t allowed myself to want in months, because it was impossible. Oil painting wasn’t exactly a doable hobby for a mermaid.

Before I could stop myself, I glanced at the easel set up a scant few inches from where I was standing. It was old and battered, covered with paint and pastels, but it was sturdy. Reliable. And still bore the weight of the last painting I had created.

A self-portrait of sorts, it was started four months ago when I’d been looking for a way to process my last big battle with Tiamat and her minions, not to mention all of the fallout caused by it. Fallout that included dealing with new, dangerous powers and breaking up with Kona, the selkie prince whom I had loved but couldn’t stay with. Not when there was Mark. And not when I was so uncertain about who I was and who I wanted to be.

The portrait is a back shot, and in it I showcased my tattoos as well as the electricity I was even now still learning how to harness, though I’d lived with the power for months. I’m standing on my beach—the one right outside this house, where I so long ago learned to swim and surf and play. But that childhood innocence, that innocuousness, is long gone. In its place is the malevolent darkness of a storm closing in. There is violence in every cloud, betrayal in every reckless lash of the wind. My arms are raised and spread wide while lightning dances along my fingertips. My feet are planted firmly on the shifting sand, my toes digging into the damp shore in a desperate bid to hold on to what I know I should give up. My hair is flying in all directions, whipping against my face and back in a desperate reprimand. And my power, my terrible and magnificent power, bleeds into every inch of the painting even as a wave of epic heights threatens to crash down on me.

Looking at it now—even after all these months—hurt me. No wonder my father kept sending me searching looks, like he was trying to figure out who I was and what I was thinking. Though the painting was beautiful, it was much more a cry for help, a desperate search for identity, than it was a viable piece of art. Just looking at it took me back to those tumultuous times, to the aftermath of a battle so devastating that it had destroyed nearly everything I believed in in one fell swoop.

Coral Straits, the mercity that was my mother’s homeland, the place I was poised to take control of in the not-so-distant future, had been decimated by Tiamat and her forces. The merQueen, Hailana, had been gravely injured—as well as exposed for the cold, heartless tyrant that she was. And Kona, poor Kona, had been forced to deal not just with the death of his beloved parents and siblings and his subsequent ascension to the selkie throne, but with what I knew he saw as my betrayal as well. With what, if I was completely honest, I too couldn’t help seeing as a betrayal.

Sighing, I barely resisted the urge to beat my head against the window. I was caught between a rock and a hard place, between the ocean and the shore, and I was finally smart enough to figure out that I was screwed no matter which direction I chose.

I wanted to cry, to scream, to beg the universe for answers. Instead I just stood there and watched the waves strike the shore, again and again and again, and wondered if all this was futile, if all this worrying would even amount to anything. In six months—hell, in three months—would I still be standing here contemplating my fate and where I belonged? Or would I end up like so many of the others who had given themselves to the Pacific? Who had thrown themselves into the fray?


Chapter 3

I didn’t know how long I stood there contemplating my close-to-imminent death (Would it be quick like my mother’s? Long and lingering as these last months had been for Hailana? Would I have time to say good-bye, or would I just disappear from my family’s and Mark’s lives? Would they understand that I wasn’t like my mother, that I hadn’t left them voluntarily? Would it hurt?) as I looked out at the ocean that both soothed and terrified me. Long enough for the tide to roll in. Long enough for the sun to set. And more than long enough for Mark to grow concerned.

“You okay, Tempest?” His voice drifted up the stairs and through my open bedroom door. “It’s getting late.”

His words galvanized me to action. Shoving my worries and self-pity into the darkest corner of my mind, I finally did what I should have done all along: grabbed clothes from my closet and did the world’s fastest change into my favorite pair of ripped jeans and a red cashmere sweater. After slicking on gloss and doing a quick pass over my eyelashes with some mascara I found at the bottom of my long-ignored makeup case, I gathered my obnoxious curls into a low ponytail, added the pair of flirty gold hoops Mark had given me for Christmas one year, slid my feet into a pair of low-heeled brown ankle boots, and was out the door.

I made my way downstairs to find Mark still on the couch where I’d left him, clutching an Xbox controller like it was the answer to all of life’s mysteries. He and Moku were racing to the finish line of some car game, and I paused behind them to watch.

“Look out, Moku!” Mark taunted as he whipped around a particularly dangerous curve. “You’re about to get smoked.”

“You wish.” Moku snorted, coming up behind him in the game and clipping Mark’s bumper with his own.

Smiling, because I never took for granted the fact that Mark loved my little brother as much as I did, I met my dad’s eyes above their heads. He was grinning too, Sabrina nowhere to be seen, and for the first time since I’d been home, I felt comfortable. Like I belonged. So much had changed since I’d been gone, but this scene, right here, was one I’d witnessed a million times. If it was the last time I’d ever see it, so be it. I didn’t want to know.

At the last minute, Mark swerved out from the bumper crush Moku had on him, leaving my little brother to crash and burn, hard. “Nooooooooo!” Moku cried in mock horror, falling to his knees in front of the television.

“Take that, sucka!” Mark crowed in triumph, even as he reached down to ruffle my brother’s hair. “You can’t mess with the best.”

Moku pretended to gag. “Yeah, right. That attempt was pathetic.”

“Got you, didn’t it?”

“Because you got lucky!”

Mark snorted. “Keep telling yourself that.”

Figuring I’d better break up the brag fest before they decided to settle it in the age-old manner—with another race—I wrapped my arms around Mark’s waist from behind and pressed soft kisses to the nape of his neck.

He turned immediately, winding an arm around my waist, and pulled me over the back of the couch and onto his lap. “Ready to go?” he murmured, his breath warm against my ear.

Shivers slowly worked their way through me, and I nodded. I was more than ready. Mark and I hadn’t been alone for more than a couple minutes since I’d been home.

I thrilled a little at the thought of climbing on the back of his bike, but when we got outside I realized Mark had run home while I’d been upstairs changing. His mother’s bright red Mercedes sports coupe sat in my driveway, and though I knew he’d brought it because he thought it would be more comfortable for me, I was a little disappointed that we weren’t taking his Ducati.

We hadn’t ridden it together in months, and I missed it, especially the way it felt to sit so close behind Mark, my arms wrapped around his waist, my body pressed to his as I counted his every heartbeat and exhalation.

Mark didn’t let me miss that closeness for long. As soon as we climbed into the car, he covered my hand with his, intertwining our fingers even as the palm of his hand rested against the back of mine. As he made the turn onto Prospect, he brought both of our hands to rest on the hardness of his thigh, his callused thumb gently stroking over the side of my hand.

It had been years since Mark had first held my hand—sometime in seventh grade, I thought—but it felt the same tonight. Even with the confusion and fear rioting inside of me, I couldn’t help the reaction I had to his touch. Not the warmth that spread from my hand to the rest of my body, nor the sense of rightness that moved through me with every caress of his thumb over my skin.

My fingers tightened on his as it suddenly occurred to me just how soon I was going to have to let him go—and for how long. I’d made it home three times in the last four months, and I knew I couldn’t keep doing it, couldn’t keep running off to be with him. Not when things in Coral Straits were such a mess. And not when figuring out how to clean them up was mostly my responsibility.

I glanced down, realized I was squeezing his hand hard enough to hurt—already I could feel my fingers tingling from lack of circulation—but I couldn’t bring myself to relinquish my hold. We stopped at a red light, and a glance at Mark told me he was watching me, a little surprised, I thought, by the vehemence of my grip. But as I met his gaze, held it, his gorgeous brown eyes grew hot. And something more. Something dark and needy that echoed the emotions roiling around inside of me.

Suddenly I didn’t want to go to the football game, didn’t want to be anywhere but alone with Mark so we could talk and laugh and kiss. So he could hold me and I could touch him the way I’d been dreaming about for days. Weeks. Months. I had so little time with him that it seemed a waste to spend it in the middle of a crowded stadium watching a game neither of us gave a damn about, even though it meant spending time with our friends.

“Tempest—” Mark’s voice was a low rumble ripe with need … and with warning. If I didn’t plan on spending the rest of the night stretched out underneath him in the back of the car, now would be a good time to look away.

I didn’t move. And for long seconds neither did he. And then he was lowering his mouth to mine, his lips—

Behind us a car honked and I jerked away, glanced up at the light. It was green, and God only knew how long it had been like that—the lane of cars next to us was moving past at a steady stream. Mark cursed softly, then pulled forward, his fingers suddenly as tight on mine as mine were on his. Then he was making the last turn onto the crowded, car-lined street that ran in front of LJHS, and it was too late to ask to leave, too late to tell him how much I craved the feel of him against me.

Mark parked, then came around to hold the door for me while I slid out of the car. Wrapping an arm around my waist, he jerked me toward him. I had only a moment to register the feel of him against me before his mouth was on mine in a kiss so hot, so possessive, that it stole my breath and my brain cells. All I could do was lean into him—I didn’t think my legs would support me, anyway—and kiss him back with all of the mixed-up, desperate emotions inside of me.

As his mouth consumed mine, I brought my hands up to his face. I cupped his cheeks, feeling the sharp stubble from where he’d forgotten to shave, then shoved my fingers through his glorious, too-long mane of dark blond hair.

He groaned a little, finally pulling away though I wanted nothing more than to hold him like that forever. It was ridiculous, an impossibility, but I wanted it anyway. Desperately and with every too-fast beat of my mixed-up heart.

Something of my desperation must have shown on my face, because Mark’s hands tightened on my arms—almost as if he was as afraid of losing me as I was of slipping away. For long seconds neither of us moved. We just stood there, staring into each other’s eyes as the reality of what we had, and didn’t have, crackled in the air around us.

Then Mark was burying his face against my neck and breathing deep. “You smell like the sea,” he told me. A year ago I would have taken that as a compliment. Here, at this moment, I wasn’t so sure. I started to ask him what he meant, then decided I didn’t want to know. Instead, I made a joke of it, playfully poking him in the stomach while I told him, “Yeah, well, you smell of Sex Wax.”

He laughed. “Like that’s an insult? I happen to know exactly how much you love that smell.”

He was right; I did. Some of my first memories were of hanging with my dad at professional surfing competitions, helping him wax his board before he hit the water. Back then I was more hindrance than help, but he never acted like it. Instead, he patiently showed me how to coat his board with the grape-scented wax, teaching me to leave a few little bumps here and there to smooth out with my heels when I was riding and found a slick spot beneath my feet.

Pressing my face against Mark’s chest, I breathed in the comforting scent of him. Pulled him deep inside my lungs, deep inside of myself, in an effort to hold on to him forever. Mark’s arms tightened around me as if he wanted to hold me inside of him too. His lips skimmed down my cheek to the corner of my mouth and back up again, until I could feel his breath—hot and fast—against my ear. “I love you,” he whispered, and everything inside of me lit up like a shooting star over the Pacific. It was the first time he’d said it since I’d been home, and I hadn’t realized, until now, just how much I’d needed to hear the words from him.

“I love you too.”

His cell phone buzzed in his pocket and he stepped back reluctantly, pulling it out to read the text. He grinned a little as he wrote back.

“What’s so funny?”

“Logan just texted that I should stop trying to get you out of your clothes and get you inside where they can see you too.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“That he shouldn’t be worrying about your clothes one way or the other.” He shoved the phone back in his pocket, then reached for my hand. “You ready?”

I nodded, suddenly as anxious to see my friends as they were to see me. “Where are they sitting?”

“A few rows under the announcer’s booth.”

I looked at him blankly. I’d been a student at La Jolla High for more than two years before I’d become mermaid, but this was the first football game I’d ever been to. Mark should consider himself lucky I knew where the football field was.

He laughed at my clueless expression even as he propelled me toward the stadium entrance. “Don’t worry. I know exactly where they are.”

I nodded and let him lead, enjoying the novelty of the experience. When I was mermaid, it seemed like everyone in Coral Straits was always looking to me to solve every problem. It felt good to let someone else be in charge for a little while, even over something as minor as this.

Mark kept me close as he bought tickets and chatted with an incessant string of random people. Some of them I knew, or at least recognized, but most of them were strangers. Which was weird on a whole new level. Even when Mark and I hadn’t been together-together, we’d been close friends, our lives intersecting and overlapping on all sides.

But I’d been gone a year. My life had continued on without him, and now, standing here watching as girl after girl jockeyed for his attention, it became clear that his had done the same without me.

I guess I assumed he’d spent most of his time doing the usual while I was gone—surfing with our friends in the morning, the quick rush to school in an attempt to avoid a tardy slip and the subsequent detention, surfing and basketball practice after school followed by homework. Which I still knew was partly the case. But there were too many people who knew him—too many who made room in their rows and invited him to sit with them—for me to think that was all he’d been doing these last months.

It was a strange realization, one that had me looking at Mark a little differently.

Which was crazy. I was the one who had left him, after all. The one who had thrown him over for a selkie prince and a life beneath the waves. How selfish, how stupid, how ridiculous was I to imagine he’d spent the last year pining for me? Even if I’d spent a great deal of it pining for him.

Doing my best to ignore the uncertainty niggling at me, I followed Mark into the stands. He was leading the way, blazing a trail through the crush of people—all of whom seemed to know him. But the entire time his arm was stretched behind him, his hand clasped tightly with mine. There was no reason for me to feel insecure or superfluous, I reminded myself.

But when we went to weave through a group of guys spilling out onto the steps of the bleachers, I realized I wasn’t the only one feeling a little off-kilter.

“Hey, sweetheart. How are you?” one of them said as he reached out and wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me toward him.

I gasped, startled, and somehow Mark heard it. He whipped around and before I could say anything, he had put himself between us. “What the hell, man?” he demanded, shoving him hard enough to make him fall backward into his friends. “Don’t touch her!”

The guy sprang up, fists clenched at his sides. It didn’t take a lot of observation to see that he was drunk, and I shrank back a little. Not because I was worried about him hurting me—Mark wouldn’t let him touch me again, and besides, I could take care of myself—but because he was far enough gone to be belligerent. Worse, he looked like he was in college, which meant he wouldn’t like being told off by a high school kid.

Sure enough, he slammed his fists into Mark’s chest with a lot more force than Mark had initially used on him. “What’s your problem? I was just saying hello!”

Mark didn’t so much as flinch at the attack. “She doesn’t want to say hello.” He grabbed the guy by the collar of his preppy polo shirt and shook him some. “And you don’t go around grabbing girls like that unless you’re a total dick.” Mark finally let go of the guy’s shirt but added another shove—this one hard enough to have him landing on his ass in the bleachers. He didn’t get up. One of his friends made to intervene, but Mark gave him a bad-ass look that told him to bring it on. He didn’t. Instead, he muttered a curse and sat down, feigning an intense, sudden interest in the game.

“Come on. Let’s go find the others,” I told him, tugging at his hand.

It took a minute, but I finally felt the tension drain out of him. Then he wrapped an arm around my waist and began propelling me toward the top of the bleachers.

“You didn’t have to do that, you know,” I told him even as I snuggled into his side. “I could have taken care of—”

The look he shot me smoldered with a rage that surprised me. “I may not be able to protect you while you’re in the ocean, but I can damn well do it here. He had no business touching you.”

I wasn’t going to argue. Not when Mark was so adamant about it. So I just said, “Thanks,” and rose up on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

He paused, like he couldn’t believe I wasn’t yelling at him. But why should I cause a fight when it was so important to him? Besides, Mark had always been a bad-ass. I’d known that when I fell for him. Trying to change that part of him now would be ridiculous.

He pulled me in front of him, kissed my neck softly. “I’m sorry he touched you.”

I shrugged. Of all the stuff that had happened to me in the water, being grabbed by a drunk guy at a game didn’t even register. But Mark was clearly still upset. He kept me in front of him as we climbed the rest of the steps, his arms wrapped around my waist. We made slow progress as he stopped every few stairs to press kisses on my shoulder or skim his lips down my jaw.

“You look beautiful tonight,” he murmured against my ear.

I turned my head so that our lips were barely a few centimeters apart. “So do you.”

He flushed a little. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

“Maybe we should.”

He was just lowering his mouth to mine when I heard a familiar voice crow, “Hey, man, get a room. Or better yet, pass her over here!”

I looked up in time to see Logan bounding over our other friends—as well as a middle-aged couple who was obviously there to cheer for their son—and down the crowded steps toward us. Then he was there, in front of me, and I was yanked into the hugest bear hug of my life.

“There you are, Tempest! About time too. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to storm your house this morning and drag you down to the water.” His Australian accent was as heavy as ever, his eyes gleaming just as wickedly as I remembered. “I’ve missed you, girl.”

He started to pull away, but I held on tighter, keeping him in place just a little longer. It was a purely platonic hug, without demands or expectations, and I was nowhere ready to end it.

Logan’s and my friendship just was. We could talk every day or once in six months; it didn’t matter. When we saw each other again, there was no guilt. No recriminations. Just pure joy with a side order of teasing thrown in to keep things interesting. Plus, he was the one who helped Mark save Moku when he’d nearly drowned the past summer. That wasn’t something I could ever forget.

I finally relinquished my hold on him, but it was hard. For me, Logan was everything fun and uncomplicated about my human life. Tonight, when I was feeling so uncertain about things, he was exactly what I needed.

“You’re still pretty,” I told him with a mock sneer.

“And you’re still mean.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, guiding me up the five rows to where he and the others were sitting. Then I was in the middle of all my friends, and it felt so good I never wanted to leave. Smacking kisses from my surfer pals, Bach, Tony and Scooter, followed by hugs from Bri and Mickey, my two best girlfriends. After we’d chatted for a few minutes, Logan pulled me over all of them—and the middle-aged couple—so that I was seated between him and Mark.

On the field below us, they started introducing the football players from both sides, but I was too busy being interrogated by Logan and the other guys to pay any attention to it.

“So, why weren’t you outside this morning?” Bach demanded from his spot on the other side of Logan. “I’ve never known you to miss a chance to surf.”

“Yeah,” Scooter chimed in. “We waited for you so long we were practically prunes by the time we got out of the water.”

“I’m sorry. I was jetlagged,” I told them, embarrassed to admit that I had gone surfing—after they’d all left for school. I’d been lying in bed, staring at my ceiling when I’d heard the dawn patrol heading down the street toward the water at four thirty in the morning. Everything inside me had quickened with the need to join them, to run down to the water and throw myself into the surf, my favorite board clutched in my hands. I wanted to ride the waves, to surf for mindless hours where nothing mattered but getting covered.

I’d stayed in my room, in my bed, because I’d been scared. Scared of my reception from them and scared of looking like an ass after going months without so much as touching a board. When I was on my game and practicing regularly, I was one of the best surfers in the group. And since they all thought I was living in Hawaii and surfing daily, the last thing I needed was to look like a total frube in front of them.

I’d remedied the situation after they’d headed out. After dropping Moku off at school, I’d spent hours out on the water instead of in it. It had been a familiar rush, and a bittersweet one, to feel my board—the custom-made Brewer that had been a gift from my father—under my feet again.

“Well, you better be ready tomorrow morning, Cooha,” Bach told me. “A storm’s supposed to hit around noon, so the waves will be going off until then.”

I shuddered a little at his careless mention of a storm, but I refused to give in to the uneasiness. Between Tiamat’s powers and my own, I swore I was developing PTSD when it came to thunderstorms—even natural ones. Still, I wasn’t going to let things I couldn’t change ruin this moment with my friends, not when it had to last us for months. And maybe forever.

“Oh, I’ll be there. After all, someone’s got to keep you from getting hammered.”

Tony crowed. “Big talk for a betty from Oahu. You sure you haven’t gone soft?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You wish.”

“No way, man. I want to hear all about the Pipeline. You surfed it yet?”

“I, umm—” I floundered around for a minute, trying to figure out how to answer. I didn’t want to lie to my friends any more than I already had, but there was no way Logan or Bach would believe I’d spent a year on Oahu without trying my hand at the North Shore Pipeline. It was dangerous—one of the most deadly places to surf in the world—but they all knew me well enough to know I’d never walk away from it. I’d watched my father shoot barrels there too many times not to want my shot at it.

Luckily the band chose that moment to play the opening chords of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” I let Tony’s question get lost in the crush of bodies standing for it, and by the time the game started, the conversation had thankfully moved on to other things.

I didn’t try to participate. Instead, I sat there listening to the ebb and flow of voices all around me. For the second time today, I felt relaxed. Happy. Like maybe things weren’t going to end as badly as I feared they would. It was hard to worry when I felt better than I had in months.

The feeling lasted through the first quarter and part of the way into the second. Mark leaned over and asked, “Do you want anything from the snack bar? I’m going to get a drink.”

“A lemonade would be great, actually.”

“Anything else?”

I eyed the huge basket of nachos Bach and Scooter were in the middle of devouring. It seemed like forever since I’d had a tortilla chip. “I wouldn’t mind an order of those,” I told him, nodding toward what had once been my favorite junk food.

“I’m on it.” Mark got to his feet. “With or without jalapenos?”

“Like you even have to ask?” I had to shout to be heard above the roar of the crowd.

“Right. I keep forgetting Moku’s not around. Extra peppers it is.” He bent down and brushed his lips against mine. I know he planned on it being a quick little peck, but I grabbed the back of his head and held him to me as I—very thoroughly—explored his mouth.

“Seriously? Again?” Logan complained from beside me.

“Dude, I think her tonsils are just fine,” Scooter joined in. “You can stop checking them any time now.”

I pulled away with a laugh but was pleased to see the slightly dazed look in Mark’s eyes as he continued to stand there.

“Dude, go make yourself useful,” Logan finally told him with a little shove. “You’re blocking my view.”

Mark flipped him off but started moving toward the aisle anyway.

As soon as Mark had disappeared into the crowd, Logan turned to me and, in the smarmiest voice possible, said, “Finally. Alone at last. I thought he’d never leave.”

I laughed. “If by alone you mean in the middle of three thousand people, then yes, we’re alone.”

“That’s exactly what I meant. And since we’re all by ourselves …” He nudged me with his shoulder until I got the message and scooted over into Mark’s spot. He followed me, moving until there was an obvious gap between the others and us. With the noise of the game all around us, we might as well have been in our own little world.

“Since we’re alone?” I prompted, too amused to be wary. This was Logan, and I knew he would never say or do anything to hurt me.

“Are you going to tell me where you’ve really been for the last year? Because if you’ve been surfing the North Shore, then I’m the biggest Barney on the block. And darlin’, I’m nobody’s Barney.”

It’s true, he wasn’t. Logan knew me better than almost anyone. Lying to him this last year hadn’t been easy, despite all my absences, but I hadn’t had a choice. I still didn’t. I’d already violated Pacific law by telling Mark what I was. Adding Logan to the mix was out of the question.

I started to laugh his questions off, to tell him he was being ridiculous, but the look on his face said he was calling my bluff, even before I offered it. His deep blue eyes were steady on mine, his mouth set in a straight line completely unlike the smile he usually wore. And his body language, his serious, no-bullshit demeanor, told me there was only one right answer to this question.

The truth.


Chapter 4

For long seconds, time seemed to stand still. All around me, the crowd was on its feet, people screaming and yelling, stomping and clapping and generally going insane because of some play on the field that I couldn’t see and didn’t give a damn about anyway.

But for all my dismissal of the loud, exuberant people around me, inside I felt the same way. My thoughts were a crazy, mixed-up cacophony, whirling in my head one after another, like a washing machine set on the perennial spin cycle.

Through it all, I didn’t look away from Logan or his unblinking stare and determination to know what was up with me. A part of me wanted to shout at him to mind his own business, but the truth was I would have done the same thing in his shoes. He was my best bud, my closest and oldest friend in the world, save Mark, and if I thought there was something strange going on with him—something hurting him that I couldn’t see—I would damn well be up in his face too.

But just because I understood where he was coming from didn’t mean I could tell him the truth. At the same time, telling him a lie wouldn’t work. I was a terrible liar (probably why he knew I wasn’t really living in Oahu), and I knew if I did lie to him now, he would never forgive me. Never trust me again.

My confusion must have shown on my face, because Logan finally broke eye contact. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into a hug I had no desire to fight. “Tell me this,” he said, his voice a fierce whisper against my ear. “Are you okay? Whatever it is you’re doing, wherever it is you go when you leave here, is it safe?”

Another question I wasn’t sure how to answer. In the end, I just nodded, my face rubbing against the softness of his well-worn T-shirt.

“Liar.” But he didn’t sound accusatory, just concerned.

And that’s when I knew I had to tell him. What was the point of being best buds if I didn’t trust him? I pulled away, looked him straight in the eye, then spoke so low that only he could hear. “I’m different, Logan.”

He rolled his eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“No. I mean, really different.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What kind of different are we talking about here? Super-talented-and-a-little-eccentric different? Or head-spinning-around-spitting-pea-soup different? Because if you’re possessed, I’m not sure I want to know.”

Only Logan could make me laugh about something so difficult. “I’m not possessed.” Then I put my hands together, pinky to pinky, palms facing up. And, turning my body so that no one else could see what I was doing, I kick-started the phosphorescence that made me visible in the depths of the ocean.

Logan’s face went slack. “I don’t suppose you have a glow stick hidden between your fingers?”

I split them apart so he could see I wasn’t messing with him.

He looked from my hands to my face and then back again. “So, what? You’re part fish?”

My mouth dropped open in shock. “Why would you say that?”

“I was joking. I just don’t know of anything else that glows like that—except for vampires, I mean.”

“Well, I’m not a vampire.”

He laughed. “I didn’t think you were.”

I kept looking at him, waiting for him to connect the dots. I could see the moment it dawned on him that I hadn’t denied the fish thing. He stopped laughing and just stared at me. Then he whispered, “You’re a fish?”

It was my turn to roll my eyes. “I’m mermaid.”

“Mermaid?”

“Yes.”

“So green tail—”

“Mine’s purple. Like the phosphorescence. And my tattoos.”

His eyes bugged out of his head and he didn’t say anything for long seconds. “Like swim underwater, wear a bikini made of shells, have King Triton for a dad mermaid?”

“I’m a mermaid, not the Little Mermaid,” I told him softly. “And my life isn’t exactly a Disney movie.”

“Yeah, well, mine’s beginning to feel like an episode of The Twilight Zone.” He shook his head. “Are you messing with me?”

“Look at me, Logan. Really look at me.”

His eyes darted up to mine, and I relaxed all the safeguards I usually used to keep myself human. I let my gills pop out behind my ears, let my eyes do the thin, nearly invisible film thing that kept salt water from stinging them. Even let my face and hair glow purple, just for a second.

“Holy shit.”

I took his hand, rubbed his fingers over my gills.

“Holy shit.”

I blinked and in a split second my whole body returned to its purely human state.

“Holy—”

I put my hand over his mouth. “I get it. You’re shocked.”

“I’m a long way from shocked, Tempe.” He stared at me for a while. “Can you really grow a tail?”

“Of course.”

“Can I see it?”

“Not here.”

He groaned. “Only you would pick the middle of a football game to tell me this.”

“I didn’t want to lie to you anymore.” I didn’t want to lie anymore at all. I knew it was necessary, required even. But Logan knowing, Mark knowing … it was better.

He glanced over his shoulder to where Bach was totally absorbed in his conversation with Scooter. “I want to see it,” he repeated, still whispering.

“You know, I don’t show my tail to just anyone. It’s kind of personal.”

“Seriously?” I could all but see his brain boggling at that one.

I laughed. “No, not seriously. But you should have seen your face.”

“Ha-ha. So if you’re not in Hawaii …”

“I’m not all that far from Hawaii. Just underwater instead of above it.”

“Right. Of course.” He looked a little shell-shocked.

“Are you going to be okay with this?”

“Are you? Something tells me being ‘different’ is dangerous for you.”

“I am going to be okay.” I had to be—for a while longer, anyway—or no one and nothing I cared about would be safe.

He must have heard the conviction in my voice because he nodded. “All right then. But if you ever need—” He broke off, sighed heavily. “If you ever need anything, call—”

“I know. Ghostbusters.”

“Not quite what I was going to say. But they work, too.”

I laughed, rested my head on his shoulder. “I know I can call you.”

“You’d better. We Australians know our way around a fight.”

“Yeah, but where I’m going there are no kangaroos.”

He glared at me. “I told you that story in confidence.”

“Hey, I haven’t told anyone that you once got your ass kicked by a baby kangaroo.”

“It wasn’t a baby. And those things are vicious. Have you ever seen a kangaroo up close?”

“Poor thing,” I cooed in mock sympathy. “And here I thought fending off sharks was dangerous. Who knew that what I should really be worrying about was kangaroos?”

“Really?” His eyes narrowed with sudden, intense focus. “Do they bother you when you’re … you know?”

I thought of Tiamat’s shark-men, but decided they were too much for Logan’s brain to handle right now. He’d dealt with the mermaid thing pretty well, but there was no reason to completely blow his mind. Besides, I needed him sane. That way, if anything happened to me, Mark would have someone to talk to who really understood what had happened—and what he was going through.

Logan looked like he wanted to say more, but Mark chose that moment to jostle his way back down the row to us.

As Mark settled beside us, carrying a tray loaded with three drinks and an extra-large tray of nachos, Logan gave up his questions. And I gave myself up to the simple pleasure of watching a game with my best friends. If I squinted a little, and didn’t think too hard, it could be like I’d never left.

[image: Image]

“Hey, thanks for the pizza!” I called after Logan, Scooter, and Bach as they made their way down the block to where Bach had parked his old Chevy Blazer three hours before. We’d gone to Frazoni’s for pizza and cannolis after the game let out, and much to my shock, we had closed the place down. It was after one in the morning and I had absolutely no recollection of how it had gotten that late. One minute we were ordering pizza and talking over one another as the guys filled me in on everything I’d missed since the last time I’d been home (a lot), and the next the Frazoni’s staff was hustling us out the front door because they wanted to go home.

Bach raised his hand in a casual acknowledgment of my thanks, then yelled, “We’d better see you in the mañana, Tempe. On the beach, six thirty, or there will be hell to pay. Got it, chica? Hell to pay.”

“I got it. I got it.”

“You’d better,” Logan chimed in. “Or I’m coming for you. I will totally drag your ass out of bed and down to the sand in your pajamas.”

“What if she doesn’t wear pajamas?” Scooter demanded.

“Well, that’s even more incentive for us to drag her out of bed,” Logan told him.

Mark shook his head, but he was laughing as hard as I was when he called, “Just for the record, Tempest sleeps in flannels!”

“Bummer.” Scooter winked at me before climbing into the front passenger seat of Bach’s Blazer.

Mark and I watched them go before climbing into his car. “I really missed them,” I told him as we headed toward home.

“The feeling is mutual.” He reached over and brushed a hand down my jaw. “Sorry for keeping you out so late. I know you’re tired.”

“It was great. I had an awesome time.”

“So did I.” He paused. “They aren’t the only ones who missed you, you know.”

My stomach tightened—not because he’d missed me, but because I had yet to tell Mark how long it was going to be before I could see him again. With Hailana at death’s door, things were getting critical in Coral Straits. There was a tension in the streets that hadn’t been there before the attack that had injured her, a new sense of being unsettled. I needed to be there when she died, and for a while afterward—just to keep things stable and prove that the mercity still had strong leadership. Which meant I had no idea when I was next going to be able to swim the huge distance to La Jolla. I refused to acknowledge the fact that I might never make it back.

“Tempest?” Mark prompted. “What’s wrong?”

More things than I could name. My conversation with Logan weighed heavily on my mind, as did the fact that I didn’t trust Sabrina. I was worried about losing what I had with Mark and my friends and family, and absolutely terrified of taking on the role of sovereign of Coral Straits. And that didn’t even begin to touch how I felt about facing Kona and the other sea clan leaders as the new merQueen of the most powerful merclan in the Pacific.

I was going to make mistakes as merQueen—I was smart enough to know that much. But how big the mistakes and how many? And would the clan suffer for them? Would the entire Pacific? With Tiamat wounded but sure to resurface and her grandnephew and number-one minion, Sabyn, still on the loose, this was the worst possible time for a shift in leadership. Though I didn’t get along with Hailana and often thought she was a cold, merciless bitch, I still wasn’t ready for her to die. Not if it meant I had to take her place. And definitely not if it meant I had to lose every trace of humanity I had. Like Hailana had. Like my mother had.

Mark reached over and flipped on the heat, and for the first time it registered that I was freezing, my teeth all but chattering in the silence of the car.

“Thanks.” His hand was still resting on my cheek, so I turned my head and brushed a kiss over his palm. “I don’t deserve you.”

“I don’t think you know what you deserve, Tempest.” The words sounded harsh in the cozy interior of the car, like they were ripped from him. I didn’t comment on it, though. How could I when I so often felt the same way about him? God knew he deserved more than being a part-time boyfriend to a girl who couldn’t guarantee anything much beyond the next sunrise.

Neither of us spoke again until we were parked in my driveway. The light in the living room was still on, left burning for me by my father. Some of the chill deep inside me melted away at the sight of it. For too long, the light had been out, my dad assuming that, like my mother before me, I had taken to the sea never to return. Now, every time I came home—from a date with Mark or an extended trip into the depths of the ocean—and saw that light burning, I felt like someone believed in me and what I was doing. Someone believed I could do everything, be everything I needed to be, even when I was riddled with doubt.

“Do you want to come in?” I asked, reaching for the door handle.

He stopped me with a hand on my arm. “No, I, umm …” He shoved a hand through his hair and suddenly he was looking everywhere but at me, which so wasn’t like him.

“You okay, Mark?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” But he still hadn’t made eye contact.

“You sure?”

“Yes.” He turned abruptly, climbed out of the car. “Do you, uh, want to go for a walk on the beach or something?”

I stared at him, bewildered. Was he serious? He’d rather walk on the freezing beach than go inside and hook up? It didn’t make any sense.

“No, that’s stupid, right?” He shoved a hand through his hair. “It’s cold and you’re already freezing.”

“No, it’s fine. We can walk on the beach if you want.”

My mind was whirling, all kinds of weird and unwanted thoughts running through it. Considerations, worries that I hadn’t been aware I had until this moment. The night had gone well, or at least I thought it had, but maybe Mark hadn’t been as impressed.

I racked my brain, trying to figure out if I’d done something to upset him. He’d seemed amused at the game, had taken Logan’s and Scooter’s teasing in stride. He’d even lied for me in the pizza parlor, telling Scooter that he had seen pictures of me surfing the North Shore.

Maybe that was it. Mark hated lying. In all the years I’d known him, the closest I’d ever heard him come to telling an untruth—before tonight—was when he’d told me he was interested in Chelsea the cheerleader in an effort to save face when I was about to dump him for Kona. It’s why I had believed him unquestioningly, even though cheerleaders weren’t really Mark’s type. He’d spent his life with parents who were experts at lying—to him, to each other, to themselves—and hated every second of it. He’d told me once that he wouldn’t accept that kind of life for himself.

And yet here I was forcing him into exactly that kind of life, expecting him to lie for me whenever things got sticky. No wonder he was acting so strangely.

By now I was walking so fast I was practically running, desperate to escape my thoughts. Mark kept pace with me easily, but he grabbed my arm right before we reached the sand. Pulled me to a stop. “Hey, where’s the fire?”

I shook my head, not trusting myself to answer. He didn’t speak either, choosing to wait me out instead. The downside of having a boyfriend who knew me this well—I hate tense silences, will always try to fill them.

“Just tell me. If you want me to apologize, I will. I never wanted—”

“Apologize? For what?” He shook his head, looking very much like I felt. Confused and anxious and maybe even a little desperate. “I just—I wanted—” He stopped himself, took a deep breath. “I got you a present.”

The words were so unexpected that it took me a long while to process them. Too long, judging by the look on Mark’s face as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small box with a silver ribbon on top.

“A present,” I finally repeated dumbly.

“Yeah.” He held the box out to me. “Originally it was going to be for your birthday, but I don’t know. It just feels right to give it to you tonight.”

My hand trembled as I reached out to take the gift from him. “That wasn’t—I wasn’t expecting this.”

“Yeah, that’s fairly obvious.”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. Not yet, when relief was coursing through me, making my knees weak and my stomach jumpy. I grabbed on to Mark’s arm with my free hand, let his warmth steady me.

“Well, are you going to open it?” Mark asked. I could see his face in the hazy yellow glow of the streetlight, could tell that he was smiling. But it was a crooked half smile at best, the dimples that signified true happiness or amusement nowhere in evidence. Obviously, in jumping to conclusions, I’d screwed this up for him too.

“Yes. Of course.” I pulled gently at the ribbon, watched as the bow unraveled. Then lifted the lid and pulled out a long silver chain with thin interlocking loops. Attached to three of the loops were intricate glass beads in varying shapes and shades of purple.

“If you don’t like it, I can take it back. Get you something else.”

“Are you kidding? It’s beautiful,” I told him, lifting the beads up to get a closer look at them. The necklace was long—really long—and would probably be a hindrance in the water, but it was still a lovely gift. One I would cherish. “Will you put it on me?”

“What, now?” He looked confused.

“Of course. I want to wear it.” I turned my back to him, lifted my ponytail out of the way.

Mark started to laugh. “It’s a belly chain, Tempest, not a necklace.”

“Oh. Right.” I felt my cheeks flame.

“It’s made of platinum, so you can wear it in the ocean. I thought a necklace would just get in the way when you were swimming, and I know you hate wearing things around your wrists.” He cleared his throat. “An anklet was out of the question for obvious reasons, so I decided a belly chain would probably be the best bet.”

“It was. I mean, it is. It’s perfect.”

He pulled me against him, my back to his chest, while his fingers burrowed under my sweater and gently stroked my waist. “Still want me to put it on you?” he whispered in my ear.

“Y-yes.” My breath hitched at all the crazy things his touch was letting loose inside me.

“Good.” His fingers glided lower, dipping inside the low-rise waistband of my jeans to trace the top edge of my hipsters.

It felt good, really good, and I gasped a little. He stopped right away, his warm, callused fingers resting just below my navel. “Too much?”

Was it? I could barely think past the pounding of my heart. “No.” But my voice sounded shaky even to my own ears.

Mark exhaled then, a long, low breath that tickled my ear and only ratcheted up the tension inside of me. I squirmed against him, wanting closer, wanting more, but he gentled me with soft kisses across my jaw and up to my temple. Then he just stood there for long minutes, arms around my waist, forehead resting against the crown of my head. Nothing had ever felt so right. Even the cold slap of the wind didn’t bother me while I was in his arms.

Eventually he moved, fumbling the chain out of my hands and draping it around my waist. It fit snugly but not too tightly, and while the jeans kept it from settling into place, I knew the second I got undressed it would find the perfect spot, right above my hips. Right where my torso ended and my tail began.

I couldn’t resist tracing the chain, any more than I could stop myself from playing with the beads. They were so beautiful, so delicate yet strong, that I couldn’t wait to get a better look at them in the light. Even in the dark they were more intricate than any I had ever seen before.

“Where did you get the glass beads?” I asked him, thinking I might buy one for Mahina, my closest mermaid friend.

“Do you like them?”

“Of course. They’re gorgeous.”

“I’m glad. It took me a while, but I finally found a glass-blower in Coronado who was willing to do what I wanted.”

“You designed them?”

“I did.”

“So all that stuff about returning it if I didn’t like it—”

“Was a load of bull. I would have been crushed if you hadn’t wanted it.” His fingers moved to the first bead on the chain, which currently rested just to the right of my left hipbone. “This one is made of sand from that beach in Del Mar.”

“Where you took me on our first date.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

Tears filled my eyes, and I tried desperately to blink them back. I didn’t want to ruin this moment by crying, even if it was from happiness.

He moved on to the second bead. “This one is from Trestles, near San Onofre, where—”

“You kissed me for the first time.”

He nodded, picking up the third bead and rolling it between his fingers. “And this one … This one is from right out there.” He tilted his chin toward the beach in front of us. “That way, no matter where you go, you’ll always have a tiny piece of land with you. A tiny piece of home.”

“And you. I’ll always have you with me.”

I felt his grin against my hair. “That was the plan.”

I couldn’t help it. I started blubbering like a baby.

“Tempest?” Alarmed, Mark whipped me around to face him. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.” I could barely choke out the word. “It’s just, it’s a really good plan.”

“Then why are you crying?”

“Because I love you. I really, really love you.”

And just that easily, the air seemed to go out of him. He sagged against me, and it was my turn to put my arms around him, my turn to hold him up. As I did, I realized he was trembling more violently than I ever had. “Mark?”

“I really love you too.”

And then he kissed me and it was as endless as the ocean.

As extravagant as the star-painted sky.

As perfect as that first kiss all those months and years ago.

I never wanted to let him go.


Chapter 5

We stayed on the beach until my fingers and toes felt half frozen and my teeth were chattering—another side benefit of being a mermaid out of water. Mark had tried to get me to go in earlier, but it felt so good—so right—to be with him, that I never wanted this night to end. But eventually the cold grew to be too much, and though I might have braved it for a few more minutes with him, Mark would have none of it.

“You’re going to freeze to death,” he told me, ignoring my protests as he moved me up the beach.

“Not if we went in the water.”

“No, then I’d be the one to freeze to death.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Besides, we’re supposed to be back here in four hours.”

“I don’t want to leave you.” Even as I said the words I knew I was talking about much more than this moment.

Mark understood too, because his voice turned fierce. “Then don’t. Stay. There’s no law that says you have to go. That you have to be mermaid.”

He was right; there wasn’t. But there were a lot of people, a lot of creatures, depending on me, and I couldn’t just walk away from them. Not now, when their fate hung so precariously in the balance. Not when leaving meant I handed them over to Tiamat on a silver platter.

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“It should. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

I didn’t answer him. Not because I didn’t know what to say, but because I didn’t want to get into it now and ruin this wonderful night. I knew my duty, was fully prepared to do what had to be done. But that didn’t mean I had to let it intrude now, not when I knew it would cause a fight between Mark and me.

We hurried up the street to my house, Mark’s arm wrapped around my shoulders in an unsuccessful effort to keep me warm. I invited him in, but he declined. It was close to three in the morning and at some point even his parents would expect him to make an appearance at home.

He kissed me slowly, lingeringly, and I focused on that instead of all my insecurities as I kind of floated into the house, my fingers pressed against my lips. It had been a good night, a really good night.

I thought back on my worries from earlier. While they were real, and haunted me every day, right now—at this moment—they seemed almost silly. Mark and I were good for each other. We loved each other. No, our relationship wasn’t following the most conventional route in the world, but then, who said it had to? If we wanted this, and worked hard at it, we could make it. And if I was really smart and really lucky in the next few months—and everything turned out the way I wanted it to with Tiamat and Sabyn—we’d have the chance to make a real, long-term go of it.

When I got to the top of the stairs, I turned right and went down the hall to peer into Moku’s room. He was sound asleep, curled into a little ball in the center of his bed. His covers were pushed down to the bottom of the mattress, and I walked forward, pulled them back over him with an indulgent smile. Almost immediately, he unwound from the ball, his body relaxing into the warmth of the comforter we’d picked out together last year when he’d decided his old one—with dinosaurs on it—was for babies.

I bent down, brushed a kiss over his forehead. Over the scar he’d gotten when Tiamat had injured him so severely a few months before. I swear, standing there, looking at him like this—so sweet, so vulnerable—made a murderous rage rise within me. Never again was that bitch going to touch my family. I would make sure of it.

“He’s fine, Tempest.”

I turned, saw my dad lounging in the doorway, one shoulder pressed against the doorframe.

“He was cold. I was just—”

“Checking on him. I know. I do it two or three times a night myself.”

“You’re supposed to sleep at night, Dad.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t do too much of that anymore.”

Guilt assailed me. “I won’t let her hurt Moku again. I promise.”

My dad gave me an arch look. “He’s not the only one I’m worried about, you know. The ocean killed your mother. The idea that it could take you too—” He broke off, looked away.

The guilt grew worse until it was almost suffocating me. “You said you were okay with me being mermaid.”

“I am. It’s your life, your decision, Tempest. I believe that firmly. But that doesn’t mean I don’t worry about you. You’re my kid. It’s my job to worry.”

“Dad—”

He arched an eyebrow at me and I looked away, suddenly unable to look him in the eye. “Where’s Sabrina?”

“Asleep.”

“Oh. I should let you get back—”

“She’s a big girl,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “I think she can handle sleeping on her own for a while.” Then he changed the subject. “How’d your date with Mark go?”

“It was great.”

“Yeah? Then why do you sound so down?”

Because it was time to have a conversation with him that I should have had ten months ago, when I’d mistakenly given up the idea of being mermaid and committed to life on land. I had been too cowardly to tell him then, but if he was so worried about me that he had insomnia, it was time to tell him the whole truth about what had happened to my mother. Besides, if things went wrong and I didn’t come back, he had a right to know.

“You want to go downstairs? I can make some hot chocolate or something?”

His eyes darkened with concern, but his smile never faltered as he stepped back into the hall. “Have you forgotten the rules? I make the hot chocolate while you talk.”

“That’s kind of what I was counting on.”

We didn’t speak again until we were downstairs in the kitchen. My dad puttered around, making the cocoa from scratch—because that’s just how awesome he’s always been—and I watched him, not sure where to start.

No, that wasn’t exactly true. I knew exactly where to start—there was really only one way to tell this story—but I was too cowardly to say anything. I was one of the lucky ones. I’d always had an amazing relationship with my dad, and I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.

He didn’t push me, didn’t ask leading questions or look at me searchingly. But I felt him waiting, could see how he’d braced himself for a blow. His shoulders were straight, his mouth grim, tension in every line of his body even as he whistled one of my favorite childhood songs. Part of me wanted to belt out the lyrics about the bear and the mountain, to sing along like I used to as a child when the biggest thing on my mind was messing up on the waves.

In the end, that was what got me talking. My dad knew something big was coming, so why the hell should I keep him suffering on the knife’s edge of suspense simply because I was afraid? I glanced behind me, into the living room and up the stairs in an effort to ensure Sabrina and my brothers hadn’t woken up. I wouldn’t be able to get this out if they were around.

Then I took a deep breath and said the words that had been haunting me for almost a year. “I killed Mom.”

My father stared at me, a haze of non-comprehension on his face. “That’s ridiculous—”

“No. It isn’t. I mean, I didn’t actually kill her. Tiamat did, but—”

“Tiamat?”

“Yes. The same witch who attacked Moku.”

“I know who she is, Tempest. I’ve known who she was since you were ten years old. She’s who came after you on that beach in Hawaii.”

I had forgotten about that. “Yes.”

“She killed your mother?”

“Because of me.” They were the hardest words I’d ever said, but I wouldn’t take them back. My dad had a right to know what had happened to Cecily. She was the only woman he’d ever loved and he had spent most of the last decade pining for her.

“It’s not your fault if she was protecting you—”

“I was supposed to be protecting her.”

My dad slid a cup of hot cocoa across the counter at me, his expression pained but not nearly as condemning as I’d expected it to be. As I’d feared it would be.

“Explain.”

So I did, telling him how I’d been in a face-off with Tiamat only weeks after I’d become mermaid. How I’d had to make a choice between Kona and Cecily, had to decide who she was going to go for first. How I’d made the wrong choice and then had to watch as she’d killed my mother in front of me.

My father seemed to collapse inward a little more with each word I said, each new fact that I revealed. When I was done, I braced myself for his condemnation, for the anger I knew was well deserved. Not only had I failed to protect my mother, I had spent nearly a year lying to him about it.

For a long time, he didn’t say anything. Didn’t do anything. Then, when he did move, it was for something completely unexpected. He came around the counter and wrapped me in his arms, hugging me as tightly as he could.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry you had to go through that and so sorry you felt you couldn’t talk to me about it before. I love you and think you are the bravest young woman I have ever met.”

He kissed the top of my head, and then I was hugging him too. Hugging and sobbing in a way I hadn’t done since I was a little girl. And he let me, settling down on the nearest barstool and pulling me onto his lap, where he rocked me back and forth. He didn’t try to interrupt, didn’t try to reason with me. He just held me like I was a child, soothing me while I cried out all the pain and grief and confusion that had haunted me for the last year.

“My poor girl,” he murmured as I sobbed. “My poor little girl.”

When I finally wound down, he reached behind him and ripped some paper towels off the roll. Then handed them to me with the order to “Blow.”

I did, a couple of times, before wiping the salty residue of tears from my cheeks. Then, embarrassed to have behaved like such a baby, I slid off his lap and dumped the paper towels in the trash can at the end of the island.

I couldn’t look him in the eye, not now that he knew the truth about me. I felt exposed, raw, ashamed, as I waited for the other shoe to drop.

But it never came. Instead, my dad nudged my cup of hot chocolate toward me and said, “Drink it. The warmth will do you good.”

I did, but then it was my turn to be tension filled, my turn to brace for a blow. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I demanded, “Aren’t you going to say something? Anything?”

“Not until you look at me.”

It was a command, for all that it was voiced softly, and my gaze shot up to his.

“That’s better.” He smiled faintly, but it faded quickly, replaced by a look of such intense determination and anger and love that I sucked a breath in, held it. “Tempest, I think you are one of the bravest, most incredible people I have ever met in my life. That you would even think to go up against that heinous, evil bitch to save your mother—after only weeks in the ocean—both terrifies me and makes me so incredibly proud. You have nothing to be ashamed of, nothing to feel responsible for—”

“You don’t understand! I made the wrong decision; I got her killed—”

“Cecily got herself killed, Tempest. She chose that way of life, chose to be mermaid even when it demanded impossible things from her. She could have walked away. Hell, she did walk away for ten years. But in the end …”

“She missed the ocean.”

“She missed the power.” He drained his own cup of hot chocolate before placing it carefully on the counter where he played with it for impossibly long, tense seconds. “I loved your mother, more than I ever thought it possible to love a woman. But that doesn’t mean I was blind to her faults. I knew she loved me, but she loved what she could do as mermaid more, loved the power that came with her heritage. I knew, very early on, that I only had her on loan. That eventually the lure of that power, the lure of who she used to be, would take her from me. From us.”

“And you married her anyway?” I didn’t understand. “You had kids with her knowing she would abandon us?”

“Yes.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Hope springs eternal. And besides, would you have me wish you out of existence? Or Rio? Or Moku?”

“No. Of course not.” I couldn’t imagine a world without my brothers in it. Wouldn’t want to imagine it.

“I made some mistakes along the way, Tempest, as did your mother. But you and your brothers were never one of them. Your mother died how she lived—fighting Tiamat, high on power, determined to be the one to end her so that—”

“So that I wouldn’t have to.” The truth came to me then, harsh and unrelenting. “She fought Tiamat so hard and for so long so that I would never have to fulfill my part of the prophecy.”

“What prophecy?”

I shook my head, unwilling to get into the ancient prophecy that had predicted my upcoming showdown with Tiamat. “It’s not important.”

At first I thought he was going to push, but in the end, he just shook his head. “She was your mother and she loved you. It was her job to protect you. Don’t take away her sacrifice by making her death all about you.”

His words made sense even as they conflicted with the suffocating sense of guilt I had lived under for so long. I didn’t know if I could believe them, but I would at least think about them. Especially when he seemed right on about my mother’s need for power.

For a second, the memory of her killing a merfamily rose up, taunted me. But I shoved it back down, deep inside myself. That was somewhere I couldn’t go, not tonight and maybe not ever.

I stood up, carried our dirty cups to the sink. It was after three thirty in the morning and I should be exhausted. Instead, I felt wired, like I’d had a few too many double espressos. My skin itched, and it was taking all the concentration I had to keep from twitching.

“You tired?” my dad asked, eyeing me carefully as I rinsed out the cups and loaded them in the dishwasher.

“Not really. I mean, I know I should be, but a lot has gone on tonight and I think I need some time to process it all.”

“Did something happen with Mark?” he asked, with his usual insight.

I thought of the belly chain wrapped around my waist, of all the things Mark and I had—and hadn’t—said earlier. “I love him, Dad.”

“I know.”

“I want it to work between us.”

He nodded. “So make it work.”

“I don’t know how to. I mean, not for the long term.”

My dad seemed to startle a little at that. “Do you have to?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you’re not even eighteen years old, Tempest, and Mark barely is. Don’t you think you should cut yourselves some slack? If things were normal—”

“You mean, if I were normal.”

“If that’s what I’d meant, that’s what I would have said.” The look he shot me warned me to keep my mouth shut until he was finished. “If things were normal, you’d be applying to colleges right now, waiting to see where you were accepted. There are no guarantees that you and Mark would end up at the same university anyway. This isn’t much different than that—at least for now.”

“You mean except for the fact that I grow a tail and live at the bottom of the ocean. It’s not like Mark can exactly visit for the weekend.”

“Even more reason to take your time, to see where this goes. A lot of things can change in four years.”

I eyed him suspiciously. “Is this the guy who lived through a human-mermaid relationship talking or just my dad?”

He grinned. “Maybe a little of both?”

“That’s what I figured.”

Part of me knew he was right, that I had had some of the same thoughts up in my bedroom earlier that evening. Especially when my own future was so insecure—who knew if I’d even be around in six months to try to work on a relationship with Mark. I was determined to bring Tiamat down the next time we went against each other, no matter what. If I had to die to do it, then I was willing to pay that price. Worrying about what would or wouldn’t happen between Mark and me in a nebulous future that might not even exist was neither reasonable nor logical.

But then, reason and logic didn’t have much to do with how I was feeling, not when just the thought of Mark had my heart beating faster.

“So, since you’re not tired and I sincerely doubt I’m going to get any sleep tonight …” My dad nodded his head toward the dark, endless ocean outside our kitchen window. “You want to try your hand at night surfing?”

I stared at him in shock. “You never let me do that. You’ve been telling me it was too dangerous from the first time I asked to go.”

“Yeah, well, that was before you were mermaid,” he replied with a smirk. “If something happens, I’m pretty sure you can grow gills and get yourself out of it. Besides, you spend months at a time—nights included—in the ocean. What’s one more? But we have to get in and out—a storm is supposed to hit in a few hours and conditions will get rough.”

I almost asked about Sabrina again, but I didn’t want anything to ruin this night with my dad, so I headed for the stairs at a dead run, determined to get my swimsuit on and be out the door before my dad came to his senses.

It turned out, I needn’t have worried. By the time I had shimmied into a bathing suit, my father was already out the door, his surfboard under one arm and mine under the other.

Excitement welled up inside of me as I dashed after him. Between Mark, my friends, my dad … this was turning into the best night ever.

I should have known it was just the calm before the storm.



Part Two
The Focus

“What would an ocean be without a monster lurking in the dark?
It would be like sleep without dreams.”

—Werner Herzog


Chapter 6

As I caught up to my dad, I realized the surfboards he was carrying weren’t our regular ones. I mean, my dad has six or seven boards, though he usually switches between two. I have three, but the only one I’ve used since my sixteenth birthday is the purple-and-orange Brewer my dad had specially designed for me.

These boards were different. They were clear, with strings of something—I couldn’t quite see what, even in the light cast from the streetlamps—stretching from the tip of the boards to the very ends of them.

I started to ask him what was up with the board change—if I was going to risk night surfing, I wanted to do it on a board I was familiar with. But he shook his head before I said anything and told me, “Wait until we get to the water.”

I did, and was shocked to see the boards light up the second my dad laid them on the sand. “There are only a half dozen of these in existence right now,” he told me. “The guy who created them asked me and a couple other surfers to try them out, see how they worked.”

“They’re awesome!” I crouched down to run my hand over one. I’d seen pictures of boards tricked out with LED lights before—usually stunts pulled by surf companies and their prosurfers to get attention—but this was different. The boards weren’t merely lined with LEDs; the lights were actually inside the completely glassed-over board. It was brilliant, and beautiful.

“I know, right?” He held out a remote control. “And check this out.” With a few clicks, he turned the lights inside my board from green to red to blue to purple. He stopped there and handed me the remote. “I thought it would match your tattoos.”

I laughed. “That rocks.”

He switched his lights to white, then we grabbed our boards and started paddling out to sea. The waves were going off, just as Scooter had predicted, so we stayed close to shore for a few minutes, sitting on our boards and riding out the remnants of the waves as my dad explained some of the accommodations that had to be made when trying to surf a wave you could barely see coming at you—things like looking for the light of the moon reflecting off the wave face, feeling the wave instead of counting on seeing it, and once the ride began never looking directly toward the light on shore or it would mess with my balance, plus make it all kinds of difficult for my eyes to adjust to the dark again.

Then it was time. I knew it, could feel it in that part of me that had always been able to sense the pattern of the ocean. The buildup of the waves.

My dad felt it too. “Get ready, Tempest!” he called even as he shifted so that he was lying on his board.

I did the same, then started to paddle out. The wave was building up, swelling, and as it came into view I realized it was larger—much larger—than I had anticipated. If I didn’t paddle like hell, I was going to get worked.

So that’s what I did, adrenaline racing through my system as I searched for the perfect spot to drop in on it. Beside me, my father’s board glowed silver against the darkness of the ocean. He was close, close enough that I could reach out and touch him. It wasn’t great positioning for surfing, by any means, but then I wasn’t really out here for the waves. The father-daughter bonding time was suddenly a lot more important to me.

“Take it!” he shouted, doing what he always did—giving the first, the best, to me while he made do with the consolation prize.

Not this time. “You take it, Dad!”

He was going to argue—I could see it in his face—so I dropped back, out of contention, then watched as he took off.

It was a thing of beauty. Not just watching the great Bobby Maguire take on a wave of this proportion—which was, indeed, beautiful. But also the entire ocean around him had come alive, lit up. It was a sight to behold, one of the most gorgeous things I had ever seen.

Oh, logically I knew there was an explanation for it. I even knew what that explanation was. Lingulodinium polyedrum. Besides having a really weird name, it was a microorganism that lived in a lot of the waters off Southern California. During the day, it was best known for making the ocean around here weird and kind of cloudy, but at night it turned bright blue whenever something disturbed it.

In my time as mermaid, I had seen a lot of phosphorescent stuff—it was kind of hard to live at the bottom of the ocean and not glow, but there was something about this algae that was extra beautiful. Maybe it was the combination of night sky and water and human and glowing surfboard … I don’t know. But I was spellbound as my father streaked across the ocean like a shooting star, leaving a trail of electric blue in his wake.

My dad ended up shooting the barrel before riding the wave really close to the shore. And then it really was my turn, a wave of epic proportions calling to me to drop in.

I knew my dad would freak out—the thing would be massive by the time it finished building—but I wanted it. Badly. So I took it and prayed I wouldn’t wipe out.

I dropped in on the wave just as it crested. As I did, I made the mistake of looking toward shore—exactly what my dad had told me not to do. I could see him there, standing under a light and looking out at me. I couldn’t see his expression, but I figured it wasn’t happy. But if I nailed this wave, all would be forgiven.

I turned to look down at the wave and realized that I couldn’t see anything—the lights on shore had disrupted my vision, just as my dad had said they would. I felt a moment of panic at the idea of surfing this wave, which was high enough that riding its crest felt like being at the top of a mountain. And then it was too late to do anything but ride as I plummeted down the sheer, flat face of the most mammoth wave I’d ever ridden.

It was amazing, exhilarating, terrifying, and awe inspiring all at the same time. More than once I thought I was going into the drink, but I managed to hold on—by my toenails sometimes—until the wave brought me in. I didn’t get as close to shore as my dad did, didn’t get a chance to shoot the barrel as the wave turned choppier, started to break up.

I jockeyed for position, hung on as long as possible, then dropped out right before the thing crashed into the surface of the ocean. As the waves bumped me around some—the water was getting rougher—I fumbled for my board. Once I found it, I straddled it and let out a war whoop of epic proportions. My dad echoed it from his spot on the water. He was paddling out to meet me and probably do the whole crazy thing again, and I couldn’t wait. I’d ridden the hell out of that wave and couldn’t have been prouder.

Grinning, thrilled with myself and the whole world, I turned toward my dad, wanting to share my exhilaration with him. He was close enough that I could see his grin and I smiled back, waving a little. He was as stoked as I was that I had not let that swell take me down.

“That was awesome, Temp—”

He stopped talking midsentence, a strange look crossing his face before he disappeared suddenly beneath the choppy surface of the ocean.

What the hell?

“Dad!” I called, but he didn’t answer. Seconds later, I saw his board floating several feet away.

Confusion turned to alarm, and I ditched my board, diving deep between the crests of one wave and the next. As I did, I blew the air out of my lungs and let my gills take over so I wouldn’t have to worry about hitting the surface for air. Though I was prepared, that first breath of salt water hurt like a bitch as my human lungs fought instinctively to reject it. I ignored the pain, ignored the messages that warned me I was drowning, and dived deeper. Swam faster.

As I did, visions of sharks and swordfish and even huge, carnivorous seals ripped through my head. As did images of Tiamat and her vicious pet, the Lusca. Something had my dad—of that I had no doubt. Now it was a matter of finding out if it was just an animal doing what came naturally or if it was a darker, more dangerous force.

Smart enough to know I wasn’t going to be able to find him out here in the dark, I closed my eyes and tried to focus through the terror ripping me apart. A couple deep breaths, a little shot of power, and I’d created a large, encapsulated ball of light that illuminated the ocean around me. I quickly tethered it to me with another blast of power so that it moved where I did, and then I went deep.

As I dove, I didn’t know what to wish for: a shark could very well have killed my father by now. But then, so could Tiamat—unless she wanted something from him. Like to use him as bait to make me swim directly into one of her traps.

If it was her, she was getting her wish, because while the logical portion of my brain was shouting warnings at me, I was paying it absolutely no attention. Sheer terror had seized control of me, and I was bumbling around like a total frube, desperate for some—any—sign of my father. It had been two and a half, maybe three minutes since he’d been grabbed. I had only a couple more to find him before brain damage started to kick in.

Freaking out, panicked beyond just about anything I had ever felt before, I forced myself to surface. To look out over the black water and try to see if I could spot anything. But there was nothing except the inevitable push and pull of the waves and the glowing blue of the algae all around me. In the distance, I could see the lights of my board glowing purple against the dark water, but there was no sign of my father.

And that’s when it registered. While the ocean all around me was lit up an otherworldly blue, there was a heavy concentration of the phosphorescent light about thirty feet in front of me. Heavy enough that it meant something was there right now disturbing the algae.

I shot forward, using every ounce of power and strength I had to swim faster than I ever had before. I got there in seconds—I’d never been more thankful for the whole mermaid thing—and then dove deep, circling the lit-up area much like a shark did its prey.

And that’s when I saw him, floating along beneath the surface. His arms were above his head, his legs slightly open. His eyes were closed, his face lax, and I knew. I just knew that I was too late. That my father was dead because I hadn’t been strong enough to stop it.

I arrowed through the water toward him, so close to hysteria that I forgot how to breathe through my gills. Instead, I opened my mouth and ended up gulping in huge swallows of salt water, choking on it.

My human body wanted to cough, to expel the noxious stuff, but I held it down with sheer will alone. If I had any chance of doing CPR, of getting the water out of his lungs, every second counted.

I reached my father moments later, wrapped my arms around his waist and used the powerful muscles in my legs, muscles I’d spent the last year building, to kick us straight up to the surface.

As I broke through the water, I dragged air into my abused lungs even as I tried to figure out if my dad was breathing. He wasn’t—of course he wasn’t—so I whirled around in a desperate bid to find shore. In just the last few minutes the ocean had grown much choppier, though I didn’t know if it was from the incoming storm or my own freaked-out emotions. It didn’t matter either way, I supposed, not when the end result was the same. We’d been pushed farther out to sea by the seething, roiling waves, shore much too far away to reach in time to save my dad, even for me.

Wrapping my arms around him again—this time above his waist and below his breastbone—I drove my fist directly back and into the bottom of his lungs. Water shot from his mouth, so I did it again and again and again. It was awkward as hell with the waves building up all around us, but I forced my body to relax. To just ride out the waves. Soon, I had determined the timing of the ocean and which part of the wave I needed to be at to squeeze the most water from my father’s lungs.

I rode the waves for long seconds, not attempting to fight them or get closer to shore, but simply trying to clear my dad’s lungs enough that he could breathe. I was focusing so completely on the task that when it finally happened, when he spit out a huge mouthful of water and then started to cough, I could barely believe it. I kept pounding my fist into the spot below his sternum until he started struggling against me.

And even then, even as I heard him draw one loud, shaky breath into his lungs, I still didn’t believe it. “Daddy?” I shouted to be heard above the roaring of the waves, slipping back into the childhood endearment as if it were a comfortable old slipper that had just been waiting for me to find it again.

“What happened?” he gasped between coughing fits.

I was hoping he’d be able to tell me that. “I don’t know. Are you okay?” All his limbs were attached and he didn’t seem to be bleeding, but he’d obviously been attacked out here. By something that seemed less and less like an animal and more like—

At that moment, something wrapped itself around my ankles and tugged. Hard.


Chapter 7

I went under much as my father had, without any warning or fuss. Of course, it was kind of hard to throw a fit, or protect myself, when I was completely blindsided. Which I shouldn’t have been—I’d known something was out there when he went under. But I’d been too busy trying to get my dad to breathe to worry about the same thing happening to me. As I went under, all I had time to do was release my dad so I didn’t pull him down with me and shout, “Get to shore. Now!”

I prayed that he would listen to me. That, first of all, he was recovered enough to make the journey, and second of all, that he was smart enough not to dive down and try to find me. I was much better suited to a fight in the ocean than he was, and though he worried about me because was my father, the last thing I needed right now was to stress out about him as well as Whatever thing had me in its grip.

I twisted around, determined to get a good look at the minion of Tiamat who had decided to grab me. But there was nothing. No one behind me, no one to the side of me. No one anywhere. Just a tight clamp around my ankles and the inexorable draw downward that felt an awful lot like fishing in reverse—with me as the catch and my dad as bait.

I powered up the light bubble again, made the glow brighter, then bent in half so I could get a better look at my ankles. Ancient iron manacles had been fastened around them, so tightly that already I could feel the skin chafing underneath. The manacles were attached on the outside to a rusty chain that spiraled down deeper than I could see.

I was furious, part of me more than ready to meet whatever had come fishing for me and nearly killed my dad instead. They’d wanted me and I was more than ready to let them try for a piece. But again, my more logical side refused to be ignored and I knew that the absolute last thing I should do was allow myself to be dragged to the bottom of the ocean. Not when I was chained, alone, and had no idea what was waiting for me down there. And not when my dad was still in the water above me, probably frantically searching for me when he should be making his way back to shore.

Grabbing on to the manacle on my right leg, just where it met the chain, I used every considerable ounce of superhuman strength I had to try to pry it off. The cuffs were old and rusted, the connector eaten through in places, so it shouldn’t have been that hard to rip the link away from the cuff.

But it wouldn’t so much as budge no matter how hard I tugged and twisted and yanked. Giving up on the right cuff, I turned to the left and started working on it in earnest. It wouldn’t budge either.

Letting go of the chains, I tried to wiggle my fingers under the cuffs just where the two sides met. No one had been around to lock them, plus I couldn’t even see where a key could be inserted into the stupid things. Which meant that there was probably some kind of catch on the inside that I could press to make them open. I just had to find it.

The only problem was the cuffs were tight, really tight. And while my fingers were slender, they weren’t tiny enough to slide between my flesh and the iron, no matter how hard I tried. Which only made me more frustrated and more determined to find a way free.

I kicked my legs out, somersaulted, twisted around and around so that the chain grew taut. My goal had been to stretch the chain until any little movement put pressure on it, and as I slowly began to press my legs outward, I realized—a little gleefully—that I had succeeded. The chain was so tight that the basic movement of opening my legs was almost impossibly difficult. Strong as I was, I could open them only an inch at a time.

Though the water muffled the sound, I could feel the vibrations as the chain stretched and stretched and stretched. Whatever was beneath me must have felt it too, because suddenly the downward tugging grew much, much faster.

I stretched my legs some more, felt a little give as my left leg slammed outward quickly. Yes! It was working. One of the links on the chain was breaking. I had gained only about three inches of movement that time, but it was enough to make me try again. I started scissoring my legs, pressing out harder and faster. It hurt like hell, but I ignored the pain. After all, what was waiting for me at the bottom of the ocean was probably going to hurt a lot worse.

The chain on my right leg gave first, all at once, and I went tumbling backward—which served only to twist my left leg up in its chain even more. It also made it impossible to apply pressure because there was no longer anything pulling me in the other direction. I was still tethered, only now it was by one leg—a gruesome balloon for some monstrous ocean creature.

I stared at my bound leg, out of ideas and nearly out of time. Adrenaline was racing through me, fear a wild animal clawing at my insides, but I tried to focus.

I bent in half once again, studying what I had to work with. When the chain holding on to my right leg had broken, it had done so about thirty links below the manacle, meaning I had quite a nice length of iron chain still attached to my right ankle.

After curling my legs up to my stomach, I started to search the still-taut length of chain for the link that had begun to give earlier. I prayed that it was close to me and not farther down, and for once I got lucky. It was only about fifteen links away from the manacle itself, which put it well within reach for what I planned to do.

I wrapped the length of the broken chain, still attached to the manacle on my ankle, around the intact chain so that the two lengths crisscrossed. Then I focused on the electricity bouncing around inside of me, molding it into a solid ball of heat and light. I had to be careful—metal was a great conductor of electricity even without the water to help things along. The last thing I wanted was to fry myself along with the chain. But at the same time, I needed to heat the metal up to the point that it was malleable.

Again, not an easy thing to do, as the chain was currently immersed in the very cold Pacific. The heat I needed to generate was immense, and I could very easily end up burning myself as the chain warmed up on either side of the weak link. That was why I had wrapped the broken chain around it to begin with. If I somehow did manage to get it hot enough to bend, there was no way I was going to be able to touch it.

When I’d gathered as much power as I could, when the ball was as tightly wound as I could make it, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and allowed it to explode outward in one giant, fiery eruption, aimed straight at the chain that was still, inexorably, pulling me down.

It nearly killed me. Nearly vaporized me on the spot, like it did the hundreds of gallons of sea water directly surrounding me. For a second it was like I was hanging in an air pocket, in a vacuum where nothing else existed, and then three things happened at once.

The chains and manacles actually melted, leaving molten hot iron wrapped around both of my ankles.

The weight of the ocean absorbed the sudden air pocket until I was once again surrounded by water.

And finally, sea creatures of all kinds swarmed around me, terrified and angered by the electricity that had snaked through the water in every direction.

A hammerhead shark shot straight at me, mouth gaping wide. My instincts—and my fear of sharks—screamed for me to get away from it, but at the same time I could feel the molten iron burning the skin around my ankles. Thank God for the nearly frigid ocean water, which was cooling the metal down rapidly. But if I wasn’t careful, I would end up right back where I started.

I settled for dodging out of the shark’s path at the same time I used my fingernails to scrape the metal from my ankles. My fingertips sizzled a little as they came into contact with the still hot metal, and I knew I’d have second-degree burns on them. But at least the shark decided to leave me alone, intent as it was on getting out of the area as fast as it could.

As I got rid of the last of the metal, I knew I had a choice to make. I could dive deep and see who was behind this attack, or I could head back to the surface and make sure my father was all right. I knew my dad well and I was pretty certain that, near-death experience or not, he wouldn’t head to shore until he knew I was all right.

That knowledge made the decision for me. Though I was aching to use the element of surprise to take on whoever had done this, I couldn’t leave my dad all alone in the middle of the ocean. Not when he was still weak from nearly drowning.

I started swimming as fast as I could, straight up toward the surface. Now that I was free of the manacles, I tried to shift to mermaid so that my tail could propel me faster. But the injuries to my ankles were too severe—my body wouldn’t let me shift. So I focused all my attention, all my power, on swimming as fast as I could, thankful that I didn’t have to stop every thirty feet to adjust to the change in pressure. I might be in a human body, but I was still mermaid and I was built for this kind of rapid surfacing.

I hit the air less than two minutes after I’d started swimming full out. I looked around frantically, even as the combination of air and salt water made my eyes burn. It didn’t take me long to figure out that my dad was nowhere in sight and that the shore was much farther away than I had anticipated.

I remembered the explosion blowing me sideways when I’d let all that energy loose, but I hadn’t realized just how far it had pushed me. Ignoring the pain in my ankles and my hands, I struck out toward shore. But I couldn’t go as fast as I would have liked, not when I was screaming for my father every few yards that I covered.

Please let him be okay. Please don’t let anything have happened to him. Let him have gone back to shore. Let him be safe.

The words ran through my head like a mantra as I pleaded with the universe, with God, with the ocean itself, to spare my father’s life. I’d already caused my mother’s death. If it turned out I’d done the same to my dad, I would be finished. Done. Broken.

As I swam, I scanned the shore, desperate for a glimpse of my father. For some little glimmer of hope that told me he was okay. But there was nothing, the beach completely deserted beneath the glow of the lamps that lined the border where street met sand.

The storm was growing closer—I could all but taste it in the air around me. Though the thunder and lightning hadn’t started, the wind had definitely picked up. It was making the waves stronger, choppier, and I had to fight harder than ever to make progress against the simmering sea.

I kept going, kept swimming, kept calling out for my dad. I was fighting the waves and the wind and what felt like Mother Nature herself, but it didn’t matter. Nothing did but finding my father. Making sure he was safe. That he felt the same way about me, I was certain, and it terrified me. Kept me going when any other time I might have just dived deep, where the surface conditions wouldn’t have such a strong effect on the water.

I was hysterical as I approached the shore, tears pouring down my face while sobs racked my body. I had done this. With my screwed-up life and the enemies that just wouldn’t let me go, I had led us to this. I had led him to this.

I brushed the tears out of my eyes, tried to see through my swollen lids. I scanned the beach, once, twice, and after I was certain he wasn’t there, I turned back toward the roiling, unforgiving ocean and prepared to dive deep. I wasn’t leaving until I’d found my father. I couldn’t, no matter how many miles of ocean I had to search.

But as I turned, bright purple lights to the left of me caught my eye. I turned toward them, saw that they were in lines, in the shape of a board. My surfboard! It was there, and something, someone, was draped over it.

I took off toward the board, hoping, praying, that I was also heading straight for my father. As I got closer, I started to scream his name again, praying that he would answer. For the longest time, nothing happened, and then I heard his voice, heard him calling my name. He sounded weak, exhausted, but he was alive. That was all that mattered.

I started swimming faster, ignoring the pain and the fear, pushing forward to get to my dad. He was paddling the surfboard toward me as well, and, frightened that he was using up too much of his strength after everything he’d been through, I used a telekinetic hold to freeze him in place. It was a new aspect of my powers that had recently developed—one I hadn’t shown anyone, even though I’d been practicing it for weeks.

He freaked out when he realized he couldn’t swim forward, and I called out, “You’re fine, Dad. I’ve got you.” I wanted to shout for him to turn off the lights, but I was afraid without them I wouldn’t find him in the desperately churning ocean. But as soon as I got there, I promised myself I’d shut the purple LEDs down for good. Bad enough that I was practically chumming the waters with my raw flesh; the last thing we needed was to give a road map to whatever creature had set up this midnight swim to hell in the first place.

Finally, the distance between my father and me closed. I could see his face, see my own panic and fear reflected there—but for my own safety. More proof that I’d been right, that there had been no way my dad would go back to shore until he’d assured himself that I was safe.

“Tempest, thank God! What happened to you?”

The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up before I could answer him. “Cut your board lights!” I snapped at the same time I extinguished the small balloon of light I’d created. He obeyed instantly, plunging the water around us into an eerie blackness, one I was intimately familiar with after a year as a mermaid. Still, out here, tonight, with everything that had happened—it was freaking me out.

Terrifying me was probably a better description, but as I positioned myself in front of my father, I decided not to go there. I just had to remember that this was no different than any other showdown I’d had with Tiamat’s minions. I wouldn’t let it be. I’d emerged victorious from all of them and I was going to do the same tonight. There was no way Tiamat was taking both of my parents from me. She’d have to kill me first.

“What’s going on?” my dad hissed. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know.” I scanned the ocean in front of me, then turned—bit by bit—so that I could check out the rest of the nearby water as well. I felt itchy, unable to settle down as restless energy bounced around inside my body. Part of me wanted to send some of it out into the water, just to see what would happen, but my trainer in Coral Straits had spent too many hours pestering me about hanging back, about not striking first, for me to do something so stupid.

His advice ran through my head as I circled my father, moving him—slow inch by slow inch—closer to shore. I might have been paranoid, might have been spending precious minutes preparing for an attack that wasn’t going to come when I could have used those minutes to haul my father to safety. To shore. But I didn’t think so. Every instinct told me that if I dropped my guard, if I started swimming full-out toward shore, that we’d be done in.

“Tell me what to look for,” my dad said in a whisper that sounded exceptionally pissed off. But not at me.

I glanced behind me, saw that he’d slipped off the board and had put his back against mine so that we could cover more area. His board, dark now, was still clutched in his hand, but out in front of him like a shield. Or a weapon.

My blood ran cold at the thought. “Dad, if something happens, let me—”

I never got the chance to finish the sentence. Instead, a giant octopus tentacle wrapped around my waist and lifted me twenty feet into the air before slamming me back down toward the water at a speed guaranteed to knock me unconscious.


Chapter 8

I hit the water hard, and though I wasn’t knocked out as I’d originally feared, I was definitely knocked stupid for long, inexorable moments. My ears were ringing, and the stars I was suddenly seeing had nothing to do with the night sky above us. I could hear my father screaming my name but I couldn’t answer him—it was like my brain had short-circuited and any sound I tried to make came out like gibberish.

Finally I managed, “I’m okay!” but before I could say any more, the damn octopus lifted me into the air again. Then slammed me down. Then lifted me up and slammed me down. Up, down. Up, down. Again and again it went.

Each time I tried to brace myself for impact and each time I lost a little more of my faculties, until I could basically only drool on myself and whimper. So much for me defending my father. At the moment it felt more like I was defending the stupid octopus. I certainly wasn’t causing it any damage.

In a rare moment of clarity, I found myself wondering how many damn monsters Tiamat had at her beck and call. It seemed like every time I defeated one, five more rose up to take its place. I suddenly had a lot more sympathy for Odysseus. All he’d wanted was to go home, while creatures bent on his destruction kept getting in his way. No wonder he was always in a foul mood.

Deciding enough was enough, I braced my hands on the octopus’s tentacle and sent every ounce of power I could straight into it. I knew it worked because I could feel the vibrations from the electricity as it flowed through the slimy flesh. And because it screamed. And dropped me.

When I hit the water this time—without the force of a hundred-pound tentacle behind me—it was much softer than what I’d experienced before. Immediately, I dove deep, trying to see just what it was I was dealing with. It was difficult because of the darkness, but at least the algae was all lit up—pissed at being disturbed, no doubt—and I could get a somewhat decent look at the monster. And what I saw scared the crap out of me.

The thing was huge, which I’d already known because of the size of its tentacle, but seeing it up close was still a shock to me. If I’d thought the Lusca was bad, this thing was like the Lusca’s big brother on steroids, speed, and PCP all at the same time.

Shaped like a giant octopus, it had eight tentacles—all of which were busy whirring around its body trying to grab on to me. I dodged between two, then dove deeper to avoid a third. As I went under, I realized that the thing also had long, powerful legs—legs that it was using to propel itself over to my father, who had somehow managed to scoot a few yards away in all the confusion.

Or maybe it was the sea monster from hell and me who had moved—at this point I didn’t know and I didn’t care. All that mattered was finding a way to stop him before he got to my dad. My bones were stronger, less breakable than the average human, thanks to my mermaid blood, but my father had no such defense. If this monster grabbed him and slammed him down the way he’d done to me, it would be game over.

I didn’t make it in time.

In front of my horrified eyes, the sea creature clutched my dad in one of its disgusting tentacles, spun him upside down, and started to squeeze. I sent a pulse of energy through the water at the monster, enough to disturb it but not so much that it would be distracted into dropping my father headfirst into the water.

I swam closer, trying to formulate a plan to get my father away from the thing. But as another tentacle came up, wrapping itself around his neck while the first remained wrapped around his waist, terror consumed me. I couldn’t plan, couldn’t think, could barely breathe as I watched history about to repeat itself in front of me.

This moment, though in a different place, different time, was a replica of the moment that still haunted my thoughts and nightmares. Nearly one year ago, I’d been in the same spot—looking up as the Lusca threatened to kill my mother. I’d lost that fight, had made a wrong decision that had cost my mother her life. Here, now, I had no such decision to make. There was no choice between my dad and the boy I loved, no attempt at second-guessing what this monster would do. Unless I found a way to stop him, he was going to rip my father in half. And I was so shell-shocked, so terrified, that I was just staring up at him, waiting for it to happen.

The thought snapped me out of my horrified lethargy, had me swimming toward my dad and the sea monster. As I got closer, I lashed out with the strongest surge of energy I could manage. It turned the very waves around us into weapons that struck the creature like bludgeons, one after the other.

It roared, screamed, and I knew I had hurt it. Now was the time to follow up with a blast of electricity that would set its every nerve ending on fire, but I couldn’t do it. Not while he was holding my father. The last thing I wanted was to electrocute him when I was doing my best to save him.

So instead of lighting the thing up, I sent another blast of power straight at it. This one was strong enough to knock the creature off balance, and it almost went down. I pulled up my hands, started to send one more shock of power its way, when I saw my father twist into an impossible position, his torso turned in one direction while his legs went in the other.

I started to scream, thinking the monster was killing him, when I saw him lash out toward its face. Something silver glinted in my father’s hand—the knife he always carried with him in case he grew tangled in his surfing line—as he brought it down, straight into the creature’s eye.

Blood spurted everywhere, and the thing bellowed in pain as it tried to tear my father away from its face. But he was hanging on, and every twist and turn of the tentacles that held him only caused more injury to the monster itself.

Finally, in self-defense, it dropped him, and I had the chance I’d been waiting for. I sent a blast of energy straight at the already-wild waves, sent the water careening upward to meet my father and cushion his fall. Then, seconds later, I sent every volt of electricity I could gather straight into the screaming, thrashing monster.

It didn’t stand a chance. Already half-blind from the knife my father had plunged into its eye, the monster was lit up by the electricity and it burst into flames. With a roar of rage and pain, it ducked beneath the surface in an effort to put out the flames.

I didn’t stick around to see what would happen to it. The second it disappeared beneath the surface, I dove for my father—who was still covered in the monster’s sticky blood—and made a beeline for the shore.

As I swam hell-for-leather toward land, I was terrified that the creature would somehow find a way to pursue us. Or worse, that it was just the opening act and Tiamat was, even now, closing in for the kill.

I kept looking behind us, trying to see if we were being pursued, until my dad—who was also pumping his arms and legs in an effort to help us go faster—shouted, “Don’t worry about what’s behind us. Just get to shallow water.”

I knew he was right, but it was easier said than done when every stroke had me imagining Tiamat or Sabyn right on my tail. But finally we made it to shore, where we collapsed on the sand.

We lay there for long minutes, not speaking, not thinking, not doing anything but taking in huge gulps of air. Finally, as the multicolored fingers of dawn started streaking their way across the sky, my father asked, “What the hell was that? Tiamat?”

I shook my head until I realized he was still looking up at the sky and couldn’t see me. “Not Tiamat,” I told him. “But definitely one of her minions.”

“If that was a minion,” he said, pushing himself into a sitting position, “then I definitely don’t want to see her.”

“She’s disgusting. She drinks mermaid blood. It’s what keeps her young and beautiful and powerful. It’s why …” I trailed off, because some things a father didn’t need to know.

But my dad was nobody’s dummy. “It’s why she wants you. Because you have your own power and she wants to take it.”

“Yes. She thinks my blood will make her immortal.”

“Will it?”

“I have no idea. But I know things are getting worse, that she’s rallied all kinds of creatures to help her and that we’re gearing up for the biggest, most deadly war the Pacific has ever seen.”

As soon as the truth was out, I wanted to take it back. In most things, I’ve made it a policy not to lie to my dad because that’s been the policy he’s followed with me. No matter how painful, he’s told me the truth and I’ve always appreciated it.

But this, this was different. I’d just admitted to him that I was throwing myself into a war that I’m sure he felt I was ill equipped for. Hell, I was the first to admit that I was terrified, ill equipped, and unprepared for it. But it was coming all the same—tonight’s events paid proof to that—so I had better get ready. Too bad I wasn’t sure exactly how to do that.

My dad didn’t say anything for a while, just stared up at the rose-and red-streaked sky above us. I had just about given up on him responding when he said, “That’s why you have to go back? To fight in this war?”

“Yes.” I had to be one of the leaders of the war, but I figured I’d been honest enough tonight. No need to rub his nose in the horror of it all.

“What if I asked you to stay?”

My stomach sank. “Dad—”

“I’ve never asked you for anything, Tempest. I’ve always told you that, mermaid or human, it was your decision. And it has been. And I’ve supported you all along—”

“I know you have—”

He held up a hand. “Let me finish.” He looked out at the ocean that he had loved his entire life, and I could see the tension in him. I could see the fear, new and all-encompassing. “After what I saw out there tonight, after what I know is waiting for you … I don’t want you to go.”

“I have to.” The words felt like broken glass scratching against my throat.

“No, you don’t. It’s not your fight!”

“It is! It was Mom’s fight and now it’s mine.”

“Why? Just give me one good reason why you have to go out there.”

“Because people will die if I don’t.”

He shook his head. “People will die anyway. You may die.”

“I know. But people have already died. Thousands of them. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try to end this thing.”

“Even if it kills you?”

It was my turn to look away, my turn to gaze out over the water that I both craved and despised. “Yes. Even if I have to die. If I somehow manage to stop Tiamat, then it will be worth it.”

My dad grabbed my shoulders, shook me. He was weaker than usual, thanks to his near-drowning experience, but he still made an impact. “To whom? To whom will it be worth it? Not me. Not Moku or Rio or Mark or even Kona, I bet. I saw him when he was here, saw how he looked at you. He can’t want you to sacrifice yourself any more than I do.”

My heart collapsed in my chest, as much from the torment on his face as from the painful truth in his words. “Daddy, please. Don’t do this.” Tears leaked down my face, but I dashed them away as quickly as they fell.

He saw them anyway and pulled me into a huge hug. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, baby. I had no right to ask that of you.”

But he did. Of course he did. I knew how much my mother’s leaving had devastated him and Rio, knew what a huge impact it had had on our family. It was one of the main reasons I’d had such a hard time committing to being one hundred percent mermaid, one hundred percent of the time. What would happen to my family if I did disappear just like Mom had? What if I died out there in the middle of the ocean and they never knew about it? What if Moku spent days, months, years waiting for me to come back, as I’d waited for my mother, only to realize that it was never going to happen?

All my fear, all my guilt, all my anger welled up inside of me—along with a million other emotions that weren’t as easy to identify—and I told him, “If there were any other way, don’t you think I would take it? I never wanted to be mermaid, never wanted any of this. But there’s no one else, and whining about how being mermaid interfered with my ‘plans’ isn’t going to work very well after Tiamat destroys everyone I’ve ever cared about. I would stay if I could, Daddy, but I can’t. Not when there’s a chance I can help.”

“Why you? Why not somebody else?”

“This isn’t an either-or situation. Why not me and anyone else who can help? You saw that thing. That’s just a little bit of what Kona and I and the rest of the Pacific are up against.”

My dad opened his mouth, looked like he wanted to argue, but something over my shoulder had the words freezing on his lips. I turned, half expecting another one of Tiamat’s monsters to be on the attack, but all I saw was the beginning of the dawn patrol at the end of the street. I was about to ask my dad what had him so spooked, but then it hit me. Who knew if that thing was still lurking around out there? Or if something worse was—I thought of the hammerhead that had come straight at me.

“There’s no way we can let them get in the water!” I said.

My dad had obviously reached that conclusion already. He was up before I was finished speaking and dashing for the lifeguard hut at the edge of the beach. It wasn’t manned much anymore—budget cuts from a broke California government had taken care of that—but there was still a phone there that direct-dialed 911. There was also a bunch of BEACH CLOSED, UNSAFE signs locked behind a fence.

By the time I got to the hut, my dad was scaling the fence. I waited on the other side, catching the signs as he tossed them over. As soon as the last one had cleared the fence, my dad yelled, “Go, go, go!”

I took off. “Shouldn’t we call 911 so they can patrol the beach, make sure it stays closed?” I demanded.

“After we get the signs up.” He was already over the fence and gathering signs in his arms.

And then we ran, me heading up the beach while he headed down it. Wanting to make them last, I put a sign every three hundred yards or so. When I’d finally run out, I jogged the mile or so back down the beach to find my dad deep in conversation with my friends and some other guys I’d never seen before. He was telling them about the giant great white shark we’d just seen and how we’d narrowly escaped. While they might have argued with me or some other guy who tried to keep them out of the water, there was never any doubt that they would listen to my dad. Bobby Maguire, surf god and local hero.

By the time I called 911 to alert them to the situation and returned to my dad and the others, the group of them was swapping stories of near misses with sharks and other creatures, each a little more fantastical than the one that came before it. Which was more than fine with me.

They could spin all the tales they wanted as long as they stayed the hell out of the water.


Chapter 9

Instead of surfing, my friends and I spent the morning cooking at my house. The guys joined Moku and me in creating a feast of chocolate-chip pancakes, eggs, fruit smoothies, and strawberry parfaits for the whole crowd—and then wolfing it all down. Even Rio joined in toward the end, though I think that had more to do with the fact that he’d always had a little bit of hero worship toward Logan. Well, that and by the time we got the food on the table, he was probably starving.

Either way, we all had a great time—laughing and joking and talking over one another. At least until Sabrina came down dressed in a completely inappropriate short nightshirt and tried to join in all the teasing. Scooter seemed oblivious to her state of undress as he sat talking to her while also shoveling pancakes in as fast as I could make them—but then, he was also the guy Mickey and Bri had caught whispering love words to his surfboard, so it could just be that Sabrina wasn’t his type. The other guys, however, looked really uncomfortable and it wasn’t long before they left. Which totally pissed me off. It wasn’t like I was around all the time—she couldn’t even give me one morning with my friends without ruining it?

Even Rio and my dad, both of whom were normally taken in by her sweet, helpful facade, seemed annoyed with her little stunt, which I took as a major score—at least until I caught her and my dad snuggled up on the couch only an hour later. Part of me wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but then, it was fairly obvious he wasn’t thinking. If I was lucky, maybe it would turn out that she was just part of an early midlife crisis. And if I wasn’t … well, I would deal with that when it happened.

Maybe I should have felt bad that I disliked her this much. After all, I was the one who had spent the last few years encouraging my dad to date again. But I hadn’t meant date someone like her. There was something seriously off about Sabrina, and it killed me that I was the only one to see it.

After we got the breakfast dishes cleaned up, Mark wanted to hang most of the day, maybe go see a movie, but I put him off. I hadn’t told him about what had happened with the sea monster and my dad, but I was in a crappy mood and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide it if I was around him all day. Besides, the dance was tonight, and I didn’t want to ruin his senior homecoming with my fears and worries.

I still had them, though. In fact, I had so many misgivings and concerns that I spent the day practically crippled by them. Instead of doing something with Moku or my dad, I retreated to my room, where I stretched across my bed and stared at the ceiling. Brooding. All day.

I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what to feel. Part of me wanted to wave a magic wand and make everything turn out all right. Or, barring that, at least get a good look at the future so I’d know what was going to happen.

Would I win, or would Tiamat?

Would I die or would one—or more—of the people close to me?

If it happened, if someone had to die, I prayed that it would be me. After all, it wasn’t like I had gone into this with my eyes closed. I might have been a little dazed and confused when Kona first showed up here, but I’d learned the score pretty quickly. Defeating Tiamat wasn’t the same thing as actually triumphing. Or surviving. Not even close.

I was prepared for it. I knew the risks, was willing to accept them if it meant that I was the one who would suffer the consequences of her anger. But Tiamat didn’t play fair—which wasn’t a big surprise, but it did mean that it made me, and the people around me, much more vulnerable than I would like.

Oh, I could handle her going after me, would welcome it, even, after all the dirty tricks she’d played. But my family, my father and brothers and Mark and the guys … They should be off-limits. They had nothing to do with Tiamat or the ocean. They were all completely human—even my brothers for now—and as such posed no risk to her quest for domination of the world’s waterways. In fact, messing with them violated about eight laws of the Pacific Council, and those were just the ones I knew about.

Then again, Tiamat obviously considered herself the be all, end all of law in the Pacific, so it was no surprise that she wasn’t fond of listening to anyone else’s rules. Still, every time I allowed myself to think about what could have happened to my father that morning, I broke out in a cold sweat. He’d been lucky that he carried that knife, luckier still that the monster had been more interested in me than him. But it could have turned bad so easily, could have ended with me spending the night explaining to my brothers how the Pacific had taken a second parent from us instead of spending it wrapped up in Mark’s arms.

Which left me with only one choice, though everything inside of me rebelled at making it. I couldn’t let her hurt them, couldn’t let her use my friends and family to get to me. Couldn’t let one more person I cared about suffer because of this war between Tiamat and me. I loved my father and my brothers and Mark and my friends, was thrilled that they loved and accepted me even with all the weirdness. But if this last year had taught me anything, it was that love didn’t make the world go round. Not really. Not when there was so much fear and hate and horror all around us.

Frustrated and afraid, I shoved off my bed and went to peer out my bedroom window at the ocean I both loved and despised. The predicted storm had hit about half an hour ago, and the water was seething with the energy release brought on by a hundred different lightning strikes.

Part of me—the dark part that I didn’t like to acknowledge in front of anyone—longed to be out there, soaking in the power. Throwing out some of my own. When I was human, I was wary of the power I wielded. Scared of it, even. People weren’t meant to have that kind of control over the elements, over the ocean, over what happened to other people.

But when I was mermaid, or even just embracing my mermaid side, it was a lot harder to remember that. A lot harder to not just give myself over to it, like my mother had. After all, when I was mermaid, it was a totally symbiotic relationship. I would feed off the electricity of a storm, socking away power and energy for another time when I needed it more. In return, I threw everything I had behind the squall, making it stronger, more powerful. More dangerous.

But for the first time in a long time, I didn’t run out and join the storm. Didn’t try to absorb it through my very pores. Instead, I stayed where I was and tried to determine where I’d gone wrong … and how I was going to fix it.

There had to be a solution—I refused to acknowledge any other outcome. But the fear of losing, not just the battle with Tiamat but the people I cared for most, haunted me. I tried to shove it back, bury it down deep inside of me where I didn’t have to think about it. Now that I had acknowledged the fear, however, it was hard to forget it. Hard to focus on anything but the terror spilling through me like acid.

For the first time in my life, I could almost understand the choices my mother had made. I’d spent most of my life blaming her for leaving us when we needed her most and had sworn I’d never be like her. Yet I’d become mermaid anyway and had spent the last year trying to be someone, something, that I’d never imagined I would want to be.

For the first time I was figuring out why my mother had left and never come back. Not because she hadn’t loved us, but because she had. When I was ten, Tiamat had come calling on me. Had lured me out of the house, down the beach, and into the water while my parents were out. Though I hadn’t realized it then, I had nearly died. The worst part was knowing it didn’t have to be me. It could easily have been my father or Rio or even Moku, who was just a baby then. Tiamat wouldn’t have cared who she took, who she killed, as long as she’d been able to hurt my mother.

She’d come awfully close to succeeding.

With that realization came forgiveness—or at least the beginnings of forgiveness, which was as close as I could get for my mother, the woman who had forsaken her humanity and in doing so had bound me inescapably to the path I was now on. But how could I blame her for leaving when every instinct I had told me she’d done it to ensure the safety of her family? Of those she loved?

Oh, yes, she’d planned, all along, on my turning mermaid. But in leaving, she’d given me the chance to make a choice without her interference. And even more importantly, she’d given me the room to grow, to make my own decisions unhampered by what she wanted or what the Pacific needed. At least until she sent Kona to me right before my seventeenth birthday.

As I thought about what she’d done, about what she’d sacrificed to keep us safe, I realized that the answer to my own questions—my own problems—was right there for the taking. If I wanted to keep my family safe—and I did. Oh, God, I did—then I needed to walk away, swim away, now. As long as Tiamat imagined that they were important to me, that I cared about them, she would see them as a weakness to be exploited. Something she could use as a bargaining chip. Or worse, something she could spare or destroy at her own deadly whim.

As long as I kept a foot in both worlds, as long as I kept my ties to Moku and Mark, Rio and my dad, they would be fair game for her and her minions. More, destroying them would be an added treat, because so much of who I was was wrapped up in the people I cared about most.

So if I wanted Tiamat to leave them alone, I would have to do what my mother did. I would have to convince her that I didn’t care about them anymore. I would have to leave them, at least until I’d defeated the sea witch and her band of evil followers.

And I had to defeat them. The idea of Rio turning seventeen in a few years and facing the same peril, the same horrors, that I had faced was unthinkable. And sweet little Moku? I couldn’t go there. I might die at Tiamat’s hands, but not before I took her with me. I wanted, so much, to be with my brothers when they turned seventeen—to explain to them the things I hadn’t known—but if it came to a choice between that and making sure Tiamat was dead, I would choose the latter every time. No matter what it cost me.

Still, just the thought of leaving was crippling.

Never see Moku again? Never ruffle his hair or read him a book or bask in the sweet innocence of his smile?

Never surf with my father again? Never squeeze him back when he gave me the world’s largest bear hug?

Never make up with Rio? Never find a way to reach him through the anger?

My hands went to the belly chain around my waist, the one I hadn’t taken off since Mark had given it to me the night before. And Mark—was I just supposed to say good-bye to him? To walk away like we didn’t have years of shared history? Like I wasn’t totally, completely, head over heels in love with him? It wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t possible.

Except that it was. If I had any hope of keeping them safe from Tiamat, I needed to do exactly that. She had spies everywhere—if I faltered, if I returned even once, she would know about it. And she would know that they mattered.

Of course, even if I did walk away, it might not work. I was here now, wasn’t I? And it wasn’t like this was the first time I’d been home in the last year. I’d come running when she’d injured Moku, had just fought Octopus Man like a woman possessed to keep my father safe. Not to mention what I’d done to save Mark last summer. None of those things exactly screamed cool and unaffected.

But what other choice did I have? I wondered, my fingers stroking over each of the beads on the belly chain in turn. My favorite was the center one, made from the La Jolla sand, and I stood there for long seconds rubbing my fingers over it. As I held it, Mark’s face rose up behind my closed eyes and I wanted nothing more than to run to him. To dive into him, wrap my arms around him, and swear that I would never leave.

I couldn’t do that, though, any more than I could go into Moku’s room and challenge him to the world’s longest Super Mario Wii marathon. I had to cut them off, and I had to do it so convincingly that Tiamat believed I cared nothing for them. Otherwise, they were as good as dead. I wouldn’t be here to guard them forever, and no matter how strong or smart my father and Mark were, they were human. What could they really do against Tiamat if she came gunning for them with everything in her arsenal?

Still, I could barely wrap my head around what I was thinking. Was I really going to do this? To try to find a way to just walk out and never come back?

I was. As soon as I figured out how.

The thought was so depressing that it nearly brought me to tears all over again. Instead, I crawled under my covers and pulled my pillow over my head, willing the world to just disappear as I tried to block out the horror of what I was about to do. Part of me wanted to seize these last moments with my family, to wrap myself around Moku and breathe in every ounce of his wild, sweet little boy scent. But the other part was already wounded, already bleeding out at the thought of leaving him, and it wanted nothing more than to shove him away. To spare itself, to spare me, any more pain than I absolutely had to experience.

In the end, I let Moku into my room. Held tight to him and murmured prayer after prayer, plea after plea as I tried to find a way to let him go. Eventually, he did it for me. Prying himself out of my arms, he ran for my bedroom door with a giggle and a wave. I might have been content to lie in bed all day, but he wasn’t.

After he left, I glanced at the clock listlessly. It was five, past time when I should have begun getting ready for the homecoming dance. Bree and Mickey had started hours ago, with nail and hair and facial appointments, but I had begged off. That wasn’t really my scene anymore. Besides, it had felt silly to waste my precious time at home getting painted and sprayed and arranged into something untouchable.

I snorted. So instead I’d spent it locked in my room in the middle of an existential crisis. Or at least as close as I’d ever come to one.

I forced myself to get up, to take a shower. I had one last night with Mark and I wasn’t going to waste a second of it. Especially since by the end, I was going to have to break his heart. And my own.


Chapter 10

“Tempest! Mark’s here!” My dad’s voice floated up the stairs.

“I’ll be down in a minute.” I slipped into my shoes—a pair of killer black stilettos that would murder my feet before the night was over—and took one last look in the mirror. I was wearing a dress from my sophomore year in high school, from the one dance Mark hadn’t taken me to. It was short and black and hugged me in all the right places. I wore fishnet stockings to cover the burns on my ankles and gloves to do the same for my fingers. The result was a slightly goth look that wasn’t quite me, but one that I found myself liking anyway. At least I’d look good when I destroyed my life.

I started down the hall, paused outside of Rio’s door. Loud music was playing—System of a Down’s “Chop Suey!”—and I almost kept walking. But I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving without trying one more time to patch things up with my brother. If nothing else, I wanted to let him know that he wouldn’t be alone when he turned seventeen. If I wasn’t there to help him, I would make sure Mahina was.

I opened the door without bothering to knock—first because I didn’t think he’d hear me and second because even if he did, I doubted that he’d let me in. He was lying on his bed, face buried in a comic book.

It took him a minute to notice me, but when he did, he shouted, “Get out!”

“Rio—”

“Did you hear me? I said get out!”

“I want to talk to you—”

“Why should I listen to anything you have to say? You’ll be gone in a few days, and who knows when you’ll be back?”

The truth of those words nearly brought me to my knees. “Maybe that’s why you should listen. Because you don’t know when you’ll see me again.”

“Your choice. Not mine.”

“What about your choice? What about when you turn seventeen?”

He snorted. “Well, I’m not going to make the same choices you did. I’m not weak like you and Mom. I won’t run out on Moku and Dad the way you did.” He scrambled off the bed, crossed to where his iPod was docked. Turned the speakers up super loud—a giant get lost signal if I’d ever seen one.

“I love you,” I told him, getting ready to leave.

“What?” he asked with a sneer. “I didn’t hear you.”

“I said, I love you!”

“Yeah.” He gave me a dismissive nod, then turned to fiddle with his tablet. I was almost out the door when he turned the music back down to a semireasonable level. Still, I almost missed him saying, “You’re leaving.”

I stared at him. “What?”

“I can always tell. You get the same look on your face. I’m right, aren’t I? You’re planning on leaving tonight, aren’t you?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Typical.” This time when he crossed the room it was to get up in my face. “Do you ever get tired of just walking away?”

“Every day of my life.”

He looked uncertain, like my response had surprised him. “Then why do it?”

I didn’t know what to say at first, didn’t have a clue how to explain to Rio how things were without freaking him out completely. But then I looked at him, really looked at him, this boy who was almost a man. And I knew I couldn’t prevaricate or sidestep the question. Not anymore. Not when, in a few years, his safety would depend on it.

“Rio, there’s a lot going on under the ocean. Battle lines have been drawn. People are dying. More will die if I don’t try to stop what’s happening.”

“But what about us? Don’t you want—”

“It’s because of you that I’m trying to stop what’s happening. When I turned seventeen I was thrust into the middle of a warzone with barely any help or direction. I don’t want that same thing for you or Moku.”

“I won’t be mer.” He tilted his chin defiantly.

“I’m totally on board with that. But I thought the same thing, right up to my seventeenth birthday. Things change, Rio.”

“Only because people change them.”

I smiled sadly. “Sometimes it’s circumstances, not people, that cause the change. Sometimes all you can do is go along for the ride.”

“And sometimes you can get off the ride! You can choose, right now, not to go back. But you won’t do that.”

“I can’t do that.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’m sorry, Rio. I never meant to hurt any of you.”

He shrugged, turned away. I knew I should leave—Rio had made it clear he didn’t want me there, and Mark was waiting for me downstairs—but I had to try once more. I put a hand on Rio’s shoulder, expecting him to shrug it off even as I did.

Except he didn’t shrug at all. Instead, he grabbed on to my hand with every ounce of strength he had. I could feel him shaking. I hugged him then, and he turned. Hugged me back. His arms were so tight around me that I could barely breathe. But I didn’t care. My brother was hugging me.

Rio was hugging me.

Tears welled up in my eyes, but I blinked them away. I wanted to remember every moment of this night, didn’t want emotion to blind me when I thought back on it.

“Be safe, Tempe.”

Those three hoarse words shattered me, and I pulled away. All but rushed for the door. I needed to get out of there or I’d never make it. I’d never go and it would be open season on all those I cared about.

I stopped when I was halfway out the door. Reached into my clutch and tossed him the piece of green sea glass I’d been carrying with me for months. He caught it, looked at me inquiringly.

It was more than just sea glass; it was a memory. One of our mother’s memories, specifically. And unlike most of the ones I found in her sea cave, this one was a happy one. It was about Rio and Moku and me, and I thought he should see it.

“Keep it,” I told him huskily. “When you turn seventeen, you’ll know what to do with it.”

“How?”

“Because I’ll be there to tell you.” It was a vow, one rife with resolve. I would see him again.

His face lit up, and I knew that somehow I’d said the right thing. It was enough, at least for now. “Good-bye, Rio.”

His smile faded. “Bye, Tempe.”

I closed his door on the way out. It was a fitting metaphor.

I paused in the hall, took a few deep breaths. At least he and Moku had Sabrina, I told myself as I struggled for composure. I might hate her, but they didn’t, and it would be good for them to have someone to lean on while I was gone. I knew I should be unselfish, that I shouldn’t care about her taking my place. But it still hurt.

I struggled to compose myself. It was almost over. Just a few more good-byes and then I’d be free of this place.

I glanced back at the closed door. Or locked out of it.

I straightened my shoulders and headed for the staircase and my next good-bye. And pretended not to feel the tears rolling silently down my cheeks.
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“In case I forgot to say it earlier, you look beautiful.” Mark pulled me into a loose embrace, buried his face in my hair with a long, low sigh. “I’ve been wanting to do that all night,” he whispered, his arms tightening around me.

I tried to relax into him, to hold him as tightly and sweetly as he was holding me. But I couldn’t. Not when, inside me, everything was screaming. I’d made the decision earlier to end it and I knew that I needed to do just that—right here, right now—but all I could see was his face. All I could feel was the unsteady rise and fall of his chest under my ear and all I could hear was the fast, heavy beating of his heart.

This was Mark, my Mark. The boy I knew better than anyone else in the world. And because I knew him, I knew that what I was going to say would devastate him. And still I would say it. What kind of heartless bitch did that make me?

Not heartless. Heartbroken.

He nuzzled my cheek, breathed me in like he wanted to take me deep inside himself. I knew how he felt. After all, hadn’t I put off breaking up with him all night because he was already deep inside of me? I was certain I could feel him in every pump of my heart, could smell him in every breath that I took.

Reluctantly, I pulled away and started moving again. We were walking on the sand, only a few feet away from where it met the roiling, angry Pacific. Though the storm had passed a while ago, the water still remembered it, the waves choppy and disjointed as they crashed against the shore.

It was late and the beach was a series of ever-darkening shadows, the only light coming from the luminescent moon above us and the streetlamps down the block. The ones on the beach were dark, the quick, unrelenting violence of the storm having blown them out a few hours before.

I could still see the waves, though. Or maybe it was just that I could sense them, much like I had last night. No matter how hard I tried to distance myself while I was on land or how hard I tried to be completely human, the rhythm of the water—of the tides—was always a part of me. It had always been like that, from the time I was a small child. But lately it had become more obvious, more all-encompassing, until it felt like even the beat of my heart echoed the push-pull of the waves as they crashed against the land.

Which was fine, I told myself. Good, even, because that was just one more tie I had to the ocean. One more thing that would distance me from Mark and my family.

As we walked, the wind picked up, tangling in my long blond hair and whipping it against my frigid cheeks. I gasped at the stinging contact and at the violence of the wind as it slapped and whirled around us. A particularly strong gust came up, tore right through the dubious protection of the dress I was wearing, and a violent shiver worked its way through me—though I was pretty sure the wind was just an excuse. I’d been freezing since I’d made my decision earlier in the day, my body turning frigid in response to the shocking chill in my mind.

I shivered again, and Mark slipped off his suit jacket, draped it over my shoulders. Then he slipped a scarf out of the jacket’s pocket and wrapped it gently around my neck.

“Better?” he asked.

I nodded, then looked away as I blinked tears out of my eyes. I wouldn’t cry tonight. Mark deserved better than that.

“Since when do you wear a scarf?” I demanded, trying to inject a lightness into my voice that I was far from feeling.

“I don’t.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulled me back against the warm, lean length of him. Immediately some of the chills subsided, though I knew they’d be back soon enough.

I tugged on the scarf around my neck as proof to the contrary.

“I started carrying one around about the time my girlfriend grew a tail. Blue lips aren’t exactly the best look for you.”

He was smiling, expecting me to laugh, but I couldn’t. Instead, I glanced away, my cheeks burning with pleasure—and shame. I never knew quite what to say when Mark revealed just how closely he watched me or how much he saw, despite my efforts to keep things hidden. I’d had so much to hide for so long that it felt strange now that there were no secrets between us. Good, but strange.

The good feeling lasted only as long as it took to remember that soon there would be a giant secret between us. Soon I would have to convince him that I didn’t love him, that I didn’t want to be with him. If I didn’t, I knew he would never let me walk away.

With that in mind, I decided to start laying the groundwork. To get him thinking about the way things were versus the way he wanted them to be. The way we both wanted them to be. After all, if I focused on everything that was wrong between us, maybe it would drown out the soul-deep rightness I felt whenever I was near him.

“Do you ever regret it?”

“Regret what?” Mark’s voice was low, teasing, and I knew he was aware of what I was asking. That this was his way of telling me it didn’t matter.

But it did matter, and now that I’d worked up the nerve to start this conversation, I wasn’t going to be shut down. Not now, when it was so important. “Come on, seriously. Doesn’t it bother you?”

“That my girlfriend’s a mermaid?”

“Obviously.”

“Not even a little bit.” He bent down, brushed a kiss across my cheek.

It wasn’t the answer I was after, and so it rocked me back on my heels a little, left me floundering for what I was supposed to say next. Any other time I would be jumping for joy—his willingness to accept unquestioningly who, and what, I was, was one of Mark’s greatest gifts to me.

I knew he was waiting for me to say something, but I couldn’t. Instead I savored the exquisite pain brought on by his answer for long moments. Then, when it grew more and more impossible to suck air in through my closed-up throat, I shoved it deep down inside of myself so that I could do what had to be done. “Really? It doesn’t bother you even a tiny bit?”

“Why should it? You’re still the same girl I fell in love with, just with a little something extra now.”

“But can’t you see? I’m not that girl! I haven’t been her for a long, long time.”

“Why do you always do that?” he demanded, shoving a frustrated hand through his hair. “Every time I turn around, you’re vilifying yourself. Finding something else to blame yourself for. You’re the only one who doesn’t see how amazing you are.”

Yeah, I was so amazing I was about to break his heart. “You don’t understand.”

“I understand more than you think. Why do you keep putting this mermaid thing between us like it’s some huge, insurmountable problem?”

I laughed, but the sound was harsh. Painful. “It’s a pretty gigantic problem, Mark. You’re the only one who doesn’t see that.”

“Why? Because you grow a tail every once in a while?” he scoffed. “So what? You’re still you. Besides, do you have any idea how many guys fantasize about the whole mermaid thing?”

I knew he said it as a joke, as a way to lighten up the tension that stretched between us, taut as a circus high wire. But I didn’t see the humor in it. “I’m nobody’s fantasy,” I said with a glare.

“You’re mine. Doesn’t that count for something?” As he said it, he gave me his most blatantly smoldering look—the one he brought out when he was making fun of both of us—and I couldn’t help it. That time I laughed.

“Seriously?” I demanded. “That’s the best line you’ve got? That somehow I’ve become your twisted little fantasy?”

He laughed, his brown eyes sparkling even in the dim light. But he grew serious quickly, the moments of levity disappearing like they had never happened. “You want to tell me what’s going on, Tempest? You’ve been acting weird all night.”

I froze, my stomach dropping to somewhere near the vicinity of my toes. I’d told myself I was ready to do this, but now that the moment was here, now that he was ready to listen, I wasn’t sure I had it in me. “Have I?” I prevaricated.

His mouth grew grim. “Don’t play me, Tempest. I can put up with a lot from you, but not that. If something’s wrong, just spit it out.”

Despite his obvious concern—or maybe because of it—Mark had kept his arm around me. And I let him, even as I searched for the words that would end us completely.

It was wrong. I knew it, but I couldn’t help myself. Couldn’t help drawing the moment out, letting the warmth between us linger. It was going to be a long time before I felt warm like this again.

We kept walking, Mark’s question hanging heavily between us, and eventually we got to the rock I’d claimed as my own when I was little more than a toddler. Black and hulking, it stood about eight feet tall, with a flat top that was perfect for sitting. It also curved on both sides so that a small hollow—big enough for one or two people—existed on the side facing away from the ocean.

For years the rock had been my playhouse while my father surfed. By the time I was in junior high, it had become my refuge, the place I came to think when my life—and my brain—grew too crowded. And in high school it also became a great make-out spot as well. Mark had gotten to second and third base for the first time while stretched out on top of this rock with me, late at night.

It had been a year since I’d come here for comfort—or anything else. A year since I’d dived into the ocean after Kona and become the thing I’d always hated.

“You wanna sit?” Mark asked, jerking his chin toward the top of the rock. The closer I got to breaking his heart, the more dark and brooding he became.

“I don’t think this is going to work.” The words tumbled out before I knew I was going to say them.

He lifted a brow. “So you’d rather stand?”

I shook my head. He knew what I meant—I could tell by the sudden stiffness of his spine, the angry set of his mouth.

“Mark—” I reached for him, put my hand on his arm. He shrugged me off.

“You don’t get to do this,” he told me, his voice sharp with anger and a hurt I knew he was working hard not to show. “You don’t get to go back and forth, changing your mind again and again because you’re afraid or feel guilty. I let you walk away from me once. I’m not going to do it again, not when I know you love me.”

“It’s not that simple—”

“Bullshit. It is exactly that simple.” He lowered his head so that we were eye to eye. “Last night you stood out here and you cried because you loved me so much. Now, I don’t know what happened today to spook you like this, but that kind of emotion doesn’t just change from one day to the next.”

“I never said I didn’t love you, Mark. I said this wasn’t going to work.”

“I don’t accept that.”

I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “You don’t have a choice.”

“The hell with that. We broke up once because I thought it would make things easy for you. Because I thought it was what you wanted. But I’m done with being the guy who just steps aside so that everything can be tied up in a pretty bow. What I feel for you isn’t always pretty. It’s raw and it’s deep and, damn it, it’s real. You aren’t going to take that from me. From us. Not on a whim.”

“This isn’t a—”

He kissed me then, and it was wild and electric and real, so real that I couldn’t do anything but kiss him back. If this was the last time I was ever going to hold Mark, then nothing would stop me from taking—and giving—everything I could.

Tilting my head, I opened my mouth, let him in. As soon as I did, he relaxed, his mouth softening to sweetness on mine—as if my acquiescence was what he’d been waiting for all along.

I loved the honeyed taste of him, the pure simplicity of his kiss, but I wanted more. Craved it with a dark, desperate intensity I had never felt before. Pulling him closer, I nipped at his lower lip before sucking it between my teeth and running my tongue over the small sting.

It was the right move, because Mark went from sweet to needy in an instant. One of his hands came up and tangled in my hair while the other worked its way beneath his jacket and the low-cut fabric of my dress to press against the skin of my lower back. His fingers were callused from all the hours of playing basketball and waxing his surfboard, and they sent shivers through me wherever they touched.

I arched even as his mouth consumed mine, his tongue stroking deeper into my mouth with every second that passed. My breathing grew harsh, fragmented, and I could feel by the ragged movements of his chest that his was doing the same. In those moments I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anything—even my humanity. I wanted to hold him forever, to crawl inside him and let his love shelter me from everything I had done, everything I still had to do. But I knew that wasn’t to be, and that knowledge only made me more determined.

Without conscious thought, I moved my hands to his dress shirt and tugged it out of his pants. He groaned a little, gasped as my ice-cold fingers made their way up his back to the bunched muscles of his shoulders. He felt so good, so right—made me feel so right—that I never wanted this moment to end. Which was why, when he lowered me to the sand behind the curve of the rock, I let him. More, I welcomed him.

We stayed like that for long minutes, the crashing sea and wild wind only adding to the urgency I felt to be with Mark. In these final moments he was mine in a way he never would be again, and that was enough. More than enough, which was a good thing, as it had to last me for an eternity.

Caught up in my feelings for him, I slid my hands around to his flat, muscular stomach. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, I just knew that I wanted more. Wanted everything. After tonight I was going back to Coral Straits to find Tiamat and end this war once and for all. If I succeeded, we might have a future together. But if I failed … if I failed, this would be the only chance I’d ever have to show Mark just how much I felt for him.

As I moved my hands up to stroke the hard muscles of his chest, Mark tensed against me, wrenched his mouth from mine, and I knew he was going to stop. To tell me that this wasn’t the time or the place. To demand to know if this was what I really wanted or if I was just doing it to shut him up. He was that kind of guy, that kind of boyfriend. And while most days I really appreciated how much care he took with me, tonight I wanted him to just act. To let himself be swept away.

“I’m fine,” I told him, reaching up and cupping his cheek with my hand. His jaw was prickly with stubble, his skin heated despite the chilly night, and I felt an answering warmth deep inside myself. This was Mark and I loved him, so much that sometimes it was impossible to think around the feelings that welled up inside of me. Here, now—a million miles away from Tiamat and the evil that permeated the very water she breathed—it was enough. More than enough.

I wrapped my arms around him, held on tightly. He must have felt my resolve, my certainty, because as I pulled him back down to me he didn’t say anything else. And when he leaned forward, once again covering my mouth with his, I knew I had gotten my way. At least until I heard footsteps padding along the beach toward us.

Sitting up abruptly, I shoved my dress back down just as a deep, sardonic voice drifted from the foot of the rock. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

I froze at the sound of it, my entire body stiffening as a feeling of unreality came crashing down on me. I would know that voice anywhere, even behind a rock in the middle of a windstorm.

Kona had come to find me.



Part Three
Seismic Waves

“It is of great use to the sailor to know the length of his line,
though he cannot with it fathom all the depths of the ocean.”

—John Locke


Chapter 11

“What are you doing here?” I demanded as I ducked out from under Mark and scrambled to my feet. My heart was beating double time, whether from Mark’s kisses or Kona’s sudden appearance, I didn’t know. It was probably a combination of both, I admitted to myself, as I had no idea what to expect from this meeting. Had actually hoped to avoid it as long as possible—maybe even forever if my plan to disappear from my human life had actually worked.

Kona and Mark hadn’t come face-to-face with each other since that last violent battle with Tiamat, and I was okay with that. There was no need to rub Kona’s face in the fact that, in the end, I had chosen Mark over him or to remind Mark that for eight months I’d chosen to be with Kona instead.

But as I was making my way to the front of the rock, I caught my foot on one of the rough edges and pitched forward. I stretched my hands out in front of me in an effort to break my fall, but I never hit the ground. Mark reached out a hand to grab my arm at the same time Kona caught me. So instead of smacking into the sand, I collided with Kona’s warm, broad, naked chest.

His arms wrapped around me—out of habit, I’m sure—and behind me I swore I heard Mark growl a little. Kona responded by pulling me closer to him and pressing a soft kiss to the spot where my cheek met the corner of my mouth.

I shoved him away, annoyed beyond measure. He’d spent the last four months ignoring me, treating me like I was completely beneath his notice. And while I understood why—though I hadn’t meant to, I had hurt him at a time when he was already vulnerable from the loss of his parents—that didn’t mean I was going to let him kiss me. Especially not when I knew he was doing it in a juvenile attempt to antagonize Mark.

An attempt that was working if the sudden tension in my boyfriend’s body was anything to go by. The second I got free from Kona, Mark pulled me to him, my back to his front, and wrapped both arms around my waist. At the same time he shot a don’t-touch-my-stuff look at Kona.

Normally I would have shrugged him off—I had absolutely no interest in being fought over like a shiny new toy—but the very air around me felt explosive. One wrong move on my part and I had the feeling that this barely civil meeting was going to go up in flames.

So I stayed put, giving Kona a wide berth as I asked again, “What are you doing here?”

The look he gave me was a touch snide, a touch annoyed, and loaded with arrogance. It was pure selkie king, a trick he never would have used on me before. But things had changed between us, and despite my best intentions, I found myself withering under it now. Exactly as he intended.

“Playing errand boy,” he answered. “Believe me, it’s not a role I enjoy.”

“So why take it on?” Mark demanded, his arms tightening around me. “There must have been someone else you could have sent to run this errand.”

Kona eyed him with distaste. “Being king isn’t all about giving orders. It’s about serving my people and delivering disturbing news even when it’s easier to send someone else.”

“What happened?” I demanded, latching on to the only part of his sentence that mattered.

Kona inclined his head, held out a hand. “Walk with me?” Mark stiffened. “I don’t think so—”

“There are some things humans don’t want or need to know.” Kona said the word human much like I would say cockroach.

“Tempest doesn’t keep secrets from me,” Mark told him, taut and furious.

Kona laughed, actually laughed, and it was my turn to contemplate violence. It was hard enough to keep a relationship going with Mark without Kona deliberately sabotaging us. Then I remembered that it didn’t really matter, that I was planning on breaking up with Mark anyway.

But it did matter. I couldn’t just stand around and watch while Kona poked a stick at Mark like he was an animal in a cage. I didn’t care who Kona was or what he wanted. Some things just weren’t right. “Stop it!” I hissed.

He didn’t answer, just smiled benignly like he couldn’t imagine what I was talking about. I snarled back, even as I reluctantly pulled away from Mark.

He wasn’t happy, but at least he let me go without a fight. “Fine. I’ll be right here if you need me.”

“What do you think I’m going to do to her?” Kona demanded. “Get rid of whatever brainwashing you’ve thrown her way?”

“You’re not the one I’m worried about,” Mark sneered. “Although maybe I should be. You’ve already proven you can’t protect her when she’s with you.”

“And you can? What are you going to do, throw your surfboard at the big, bad sea witch?”

“I sure as hell wouldn’t ask Tempest to sacrifice herself to save me.”

“Bullshit!” Kona was up in Mark’s face now, fists clenched and face livid. Mark wasn’t backing down an inch, though. “You seem to have forgotten. She nearly got herself killed saving you not very long ago.”

“Just me, huh? Funny, I seem to remember you being there too. But I guess I can see how you might have forgotten—considering you kept fainting whenever stuff became a little too intense.”

“Really? You want to play this game?” Kona demanded. “The guy who had to run back to the surface just when things got interesting?”

“I was out of oxygen!”

“One more reason it sucks to be human, huh?”

Mark flinched almost imperceptibly, but Kona obviously caught it because he relaxed suddenly, a superior look on his face as he finally found the weakness he’d been searching for. “How does it feel knowing you’ll only ever have half of her?” he asked, his tone almost conversational now. “Do you lie awake at night wondering what she’s doing? Who she’s doing it with? Knowing that no matter how much you want to, you can’t reach her? You just have to wait around until she remembers you exist?”

I’d heard more than enough. “Stop it!” I hissed, maneuvering myself between them. Then I slapped a palm on each of their chests and shoved them. Hard. Which, I admit, probably wouldn’t have had much effect if I’d been using my human strength, but I threw a hefty dose of power behind the push and both guys stumbled back a few steps. They nearly fell, would have if I hadn’t stopped them with the same telekinetic hold I’d used on my father that morning.

Of course, neither one of them was paying attention to what I could do—not when they were both so pissed, at me as well as at each other. Their anger didn’t bother me. After all, I had plenty of my own to bury the guilt under. But that didn’t mean I was going to put up with them attacking each other like two junkyard dogs intent on marking their territory.

I took a deep breath, counted to ten. And let the anger go even as I searched for words that could reach them. They didn’t magically pour into my head, but at least I got an idea of where I wanted to start. “Look, I’m not going to do this with you guys. I’m sorry—you don’t know how sorry I am that I mixed everything up like this. I know it’s my fault, and if I could go back and change everything that happened, I would. But since that’s not possible, can you at least not beat the hell out of each other?”

I turned to Mark, put a soft hand on his arm. “If it’s about Tiamat, I need to talk to Kona. Can you give us a few minutes? I promise it won’t take long.”

Mark nodded, but he didn’t look happy as he took a couple steps away from us.

I looked at Kona next. His arms were crossed over his chest and he looked pissed, more pissed even than when he’d been going after Mark. I decided to ignore it. At least he and Mark no longer looked like they were about to throw down any second.

“You wanted to walk,” I told him, making sure not to touch him as I stepped away from Mark. “So let’s walk.”

Kona nodded, then led the way down to the water. As soon as my feet touched the surf, my power welled inside of me. I could feel it pushing up against the walls I used to cage it, pouring through cracks in my defenses until my entire body felt like it was burning up.

I glanced down, realized with a sinking heart that I was glowing, the phosphorescence that allowed mercreatures to see one another when deep in the ocean spinning out of my control. Usually I could tamp it down when I was on land, but tonight that seemed to be beyond my command. Like so much of the rest of my life.

I looked behind me, saw that Mark was staring at the purple luminosity that surrounded me. I told myself that it was a good thing, that visual reminders of how different I was could only help convince Mark that we weren’t right for each other. But knowing all that didn’t keep my stomach from twisting sickly.

“What’s wrong, Tempest?” Kona asked snidely. “Mark not so down with your mermaid side?”

“Mark and I are just fine, thank you.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” He turned away, looked out at the ocean, and I regretted the churlish words. I had no business rubbing my relationship with Mark in his face. Not when I knew how much it hurt him—and not when he had done nothing but try to make my whole transition to being mermaid easier for me.

“Look, I’m sorry,” I told him. “I didn’t mean—”

He made a dismissive sound low in his throat. “It doesn’t seem like there’s much you do mean. Right, Tempest?”

“What exactly are you implying?”

He just stared at me, his enigmatic silver eyes swirling with a mixture of rage and power and some other emotion I couldn’t begin to identify.

I sighed in response, frustrated with him and the entire situation. “Fine, if you aren’t going to answer me, can we at least talk about whatever it is you want to discuss? You came all this way to say it, so it must be important.”

He was quiet for so long that I started to think he wasn’t going to answer me. Then he said the two words I’d been fearing since I first saw him towering above Mark and me on the beach.

“Hailana’s dead.”


Chapter 12

My knees went weak.

The news wasn’t unexpected—I’d been preparing for this moment, in part anyway, for the last four months. And yet it was still shocking. As horror reverberated through me, I fell to my knees on the wet, hard-packed sand.

“Tempest!” I heard Mark, knew he’d be running toward me.

I held my hand up to stop him, forced my paralyzed throat to speak. “I’m fine!” I called.

But I wasn’t, not really. I was freaking out, mind racing and heart beating wildly. I wanted to feel sorrow at Hailana’s passing. She was my queen, after all, and my last real link to the mother I still didn’t understand. But it was hard to be upset about losing her, specifically, when she had been so horrible to me. Still, I had never wished her dead. She had done a lot of good things for Coral Straits in her heyday and she had served them well.

Better than I ever could, I told myself as I tried to deal with my rapidly shifting reality.

Everything I had been preparing for—everything I had been terrified of—was coming to pass. And no matter how much I wished it were otherwise, I had no idea what to do about any of it.

“So, I’m … merQueen now.”

“Yes.”

Again, his answer wasn’t a surprise, but it escalated my terror anyway. I felt like I was drowning, like the weight of the entire ocean was suddenly pressing down on my chest and I couldn’t get any air.

“Breathe,” Kona said, crouching next to me.

I pressed a hand against my chest, gasped. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” He wrapped his hands around my upper arms, held me gently, securely, and I knew—though he didn’t say a word—that this was the closest he could bring himself to offering support. “You need to get up, Tempest. Mark’s keeping his distance, but if you don’t show him you’re okay soon, this will get ugly.”

I glanced behind me again, saw Mark standing under a lamppost about fifteen feet away. Unlike a lot of the others on the beach, its lightbulb was still intact. I could see his face in its reflection and he looked frantic, angry. That’s when I knew Kona was right. I pushed myself to my feet, to placate Mark but also to prove to myself that I could handle this.

“When did she die?” I asked Kona as I brushed the sand from my legs.

“From what I understand, it was the day you left to come here. They sent a messenger out to find you at the same time they sent the announcement to me, but he couldn’t catch up with you.”

“I was moving fast.”

Kona’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything else.

“So she’s been dead five days.”

“Yes.”

“When’s the funeral?”

“I believe they’re waiting for you.”

I nodded, rubbing my hands up and down my upper arms in an effort to chase away the chill that was blanketing me. “Right. Of course. So, um, what happens now?”

If I’d still been Kona’s girlfriend after his parents had died, I’d probably know the steps that went into the coronation of a new monarch—selkie hierarchies weren’t that much different from merpeople’s, after all. But as we’d broken up within days of his parents’ deaths, I hadn’t been there to witness everything Kona had gone through to ascend the throne.

I had wanted to be there, had wanted to support him. Even though I had broken up with him, I still cared about him. But since he’d become king, he’d turned angrier, blocked me out. He hadn’t wanted me anywhere around, and I hadn’t pushed. The last thing I’d wanted was to make things harder for him.

Now I wished I had pushed. Not necessarily because of the situation I was in—after all, I’d known Hailana was dying and had spent a bunch of time researching mer customs and law recently—but because of Kona. It was obvious that the last few months hadn’t been kind to him. He’d lost weight, grown harder and more cynical until I could barely see the guy I had fallen for a year ago. If I’d been around more, if I’d pushed harder, then maybe …

I shook my head as the truth crashed in. There was no maybe. When I’d broken up with Kona, I’d ruined everything we had between us—not just our relationship, but our friendship as well. To be honest, a part of me was shocked he was here now. He could have sent someone to find me instead of swimming all this way himself. Yes, the fact that Hailana was dead was big news, but he was the king. If he didn’t have anyone he trusted to deliver the news, then we were all in even bigger trouble than I’d imagined.

“What happens now,” he said, repeating my words, “is that you get back to Coral Straits and assume the crown as quickly as possible. It’ll take two days for you to get home, which means that your people will have been without a leader for a full week. That’s an unacceptable lag between competent governments, although I am using the word competent loosely.”

For a second, I wasn’t sure if he was insulting me or Hailana—or both. Either way, he sounded so stuffy, so monarch-like, so different from the guy I used to know that I couldn’t help myself. I lashed out at him, demanding, “Why does that one week matter so much? You’ll have been gone almost as long and that’s okay for you, but it’s not okay for me?”

“Well, I would say partly because my assuming the mantle of clan leadership has been predetermined for nearly two centuries and partly because when my parents died I wasn’t off on some beach somewhere nailing my human girlfriend.”

Oh, he was pissed. Though neither his voice nor his face changed during his diatribe, rage crackled in every syllable he spoke. I willed my own anger to rise in response, but there was nothing. Just an overwhelming sadness that I had once again screwed up something beautiful. Especially when I looked into his eyes and saw the pain he was working so hard to hide.

“Thank you for coming to get me,” I told him, laying a hand on his bare biceps. “I know you couldn’t afford the time to do this and I appreciate that you did anyway. That the news came from you.”

He looked away, his jaw working. For long moments he didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything. But then his head jerked in a strange up-and-down motion that I realized was supposed to be some kind of nod. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

“And I’m sorry. For everything. I never meant to hurt you.”

He pulled away, all but turned his back on me as he looked far out to sea. His head was thrown back, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his board shorts, and for the first time since I’d met him, he looked alone. More, he looked lonely.

“Kona—”

He turned back to me, and the vulnerability was gone. In its place was the arrogance of a king, the arrogance I’d grown far too used to seeing lately. “You didn’t hurt me,” he said. “You simply reminded me of what I knew all along. Selkies and humans don’t mix.” If possible, human sounded even worse when he said it this time.

I nodded, unwilling to get into yet another argument with him. “I’ll head back first thing in the morning. After I say goodbye to everyone—”

His sigh was extremely put-upon. “Tempest, I don’t think you quite understand.” He waved an arm, and I saw a number of selkies lift their heads out of the water. “You’re a queen now—and more of a target than you’ve ever been. You don’t get the option of swimming around the ocean unprotected anymore.”

I reeled a little under his matter-of-fact summation of events. I was a queen now. I was a queen. I was merQueen. “You came to escort me back?”

“I came to ensure your safety. The last thing I need is an ungoverned kingdom along my most vulnerable border. But I’ve already been gone several days. We need to leave, tonight.”

I started to shake. Not because of the leaving thing, necessarily, but because this was it. I’d wanted to put it off a little longer, to lay the groundwork, but fate decided to take the choice out of my hands. Big surprise. It had been doing that very same thing for a year now.

It was time for me to say good-bye. For good this time.
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Mark walked me back to my house while Kona and his guards waited in the water for me to return. Kona stopped just short of telling me to hurry, but I knew if I took too long he’d be knocking down my door.

We stopped on my front porch, Mark waiting patiently while I fumbled my key out of the small beaded clutch I’d been using as a purse all night. He had to know what it meant that Kona was here, but he hadn’t said a word on the walk from the beach. And neither had I. I didn’t have a clue where to start.

But the decision of how to tell him was taken out of my hands soon enough. I was shaking so hard as I tried to put the key in the lock that I dropped it. Then, when I bent to retrieve it, I ended up dropping the contents of my purse onto the porch as well.

“Whoa, Tempe,” Mark said as he crouched to help. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” I picked up my dad’s phone—he insisted I take it whenever I was going to be out late—and my favorite lipstick, then froze when I realized what Mark was holding.

“Tempest?” he asked, more puzzled than angry as he handed me the chain. “What’s this doing in here?”

I stared at the belly chain and nearly started bawling. I’d stuck it in my purse because I’d planned to give it back to him after breaking up with him tonight. But this wasn’t how I’d wanted to do it, how I’d wanted to tell him that we were over. Then again, nothing else about this visit had gone according to plan. What was one more thing?

I took a deep breath, straightened back up to a standing position. My skin felt like it was on fire, but that didn’t matter now. Nothing did but getting this over with. I’d broken up with two guys in my life—Mark and Kona—and neither time had felt anything like this. The times Mark and I had broken up in the past, it had always been a mutual thing—usually with the understanding that it wouldn’t be forever.

But this time, it was different. This time Mark wasn’t going to make it easy. It wasn’t going to be easy. I loved him and I didn’t want to break up any more than I wanted to leave. But what I wanted and what was best for him and the rest of my family were two totally different things. If I was going to get through this, I just had to remember that.

I had to remember him tied up, under the surface and running out of oxygen.

Had to remember Moku lying in that hospital bed so close to death.

Had to remember just this morning when that creature had nearly killed my father to get to me.

If I remembered all of that, I’d be able to get through this no matter how hard it was. Enough people had been hurt or died because of me. I couldn’t stand by and let that happen to one more person. Not now. Not ever again.

“Tempest?” Mark prompted.

I squeezed my eyes shut and prayed for the right words. But in the end, all I could say was, “I’m leaving, Mark.”

“I already figured that out. But when will I see you again?”

“You won’t. I’m leaving for good.”

He stared at me blankly. “I don’t understand.” The look of incomprehension grew worse, not better. Mark was one of the smartest guys I knew, so the fact that he couldn’t grasp my words meant he was all in. He hadn’t even considered that one day we weren’t going to be together anymore.

It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, standing there watching as it finally dawned on him what I was saying. He glanced down at the chain in my hand and then back up at me, his eyes wide and disbelieving and more scared than I had ever seen them.

“No, Tempest! Fuck, no!” He grabbed me then, his hands desperate but still careful as he held my arms right above the elbows. “I won’t let you do this.”

“You can’t stop me.”

“I can. I will. This is wrong; you know this is wrong.” His eyes were wild now, pleading, and it hurt to look at him. Then again, at the moment it hurt just to breathe.

I looked down at the chain clenched in my hands, the gift I’d been carrying with me all night for just this moment. I pulled away, then extended my fist. “Here. I can’t take this. Not now.”

He physically recoiled. And that’s when I saw it happen: the light went out of his eyes and he started to believe—really believe—that we were over.

“Why are you doing this?” he whispered. “You love me. I know you love me.”

“I—” My voice broke, so I swallowed. It was like trying to force razor blades down my throat.

“Tempest, please.” He pulled me into his arms, kissed my cheeks, my forehead, my mouth. As his lips moved against mine, it took every ounce of strength I had not to kiss him back. I didn’t, though, and it took only a minute before he pulled away. “You promised you wouldn’t do this.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry? You’re ripping out my heart and that’s all you can say? That you’re sorry?”

“I have to go, Mark.” The tears were there, burning right below the surface. I bit my lip in an effort to force them back, then shifted my gaze so I was looking past him, not at him.

He followed my stare. “Oh, right. We wouldn’t want to keep Kona waiting, would we?”

His sarcasm was a punch to the gut. I sucked my breath in but didn’t defend myself. Of course it looked like that to him, and there was nothing I could say to change it—nothing I would say, anyway. Maybe if he thought I was leaving him for Kona he’d be angry instead of devastated.

“What is it with that guy, anyway? He snaps his fingers and you just forget everything you promised, everything you said you wanted, because he comes calling?” Mark shook his head. “That’s bullshit, Tempest, and you know it.”

“I’m not leaving for him. I’m leaving for me. I can’t be here anymore. I can’t do this—”

“Can’t do what? Can’t give him up? Can’t keep your promises? Can’t take care of your family? What exactly is it that you can’t do?”

I stepped back, fumbled for the door handle. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

“No! Please! Wait.” He reached for me again, grabbed my free hand. “You need a break. Fine, I get that. These last few days have been intense. But at least tell me where you’re going; I’ll meet you there during Christmas vacation like we planned. We’ll talk about this then. Maybe you’ll have changed your mind—”

“I’m not going to change my mind, Mark.”

He fell to his knees next to me, pressed his face against the back of my hands. That’s when I realized he was shaking as badly as I was. That he was crying the tears I wouldn’t let myself shed. “How do you know that? You don’t know that.”

It hurt. I couldn’t believe how much it hurt. Like I had severed a limb or like someone had ripped out my heart. “I do know. We’re done.”

It nearly killed me, but I pulled my hand away.

Opened the door.

Stepped over the threshold.

Mark stood up again. “Tempest.”

One more time, I extended the belly chain to him. “Take it.”

He put his hands up, started backing away. “That’s yours. It was a gift.”

“I don’t—I don’t want it.” Even as I said the words, my fingers tightened on the chain. I wanted it, wanted him, so badly I could taste it.

He didn’t answer me, just walked backward down the steps, his eyes never leaving mine. He stopped when he got to the sidewalk and just stared at me through eyes gone dark with pain. He was wrecked, absolutely wrecked, and as he stood there, a thousand different images flashed through my head of the boy I’d known since childhood.

In first grade when his parents had sent the nanny to Parents’ Day.

On his ninth birthday when his parents hadn’t bothered to come home from work to celebrate with him.

When he was eleven and they hadn’t shown at the bus stop to pick him up from summer camp.

His freshman year, when he’d made the varsity basketball team and had led LJHS to the state championships and they hadn’t bothered to show up. Not to one game.

By then he’d stopped showing what it did to him when they showered him with things instead of time, but I’d known. I’d sat in the stands with my own father and seen the lost little boy he’d worked so hard to hide. I’d hated his parents that night, and a hundred nights since. But nothing they’d done, nothing they’d failed to do, had ever made him look as miserable as he did right now. I was trying to save him, and all I’d done was rip him to pieces.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated.

“Don’t say that to me.”

“I am, though. I’m so—”

“Don’t! Damn it, Tempest! Just don’t!”

I nodded. I couldn’t say any more even if I wanted to. I was too busy choking on my own tears. Good-bye, Mark. I mouthed the words and then slowly closed the door.

I heard him bound up the steps, slap his palms against the outside of the door. I pressed my back against it, absorbing the blows as I sank to the floor. I sat there for long minutes, tears pouring down my face as he knocked and knocked. Finally, the knocking stopped. I stood up, peered out the peephole, and watched as, head down and fists clenched, Mark slowly walked away.

I took a deep breath, wiped my face. Then went to tell my father the same news.


Chapter 13

The trip back to Coral Straits was the most miserable, uncomfortable one of my life. Every mile farther I swam from California was another crack in my heart, until I felt like Humpty Dumpty, never to be put back together again.

I tried not to cry. Sometimes I succeeded and sometimes I didn’t, but in the end it didn’t really matter. After all, I was immersed in a giant ocean of salt water—it wasn’t like my tears were exactly visible. Provided I didn’t sob or project my thoughts clearly enough to attract the attention of Kona or his guards, no one would have a clue that tears poured down my face for hours at a time.

It worked for the most part. Of course, that could be because Kona went out of his way to pay absolutely no attention to me at all. His guards alternated between ignoring me and shooting me venomous glares. I was clearly extremely unpopular with the selkie crowd these days, especially Kona’s clan. Not that I blamed them. I might have rescued the crown prince/new king from Tiamat’s clutches, but it wasn’t enough to negate the harsh feelings that came when I broke up with him days after almost his entire family was murdered by the sea witch I had been charged with stopping. Add in the Mark thing—even if they didn’t see us kissing, I’m sure they saw us walking back to the house—and it was no surprise they were less than impressed with me. Most days I was less than impressed with myself.

I could still picture Mark’s expression when I closed the door in his face. I’d never seen a more devastated person. Not even Kona had looked like that in the midst of his kingdom’s ruins.

My heart wasn’t the only one I’d broken that night.

We’d been swimming for nearly two days now, and if my sense of location was actually working, then we were about two hours away from Coral Straits. The tears were still there, in triplicate, but they’d been joined by a swarm of butterflies. What was I supposed to do when I got to the mercity? What was I supposed to say? Should I head straight to Hailana’s underwater residence or go to the merCouncil’s chambers? Should I try to prepare a speech for the citizens of Coral Straits or just wing it, speaking from my heart?

The problem was, I didn’t know how to do that. Not about Hailana and not about being merQueen. It would be hard enough to do at any time, but to try and do it now, when I was nervous, stressed out, and heartbroken, seemed an impossible task.

Still, I had a lot of impossible tasks in front of me. Better to just put my head down and get this done so that I could move on to the next one. Whatever that might be.

It was ridiculous, really, how little I knew about being merQueen. Oh, I’d spent the last year trying to learn, and I definitely knew more now than I did when I left home on my seventeenth birthday. But it wasn’t enough. Not even close. Kona had had centuries to prepare for his role as selkie king—twelve months wasn’t exactly in the same class. I needed advice, and fast.

With my desperation outweighing my sense of shame, I broke formation for the first time since the trip began. From the time we’d left San Diego, we’d been swimming with guards in the front, followed by Kona, then more guards, followed by me, then—you guessed it—more guards. Putting on a burst of speed, I passed the center guards, all of whom reached for their weapons like they were actually afraid I was going to attack their king. I rolled my eyes at them, then—under their watchful gazes—tapped Kona on the shoulder.

He turned to me with a frown. What do you want? he projected along the private channel he used to communicate with me underwater.

To talk. We haven’t exchanged twenty words since we left San Diego.

I didn’t think there was anything left to say.

I gritted my teeth against the annoyance that took root inside of me. I’d spent the last four months being the willing object of his wrath—after all, I deserved it—but enough was enough. Seriously. We had a sea witch to defeat, two kingdoms to rebuild, and a lot of people depending on us. I understood that he was well within his rights to be angry with me, but if we had any hope of keeping our people safe, we had to work together.

I was hoping for some advice, actually.

The smirk he shot my way was anything but amused. And here I thought you had all the answers.

I sighed. Kona.

Yes, Tempest?

Nothing. I looked away, started to drop back to my regular spot.

He didn’t let me go. Instead he reached out like he would take my hand, but he stopped himself right before his fingers wrapped around my wrist. I’m sorry. I’m being a little bit of an ass.

A little bit? I asked archly.

Okay. A lot. I just—He stopped, shook his head. What do you want advice on?

I don’t know what to do when we get to Coral Straits.

First of all, there’s no we. We’re splitting up in about half an hour.

You’re not coming with? I didn’t like how lost I sounded, but the fact of the matter was, I’d been counting on Kona to help me smooth things over. Though he was selkie, he understood merpeople better than I ever would. He also had a glib tongue, could talk anybody into anything. Including them forgiving me for my absence when Hailana died.

I’ve got to get back, Tempest. I was in the middle of hearings on new clan defenses when I found out about Hailana. The safety of my people is not something I’m comfortable leaving open-ended for any longer than I absolutely have to.

I nodded. I understood that, just like I understood there was more to it than he was letting on. While it was important that we be seen in public together sometime soon to show proof of our clans’ alliance, Kona wanted to control that meeting. The last thing he could afford was for it to appear as if he were trailing behind me like a lovesick seal.

Okay, I answered. But what do I do first?

I’ve been thinking about this for a few days now. It was terrible luck that Hailana died while you were in San Diego. It puts you in a weak position, makes it look like you care more about your human boyfriend than you do your subjects. No merQueen—or other royal, for that matter—can afford that perception of her.

That’s not fair. I spent eighty percent of my time in Coral Straits, helping to rebuild the city.

He grinned. Yeah, well, fact is so much less important than perception.

You don’t really believe that, do you?

Who’s been royalty longer?

Kona, these are real people with real problems. How they perceive me isn’t going to feed them or give them shelter. It isn’t going to save them from Tiamat.

That’s where you’re wrong, Tempe.

I stiffened instinctively at his use of my nickname. Mark had started calling me that years ago, and while pretty much everyone I knew used it these days, it still hurt to hear. To realize that I was never again going to hear Mark or Moku, Logan or my father, call me that.

If Kona noticed my reaction, he didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, he continued like nothing had happened. You can lead only as long as people are willing to follow you. And they’ll be willing only if they can believe in you.

I understand that, I answered with a nod. But shouldn’t they want to follow me because of what’s real, not just because of what they think is real?

Absolutely. But you’ll never get to do the important stuff if they don’t give you the chance. I’m not advocating that you don’t follow through on all your plans for Coral Straits—I know you well enough to know you’ve probably got a thousand new ideas. I’m just saying, win them over before you try to make the changes. It’ll go much easier on you that way.

I thought about what he’d said for a little while. Okay, I finally responded. I’ll buy that. But you haven’t answered my question. What should I do when I first get back to Coral Straits?

I would head straight into the center of town. You can see who is out and about, stop and talk to people for a while. Give them a chance to see and talk to you. And gauge the temperature of the town at the same time.

Should I give a speech?

You’re going to need to, but not at first. Just talk to them. Be yourself, only nicer.

Ha-ha. You’re so funny.

It’s a gift. He grinned, and I realized it was the first smile I’d seen from him in four long months. But seriously, no speeches until you’ve figured out what the people need. Talk to them, talk to the Council. Then write a hell of a eulogy for Hailana. Get her laid to rest as soon as possible. Until that happens, you’ll never have any real authority.

I turned his words over in my head as I plotted and planned. Everything he’d told me had made sense, and I was grateful he’d been able to put his feelings aside long enough to give me some sound advice. But when I thanked him, he blew me off.

I’m doing it as much for me as I am for you. Your government needs to be strong, Tempest, right from the beginning. You won’t get a second chance, and I can’t afford to have some weak Council member try to seize control of the mercity. Not now, when we’re still so weak. And not when everything depends on our ability to stand up to Tiamat and her pet monsters.

I understand that. But I still appreciate the help, especially considering everything that happened … I trailed off uncertainly, barely whispering the last couple of words as Kona’s expression shifted from somewhat friendly to remote as hell. I sighed. I’d put my foot in it again. If the truce between Kona and me was going to work, I would have to remember not to apologize or mention anything that happened between us at all.

A few minutes later we got to the giant kelp forest that we often used as a landmark. If we went straight over it at a reasonable pace, we’d end up in Coral Straits within the hour. If we veered left and then turned left again at the jellyfish garden about ten miles ahead, we’d end up in Kona’s territory instead.

I guess this is where we say good-bye, Kona told me as we hit the very edges of the forest.

I guess it is. I started to hug him to say thanks, but stopped when I saw the look on his face. I smiled sadly and gave him a little wave, which he returned. Then he said something to his guards, and a group of them veered off with him toward selkie lands.

I watched until they disappeared from view, then turned to find twelve of Kona’s guards watching me with impassive eyes. I nearly burst into tears all over again when I realized he’d left the majority of his guards with me. He might be furious, but he was still protecting me.

Knowing that made me feel a million times worse.

With a grimace, I turned back toward the kelp forest and began to swim. My new home was waiting and I wasn’t going to disappoint the city’s inhabitants. I’d been there and done that more than enough in the last forty-eight hours. It was time to change my luck.


Chapter 14

We hit Coral Straits about an hour later, just as I’d anticipated. Kona’s guards asked if I wanted them to stay after we hit the outskirts of the mercity, but I told them they could go. It was obvious they were a lot more worried about Kona than they were me, and I figured there must be a reason. If there had been some threat against him that I didn’t know about, I definitely wanted them to be protecting him.

They left me once the guards who stood along the edges of the newly constructed city walls had allowed me in. I watched them leave, then started to make my way through the streets leading toward the center of the city. The outlying streets were quiet, which wasn’t a surprise. Most people lived and worked closer to what I thought of as downtown, where Hailana’s underwater castle and government headquarters were.

But the empty streets didn’t change as I got closer in, and I found myself actively looking for people. I wanted to take Kona’s advice, wanted to find out how everyone was dealing with Hailana’s death, but there was no one around to ask. The few people I did see either turned away or swam quickly inside when they saw me.

It wasn’t the greeting I was expecting, so by the time I was on the same street as the castle, my stomach was clenched in fear. Warning tingles worked their way down my back, and I was desperately afraid that something awful had happened here. Something even worse than Hailana’s death.

When I got to the castle, I was emotionally and physically exhausted. Kona and his guards had set a brutal pace for the swim and that, combined with leaving Mark and my family behind, had worn me out completely. For a minute I contemplated hiding in my room—I’d had one here since I first became mermaid—and just going to bed and pulling the covers over my head until I could stomach the idea of facing my new life and responsibilities.

That wouldn’t get done what needed to be done, though, so I shelved the idea until after I’d handled what Kona suggested. I still wanted to freshen up, however. I’d been in the same bikini top for two days and my hair was a tangled mess—I wanted to at least groom myself before seeking out Hailana’s Council. Plus, I needed to grab a sarong to wear in Council Chambers. It was the rule, whether you had legs or a tail, like I did at the moment.

But when I got to the main castle door, the on-duty guards—all of whom I knew pretty well—prevented me from passing. Instead, the head guard, Bali, informed me that the merKing would like to see me.

My confusion must have shown on my face—Hailana wasn’t married and never had been. Nor did she have any children, so the idea that Coral Straits suddenly had a merKing was absurd in the extreme.

Except no one seemed to think it was absurd. Suddenly, it became difficult for me to hold on to my own incredulity, especially when everyone was staring at me like I was a stranger. Or worse, an enemy.

Bali escorted me to Hailana’s throne room. I started to thank him for his help, but a quick look at his face told me he was more than an escort. He was a guard. And not one who was there for my protection.

Bali, what is going on? When I left here, we’d been friends, albeit cautious ones because Bali was always so concerned about not violating behavior protocols. I couldn’t care less about those kinds of protocols—I was raised as a surf bum, after all—and I was always trying to get Bali to loosen up. In return, he was always trying to maintain what he thought was a proper distance from the merQueen-elect.

Still, we’d talked to each other, even joked around a little. But looking at him now, it was like that relationship had never existed. He wouldn’t even look at me.

I tried again. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when Hailana passed away. Her death must have been awful for all of you.

Still no reaction, not even a blink. If this was what I would have to deal with now that I was merQueen, I was unimpressed. I thought assuming Hailana’s throne would make things easier for me, but so far things were weirder than they’d ever been. And more awkward. Not to mention a little frightening.

Sublimating my confusion, I gritted my teeth and did what I thought a good merQueen would do. I tried again. After all, it wasn’t like I could afford to give up. Not now. Kona’s words about listening to my people were running through my head on a continuous loop. I didn’t think he’d anticipated this flat-out refusal to talk to me from the people who were supposed to be my subjects—I know I hadn’t. But that didn’t mean I was going to give up. I couldn’t.

So instead, I took a deep breath and forced myself to ask, Do you have any thoughts on Hailana’s funeral? You were one of her most trusted guards and I would very much like your input. I expect to have her funeral pyre on her island, but I’m open to other suggestions. What do you think—

He did look at me then, though his eyes were remote and his face was set in stone. The new merKing already took care of the funeral. MerQueen Hailana was burned two days ago, her ashes scattered to the four corners of the Pacific yesterday morning at dawn.

For a moment all I could do was stare at him with my mouth open. I don’t understand.

He didn’t respond, just kept swimming down the cavernous hallway that led to the throne room.

Fury—sharp, seething, undeniable—slammed through me. Bali! When I said his name this time, it was in a voice loaded with command, a voice I hadn’t used before but that somehow came naturally in this instant.

He froze and for the first time since I’d gotten to the castle, I saw a flicker of emotion cross his face. It looked like guilt, but it was there and gone so quickly that I couldn’t be sure.

Yes? I noticed that he hadn’t called me by my name, or what I’d already begun to think of as my title. Usually he was so circumspect that the omission was glaring, especially now that my shock at my very chilly reception had worn off.

What is going on? I demanded.

His mouth flattened into a near-snarl. I am not at liberty to say.

What does that even mean? I am merQueen-elect and I’m asking you a question. You need to answer me.

With all due respect, I don’t believe you are merQueen-elect anymore. But again, it is not my right to explain.

As his words sank in, I had one moment of absolute joy, utter relief. If I wasn’t merQueen, my life didn’t have to change. I could find Tiamat, defeat her once and for all, and then go home. Back to Mark and the family I’d all but disinherited.

But following quickly in the wake of my relief was an overwhelming sense of suspicion. Hailana and the Council had made their wishes clear on numerous occasions—I was to be the merQueen after her demise. Everyone knew this, including Bali. So what had happened in the last eight days to change all that?

Yes, Hailana had died, but she’d done so on the day I’d headed home. And when I’d left, everything had been the same as it always was. She’d even wished me a safe trip and reminded me that it was going to have to be my last one for a long while. I’d agreed and she’d seemed satisfied. Content, even, with the idea of leaving Coral Straits in my hands. I couldn’t imagine that in the very last hours of her life she had changed her mind and issued a new edict leaving someone else in charge. If she had, wouldn’t Kona have known about it? And wouldn’t Bali be more forthcoming with his answers?

I started to call him on his comments, to demand a more complete answer, when I realized that he had stopped. I’d been so preoccupied that I hadn’t realized we’d gone around the last twist in the hallway and were now standing in front of the door that led to Hailana’s throne room. To what should have been my throne room.

Bali glanced down at me and again there was that flash of emotion. It looked like concern this time, an impression that was reinforced when he asked, Are you ready?

I was more than ready. I wanted to know what was going on. And even more than that, I wanted to know who the hell was on the other side of this door. I didn’t say all that though. I just gave a simple nod and waited while he threw the door open and announced, Ms. Tempest Maguire here to see Your Majesty.

I was bewildered by the old-time formality of the gesture. Hailana had stood on ceremony, had observed many customs that I found absurd, but even she didn’t demand a full announcement like that. It made me even more nervous about what was waiting in that room for me.

There was only one way to find out. I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin up so that my head was high even as I forced myself to relax the hands I’d unwittingly clenched into fists. When I was ready, I swam into the room, telling myself as I did that I was prepared for anything.

Anything, that is, but what I found.

I stopped dead only a few feet inside the door and stared in horror at Hailana’s throne—and the merman happily sitting in it like he owned the whole world.

Well, don’t just stand there, Tempest. Come in and say hello.

He held his arms out in a blatant mockery of a welcome, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to turn and flee. I suddenly wished I had shifted back to my human form. Not because legs were faster but because I always felt more confident when I had them. I was going to need every ounce of confidence—and luck—I could muster if I was to get out of this meeting alive.

Feeling a little like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole, I swam farther into the room, doing my best to keep an escape route. Not because I actually thought I’d have a shot at getting out of here unless he wanted me to, but it made me feel a little better anyway. Right up until an entire row of his soldiers slid in behind me, neatly closing off my access to the door.

So, Tempest, it’s been months since we’ve seen each other. Why don’t you grab a seat and tell me everything you’ve been up to.

Obviously not as much as you’ve been up to, Sabyn, I said in the coolest voice I could muster. Launching coups now, I see.

I prefer the term friendly takeover, he answered.

I looked around the room, noted the number of bunyip clutching weapons. Small and evil, the bunyip were among the ugliest and nastiest sea creatures in the ocean. I’d run into them once before, when I’d been rescuing Mark and Kona from the shipwreck where Tiamat had been holding them as bait—and payback. I’d defeated them once, I told myself as I realized their plethora of weapons was all currently aimed at me. I could do it again.

Doing my best not to look as freaked out as I felt, I rolled my eyes at Sabyn. Yes, this looks exceedingly friendly.

He bared his teeth in what I knew was supposed to be a smile but looked much more like a snarl from where I was hovering across the room. They were a little … worried about running into you after what happened before. I told them you were going to behave this time around, but I think they wanted a little extra insurance. I grew abruptly sick of the game. What are you doing here, Sabyn?

I thought that was obvious. I’m honoring the wishes of the merpeople of Coral Straits by accepting their nomination for merKing.

Scaring the hell out of people and then seizing the throne isn’t exactly legal these days.

Au contraire, my sweet, sweet Tempest. I didn’t seize anything. They asked me to be king of their own volition. I just said yes.

You’re telling me they came to you?

After I made them aware that I was interested in the position—and had no pesky ties to the human world.

No, you just have ties to Tiamat.

Things change, Tempest.

I looked around at Hailana’s throne room, which had already been changed to reflect Sabyn’s much more masculine tastes. I was gone only eight days. You’re telling me all this happened in a little more than a week?

He shrugged. Actually, it happened in four days, but who’s counting.

I am.

You always were a stickler for details. He motioned me closer. Come in. Come in. I want to get a good look at you before dinner arrives.

Dinner?

I took the liberty of ordering a few things. You must be famished after your long journey.

I snorted. Like I would eat anything that came from you. How stupid do you think I am?

His eyes narrowed dangerously. If I wanted you dead, Tempest, believe me, you’d be dead.

Really? Because I was under the impression that didn’t work out so well for you last time.

He was across the room in the space of a heartbeat, his long red robe billowing out behind him. Nice dress, I told him, eyeing the elaborate design.

The comment made him even more furious, as I’d expected it to. Sabyn wasn’t normally a robe guy—he was too vain to cover up any part of the gorgeous body he was so proud of. So if he was dressing in robes, it was because he was hiding something. Like burn scars from our last run-in.

His hand came up, tangled in the hair at the base of my neck. He pulled, hard, and it took every ounce of strength I had to keep pained tears from flooding my eyes. But there was no way I was going to give him that satisfaction. I’d rather die first—a turn of events that was looking more likely with every second that passed.

If I were you, I’d keep a civil tongue in my head, he warned me. You don’t know who you’re dealing with. His voice was a silky caress along the private communication path he’d forged between us months ago, when Hailana had recruited him to be my trainer. It was the first of many bad decisions that had led to the attack on Coral Straits that had wiped out half our population—and dealt Hailana the injuries that had eventually killed her.

I responded on the public pathway, not wanting the intimacy of private mind-to-mind communication with the merman who had nearly killed Mark, Kona, and my best friend, Mahina. Oh, I know exactly who I’m dealing with. Tiamat’s boy toy.

He dragged me across the room and through a line of bunyip to slam me, face first, into the wall. Then he was behind me, blocking me in, his body pressed painfully against mine as he hissed in my mind, You are in a very precarious position right now, Tempest. I strongly suggest you think about your options before you run off at the mouth again. I have only so much patience.

Terror ripped through me, not at his threat—I’d heard it all before—but at the positioning of his body against mine. His chest was to my back, his hips against my butt, and while he hadn’t made any sexual move, the threat was obviously there. I could handle him beating the hell out of me, but that … I shuddered. There was no way I would survive Sabyn hurting me like that.

But showing weakness wasn’t an option. Not now, when what looked like the entire bunyip army surrounded us. And not when Sabyn was so clearly attempting to establish his domination over me.

I let myself sag against the wall, let it and the water hold me up like I just didn’t have the strength to do it anymore. His surprise at the unexpected move was obvious in the way his balance shifted and his grip loosened. It was the response I was looking for, and I took advantage of it, slamming my head back into his nose as hard as I could.

The water blunted the impact, but he still howled. I started to spin away, using moves I’d learned from my first mertrainer. Sabyn’s hand tightened in my hair in an effort to hold me in place, but it was too late. I was done being held captive.

I kept spinning, ignoring the pain that came from a small handful of hair being yanked out of my head. I shifted then, lashing out with one of my legs to catch him in the groin at the same time I sent a blast of water straight at him. Normally it never would have hit him—Sabyn was by far the most skilled fighter I had ever seen, save Kona, but the groin shot had incapacitated him, just as I’d intended. He stumbled back, hit the wall hard, his legs splayed as he tried to recover from the one-two punch I had just delivered.

I took advantage of the moment, racing for the nearest window. I had to get through a bunch of bunyip to do it, but while they were pure evil, they weren’t the smartest creatures or the best fighters. I simply blasted them out of my way with the most powerful pulse of water I could muster, watched as they went spinning. Then I dove through the window, shifting back into mer form as I raced down the street. The last thing the people of Coral Straits needed was to see me running around in human form in only a bikini top.

It was a straight shot down the main drag to the city fence, and I used every ounce of speed I had. If I could get through the fence and out to the ocean, maybe I had a chance of reaching Kona’s guards before they got too far away. They’d been swimming fast, but I was fueled by adrenaline and terror and knew that I could get close enough to at least telepath them a message. I might not have the communication skills of Kona or Mahina, but I’d gotten good enough to send a message across a few miles of ocean, even without someone else holding the bridge open for me.

I was halfway to freedom when I saw it, the hideous half-octopus, half-man monster that had attacked my father and me in San Diego. It slid out of a side street to position itself directly in my path. It was standing on the ocean floor now and somehow, that only made it more intimidating—maybe because I could see just how huge the thing really was. It stood as tall as a three-story building, and I couldn’t even begin to guess how long its tentacles were.

I kept swimming full out as my options flashed through my head. Not that there were many—if I slowed down to make a turn onto a side street, the bunyip and Sabyn would be on me. If I didn’t slow down, I was going to end up flying right into that thing. Which, considering how pissed he looked, was an exceptionally bad idea.

whatever I was going to do, I had to do it quickly. I was running out of time, the distance between us closing quickly as he ran straight at me.

A hundred feet.

Where was a side street when you needed one?

Seventy feet.

Geez, that thing was fast.

Fifty feet.

So were the bunyip. I could feel one nipping at my tail.

Twenty feet.

Okay, okay. I was going to—

Ten feet.

Oh, God, this was it.

Five feet.

I swerved at the last second, put my arms out in front of me, sucked in my stomach, and shot straight through between two of the monster’s flailing tentacles. It roared its dis pleasure even as it spun around and gave chase.

I shot an energy blast over my shoulder, then another and another, not bothering to see if any of them landed. At this point, killing the army chasing me wasn’t my objective—getting away was. I would worry about coming up with a plan to defeat them later. Right now, I just wanted to live long enough to get a chance to formulate that plan.

As I swam, I gathered power from the water, then directed it behind me in a rapid stream of electric shocks. I heard a bellow of rage, followed by a few high-pitched screams and knew I’d hit some targets at least—though I didn’t know how much damage I’d done.

The success gave me a renewed sense of confidence and I shot a couple more blasts behind me. There were more screams, and I was about to congratulate myself when I caught sight of a black tentacle out of the corner of my eye. The monster had managed to catch up to me.

I dropped low to the ground to avoid its reaching grasp, shooting jolts of electricity in both directions as I did. They missed, but the third time was the charm. I hit a tentacle with a blast of energy so huge that I sliced the thing clear off.

Oily black blood leaked into the water around me, but I dodged it, swimming even lower in an effort to avoid the noxious stuff. Four months ago I’d run into a sea creature whose blood was poison for mermaids, and while this octopus thing obviously wasn’t her, I didn’t know what—if any—special powers its blood did have. Not to mention the ew factor. Better to avoid the blood altogether than suffer terrible consequences because I got too cocky.

I followed a bend in the road, realized as I did that I was back in the outskirts of town. The fence was only half a mile or so ahead. If I could just get through it, I stood a chance. I knew I did.

I put on a final burst of speed, using every ounce of energy I had in reserve. At the same time, I gathered all the power I could from the water. It wasn’t like I could assume the mermen standing guard were just going to open the gates for me. They hadn’t warned me about Sabyn on my way in, so I figured that was a good indicator that they were on his side. Which meant I would have to blast my way through the thick gates with no help from anyone.

Which was fine. I could do it—I knew I could. I’d blasted through thicker things during the whole shipwreck disaster a few months ago. I just needed to get a little closer, a little closer, a little closer … Perfect. I gathered the energy, felt it flow down my arms toward my fingertips and—

Slammed into what felt like a brick wall. Except after I hit it, I kept moving for a few more seconds and it moved with me before slinging me back in the opposite direction. Right toward Sabyn, octo-monster, and an army of gleeful bunyip.

I tried to spin as I flew backward so that at least I’d be facing them when they attacked me, but I was so dizzy from the hit that I couldn’t quite figure out which way I should turn. And by the time I finally recovered from the fuzziness, it was too late. They were all around me.

But so was something else. Something silky and springy and yet invisible. I knew it was there, could feel it brushing against my whole body. But I couldn’t see anything. It was strange and yet terrifying all at the same time.

Finally, I reached out with my hand as far as it would go—which wasn’t far—and tried to blast through the material. But just like when I slammed into it a few moments before, it didn’t work. All that happened was the electricity rebounded, and I had to curl into a ball to keep from being hit by my own shot.

Around me the bunyip cheered while Sabyn looked on, a satisfied smirk on his cruelly handsome face, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to let loose with a torrent of electricity. The only thing that stopped me was the very real fear that I would end up electrocuting myself. Because whatever I was trapped in was obviously enchanted, which—down here—meant it was made by Tiamat. And after the last battle we had, I was certain she would be only too happy to help me fry myself.

So instead of using my powers to try and blast my way out, I decided to use my head. Maybe, if I could figure out what was going on, I could think my way through this before Sabyn gave up his posturing and decided to skewer me where I hung. Reaching out my hand again, this time I concentrated on feeling the material with my fingers. It was an open weave, the material fashioned into squares with centers that I could stick my fingers through and then watch as they came out on the other side. I poked and prodded at it a little bit, tried to figure out if there were any openings bigger than the one-inch-by-one-inch squares, but I didn’t find any. And that’s when it hit me.

Like so many other fish in the ocean, I’d been caught. In a net.

Before I could panic, Sabyn stepped up to me, a small dart gun in his hand. He pressed it against my tail, and though I tried to get away, there was nowhere for me to go. Then he pulled the trigger and I felt a sharp pain. I looked down and saw a little splash of my blood swirling in the water.

It was the last thing I saw before the world went dark.


Chapter 15

When I woke up, it was dark. I was sitting on the ground, my back resting against a wall, and a few things hit me at once. One, that I wasn’t floating despite being underwater. Two, that there was something heavy around my waist and my wrists anchoring me to the wall. Third, I was back in my human form, legs instead of a tail. And finally, that I was crazy sick—head throbbing, stomach churning, body aching in about a million different places.

Wondering if I’d somehow contracted the flu on top of everything else, I swallowed five or six times, tried to get the nausea under control. I’d puked once underwater, right after I had become a mermaid, and it had been a terribly unpleasant experience and one I definitely didn’t want to repeat … especially considering I was chained to a wall.

When swallowing back the nausea didn’t work, I tried the old deep-breathing trick, but water didn’t work quite the way oxygen did and I ended up choking, which only made my need to hurl a million times worse. Cold, miserable, and feeling exceptionally sorry for myself, I rested my head back against the wall and tried not to cry. It wasn’t easy. After all, I had completely screwed up this time around. The only positive side was that Sabyn hadn’t killed me yet, but I figured that was because he was waiting for Tiamat, who probably wanted to do the honors herself. And since I was pretty sure I hadn’t developed any new powers—like ripping chains out of walls with my bare hands—I was a sitting duck waiting for her.

After I got over the panic, which I admit took a few minutes, I opened my eyes, tried to figure out where I was. I couldn’t see how knowing was going to matter one way or the other, but knowledge is power, right? And since anything was a step up from being chained in a bikini by a madman, I would take what I could get.

It was still dark, the only light coming from my natural phosphorescence. It was weaker than usual though, probably because I was, so the purple glow it cast didn’t go very far. But it was better than nothing, so I turned my head and strained to see.

I followed my arm where it was stretched out along the wall, found an iron clamp dug into the stones. It was wrapped around my left wrist. I turned my head the other way, saw that my right wrist had been given the same treatment and that chains extended from both cuffs and wrapped around my waist before they were threaded through a large metal loop embedded into the wall next to my left side. One thing was for sure. I was well and truly bound.

Next I gave myself leave to explore whatever other parts of the room I could see. There didn’t seem to be much, just the rough stone floor beneath my butt and the wall next to me, which had another set of restraints embedded into it, if I was seeing correctly. And they looked ancient, at least as old as the ones holding me down.

Which made me think that I was in Hailana’s dungeon, a small rabbit warren of rooms that had been carved into the ocean floor centuries before I was even born. I’d been down here only once before, when I had been exploring the castle and had taken a wrong turn. I had freaked out when I saw what looked like medieval torture chambers, complete with equipment, and had all but flown to Hailana to demand what went on down there. She’d reassured me, told me that they were just a part of the castle’s history and that no one had been held down here for well over a century.

Trust Sabyn to decide to change all that.

Now that I knew where I was, panic was creeping in, replacing the sickness and the self-pity with an animalistic drive to stay alive. It was taking every ounce of self-control I had not to strain and thrash against the chains. The only thing keeping me from doing so was the knowledge that it wouldn’t work—and that I’d only end up in worse shape than I was already in. Something I couldn’t afford, because Sabyn obviously wasn’t going to get me medical attention. And if I wanted any chance at all to fight him off, I needed to be in good shape.

Slowly, inch by inch, I forced myself to relax the tension that had invaded every part of my body. Then I focused on my crazily beating heart, trying to bring it under control with a series of deep breaths through my gills. I could finally feel myself calming down, feel the adrenaline of the fight-or-flight syndrome that had hit me the moment I woke up start to slowly drain away. Then I leaned my head back against the wall and tried to think my way out of this hellhole.

I don’t know how long I sat there, running through a variety of scenarios in my head. I came up with a few good ones, but they all started at the same point—with my hands being freed. Until that happened, I might as well just admit that I was screwed. That way, maybe I could get past the horror of being helpless and move on to the next part of the dilemma. Figuring out how I was going to get my wrists unchained.

In the end, I wasn’t the one who did it. Sabyn was. I’d been awake what I thought was a few hours—I couldn’t be sure as there was no clock down here—when he came through the door. The robes were gone and in their place was a pair of electric blue board shorts with a matching rash guard. He appeared almost normal, as long as you didn’t look into his eyes. There was only so much a guy could do to hide the psycho, after all.

Hey, Tempest. How you doing? he asked as he swam toward me.

Are you insane? I demanded, straining against the cuffs for the first time in my effort to get to him.

He tilted his head, pretended to think about the question. Actually, I think I’m doing well in the sanity department right now. I beat you, didn’t I?

Because you’re a raging lunatic who sold himself to the sea witch. And for what? Power? You don’t actually think she’s going to be okay with you having any significant amount of power, do you?

Look around, Tempest. In case you haven’t noticed, I already have a significant amount of power. And I can assure you, no one is going to take that from me.

I snorted. You’re a fool.

He was across the room in a flash, his hand at my throat. You’re chained to a wall and insulting the only person who can set you free. And you think I’m foolish?

I didn’t answer, and because I couldn’t stand to look at his smug face for one more second, I turned my head toward the nearby wall. I might not have many choices left, but I still had that.

Until he decided to take that away too. Look at me, Tempest.

Again I didn’t answer, didn’t turn my head back toward him. It wasn’t like there was so much more he could do to me.

Did you hear me?

I still didn’t respond. His hand tightened on my throat, but I wasn’t afraid. I might be in human form right now, but I wasn’t breathing through my windpipe. He could choke me all he wanted, but it wouldn’t cut off my air supply.

Of course, I was forgetting that Sabyn the Insane knew every dirty trick in the book—and a bunch that hadn’t been invented yet. Before I had a clue what he was going to do, his hands slammed into my head, directly behind my ears. And then they started to press against my gills, cutting off my supply of water and, in turn, air. He wasn’t gentle about it either, his fingers gouging into the small slits of my gills until it took all my will not to scream. He got what he wanted, though. In my panic to get away from him, I turned my head back. Our eyes collided.

Thank you, Tempest. Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it? He smiled, a deranged twisting of his lips that would have terrified me if I weren’t already dying. Though I was staring at him, he hadn’t seen fit to lift his fingers from my gills. As my mouth opened and closed, my panic making me revert to human habits, he just watched me. The world started to go gray, and I struggled in earnest, my head flopping back and forth as I forgot my resolve not to give him the satisfaction. And still he didn’t let up, still he watched me as his fingers savaged my gills.

I tried to buck him off, to kick him, but the sad fact was, in this situation he did have all the power. The world grew dimmer, even blacker, and I understood that this was it. I was going to die down here like my mother had and, like her, there was nothing I could do about it.

The last thought I had before I went out was of Mark. I prayed that he wasn’t destined to live my father’s life, looking out to sea and waiting, wondering, if I would ever come back.

[image: Image]

When I woke up, I was floating. Sabyn had unchained me but was keeping a close eye on me from his spot across the room. It took a second for me to register that I was still alive, and when I did, I allowed myself a moment of pure relief before whirling toward Sabyn yet again. I sent out the most powerful blast of electricity I could muster. It should have been enough to knock him on his ass, if not fry him completely, but nothing happened. In fact, he just stood there, smirking at me as I blasted him again and again and again.

It took only a couple times for me to figure out that it wasn’t that Sabyn was repelling the electricity; it was that I wasn’t actually firing any. Just like I wasn’t shooting any energy pulses either. My powers had completely dried up.

Are you done? he asked. Because there are things I’d like to talk about, and frankly, you don’t look like you can do that and listen at the same time.

I sent another blast his way. Then another. And another. Still nothing. What did you do to me?

If you’d calm down a little bit, maybe we could talk about it.

I did scream then, reaching deep inside myself for the reserves of power I rarely had to draw on. I fired absolutely everything I had at him and prayed.

All he did was yawn. Then he walked toward the door, his total disregard for my powers obvious in the way he turned his back on me—something he never would have done before.

Okay. All right. The words came out hoarse and breathless, a testament to just how hard I’d been fighting him. What do you want to talk about?

I knew you’d come around.

I coughed, then felt my gills ooze a little. When I put my hands up to them it was to find out that I was bleeding. Sabyn had really done a number on me.

I’m sorry about that, he said. I guess I was too rough.

I didn’t bother to answer. He’d smothered me into unconsciousness, so yeah, I had a tendency to see that as “too rough.”

What do you want, Sabyn? I’m too tired to play games.

Even after your nap? I’m so sorry to hear that. He gestured to the floor. Why don’t you have a seat, get comfortable? He pulled a picnic basket into the room, set it down next to me. Maybe something to eat will help with your exhaustion.

I stared at the basket in disbelief. I’m not hungry.

He shrugged his shoulders. I guess that depends on how badly you want answers. Besides, who knows when I’ll decide to feed you next.

You are completely revolting.

And you are a total pain in the ass, but here we are anyway. He held out a kelp bar. Try it. It’s pretty good.

I don’t think so.

He shrugged, then took a big bite. Suit yourself.

Sabyn settled with the picnic on the ground, or at least as close to the ground as he could get with the sea water pushing at him. Merpeople, like other half-human sea creatures, have a built-in resistance to the ocean’s buoyancy, which allows them to counteract it any time they want. It doesn’t mean they’ll be able to walk on the ocean floor without effort, but it does mean that they won’t float more than an inch or so above it unless they want to. My resistance isn’t as good as a full merperson’s, but I can usually stay two or three inches above whatever it is I’m resting on. Unless I’m concentrating. Then I can lie on a bed or walk on the ground like any other merperson.

Are you going to tell me what’s going on here, Sabyn? You can’t actually think you’re going to get away with holding me prisoner.

He laughed. Who’s going to stop me? Kona? From what I hear, he can barely stand to be in the same ocean with you. Besides, he’s got other problems right now.

My blood ran cold. What do you mean?

You screwed things for a lot of people when you took off for home last week. Now Coral Straits is mine, and Kona’s kingdom … well, let’s just say it’s not really his anymore. But don’t feel too bad; his people are probably relieved. He’s been having a rough time over there since you dumped him.

Sabyn’s words hit me hard, made me focus on the guilt that was always just below the surface. I wanted to lash out at him, to tell him off, but I couldn’t. I needed him. Not just for me—I was more than happy to piss him off when I was the only one at risk. But Sabyn had news of Kona, and that I wanted desperately. He might not be my boyfriend anymore, but that didn’t mean I didn’t still care about him. If something else happened to him because he was helping me … I’d never forgive myself. And I would make Sabyn, and Tiamat, pay.

I’d never been particularly bloodthirsty as a human. Even as a mermaid, I would rather take flight than fight if I could get away with it. But I’d had about enough of Sabyn and Tiamat and all the other sea monsters they had working with them. If I got out of this damn dungeon alive, I swore I would take them all down, no matter what it took. Their reign of terror had to end.

But I was smart enough to know that there was no way I’d get a chance to escape if I didn’t play nice with Sabyn. Oh, I didn’t necessarily expect him to buy it—he wasn’t a total idiot, after all. But he was vain, really vain, and if I worked it long enough, maybe his guard would slip. If not today, then sometime soon.

Hating myself and what I had to do, I settled down next to him and his ridiculous picnic. I even grabbed one of the disgusting kelp bars and took a bite, praying it wasn’t poisoned.

He didn’t say anything while we ate, and neither did I. I was smart enough to know that I had to wait for him to take the lead or I would never get anywhere. But it was so hard, when I was dying to know where Kona was. Not to mention what he had done to my powers. If there was ever a time I needed them, this was it. I couldn’t do anything without them.

Sabyn forced me to sit there, watching him go through a truly disgusting amount of food. I knew it was for effect, that he was showing me he was the one in control. But even understanding his motivation, it was difficult not to grab one of the kelp and veggie sandwiches and cram it down his throat until he choked on the stupid thing. Except he was a merman so he couldn’t actually choke. More’s the pity.

Finally, when I felt like I was going to lose my mind if he made me wait one more second, he pushed his plate away with a huge sigh. Beer? he asked, holding out a brew made of red algae. It was Kona’s favorite brand, and my heart thumped a little in my chest when I saw it.

I shook my head. I hated the stuff. Besides, the last thing I needed right now was to cloud my brain with alcohol.

So, Sabyn said after taking a long drink. I have a proposition for you.

Finally. What do you want?

You.

Excuse me? Surely I’d heard wrong. Then again, he looked surprisingly earnest when he leaned forward and reached for my hand. I yanked it away before he could get a good grip on it, then folded my arms over my chest in case he hadn’t gotten the hint. I had to admit I felt like I was in the middle of a particularly weird and horrifying episode of The Twilight Zone. Or maybe The X-Files. That show has always freaked me out.

I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. Nor did he do anything besides stare at me with a wounded expression on his face. Like my not wanting him to touch me had somehow offended him. Which was so ridiculous it made me long for my powers even more. There was nothing I wanted at that moment as much as the ability to blast him into next week.

Finally the whole nervous talker thing got the better of me and I demanded, Sabyn, what the hell are you up to?

I thought that was obvious. I’m taking over your kingdom.

Yeah, I got that. But what are you doing bringing me picnic lunches? We’re pretty much the definition of mortal enemies at this point.

I think that’s a little harsh, don’t you?

You shot me with a dart gun, stripped me of my powers, and chained me in a dungeon. And that was just today.

Yes, but that was for your own good.

My own good? I almost choked on my utter incredulity.

In case you didn’t notice, people weren’t exactly overjoyed to see you today. He gestured carelessly to the world outside my dungeon walls.

I didn’t talk to anybody. That’s the whole point. You have my people so terrified of you that they wouldn’t even come greet me.

That wasn’t terror, Tempest. That was disgust. I didn’t seize control of Coral Straits. It was given to me in a gift box, all wrapped up with a shiny bow.

I don’t believe you.

He shrugged. Fine. Don’t believe me. That doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Your people sold you out.

I wanted to ignore him, to discount everything he was saying. But he was so calm, so rational, so sure of himself that it was hard to do. Besides, I could still see Bali’s face, could see all those people who saw me come into town today and went out of their way not to talk to me. After seeing Sabyn, I had decided it was fear that motivated them. But what if it was something else? What if they had chosen Sabyn as a leader? They could have been avoiding me because no one wanted to be the one to tell me. Or worse, because they’d known what was waiting for me and they were okay with me being hurt, imprisoned, trapped.

But still. Why would they do that? I demanded. Even as I asked, I was aware of the irony of seeking answers, reassurance, from the man who had put me in this situation.

My guess? They don’t like your ties to the human world. Every time things get rough, you run home to your daddy and that human boyfriend of yours. You have to admit it’s a little pathetic.

I wasn’t about to discuss Mark or my family with Sabyn. They were none of his business and, truthfully, I hated that he knew anything about them at all. I decided to change the subject. So, at risk of sounding like a broken record, what are you doing here? If you have the monarchy of Coral Straits all tied up, what are you doing in this dungeon with me?

He smiled then, and it was such a cold, slimy thing that I had to force myself not to shudder. The way he was looking at me made me feel like Little Red Riding Hood at the foot of her grandmother’s bed after the big bad wolf had climbed into it—like I was lunch and I just didn’t know it yet.

Funny you should ask, he told me, tipping his beer toward me in a little salute before he drained the bottle and tossed it back into that ridiculous picnic basket. I’m here to ask for your hand in marriage.


Chapter 16

At first I was certain that I had heard him wrong. Then I was certain that he was playing with me. And then … then I didn’t know what the hell I was certain of except that there was no way Sabyn had just asked me to marry him. I had heard—and done—a lot of crazy things in the year that I had been mermaid. I’d also sacrificed a lot for my clan, for my queen, for the people I believed I was destined to rule. But never in my wildest imaginings or nightmares could I have come up with this. That, more than anything else, convinced me that Sabyn had actually said what I thought he had.

Too bad the only response I had was, Are you out of your mind?

He tried to look offended but failed miserably. Still, when he held a hand up and said, Just hear me out, it wasn’t like I could argue with him. I was too shocked.

The way I see it, we both have problems that the other person can solve.

No offense, Sabyn, but I don’t think anyone can solve your problems.

Funny, because I was just thinking that I was the only one who could solve your problems. He raised his brows at me, obviously waiting for me to contradict him. But how could I when he was directly responsible for many of my problems, especially the most pressing one?

When he figured out I wasn’t going to try to one-up him again, he continued. I find myself in a strange and uncertain position these days. The Pacific Ocean has become a war zone, and while I would normally sit back with a bowl of dried kelp and watch the entire thing blow up, I have to admit that I’m more than a little concerned about how everything is going to shake out. Now, if you ask Tiamat, she’ll tell you that she has this thing wrapped up—I know, because I’ve asked her numerous times in the last few months. It’s kind of put us on the outs, if you want to know the truth.

He continued. But be that as it may, I am not nearly as confident as she is about how this thing will go down. Now, if your mom hadn’t had that unfortunate accident with the Lusca last year, I would definitely keep my money on the sea witch. But she did, and now there’s you. And, I’ve got to tell you, Tempest, you concern me.

Well, that’s a good basis for marriage. Concern that your partner might annihilate you from the face of the earth.

I think so. He smiled blandly, refusing to rise to the bait. Anyway, the truth is I’m rather fond of Coral Straits. I grew up here. I have friends here. It’s a great place to live. Not to mention it’s the richest merclan in the seven seas, one that has spent decades solidifying its power amidst the shifter clans in every ocean on earth. These are all good, good things. And now, it appears, I have quite a loyal following here as well. I’d be stupid to walk away from it on the basis of a washed-up sea witch’s promises.

I wouldn’t exactly call Tiamat washed up. I thought of the damage she’d done recently, of Kona’s family and my best friend Mahina’s uncle, and all the merpeople and selkies I used to know who were now just gone.

Yes, but you don’t know her like I do. I’ve spent four months trying to figure out what you did on that ship and I still don’t know. But whatever it was, she’s in bad shape. I don’t know that she’ll ever make it back to where she was.

So that’s what this is all about? I demanded as the puzzle pieces slid into place. You want the throne here as a way to hedge your bets in case Tiamat doesn’t make it back?

Well, when you put it like that, it sounds so mercenary.

I shuddered in disgust. It is mercenary.

So it is. But it’s also practical, Tempest. After all, I wasn’t cut out for a pauper’s lifestyle.

I’m sure you weren’t. But you’re already on the way to getting whatever you want, right? I mean, you seized the throne right out from under me and you’re about half a step from eliminating me completely. Amazing how easy it got to talk about your own death after a while. Like it was a foregone conclusion. I pushed the horror of that thought away and continued. So I still don’t know what we’re doing here or why you would want to marry me. It doesn’t make sense.

It makes perfect sense. Yes, I have the throne now. But everyone knows I’m not the legitimate heir. You are.

Some will argue that the legitimate heir to any throne is the one who can seize it and keep it.

Exactly. But not all of them. That’s where you come in. I need you to ensure that I can keep the throne. The people might be pissed at you now for running out on them, but the first time something bad  happens or I do something unpopular or hell, I don’t know, one of them stubs their big toe, they’re going to start remembering that I wasn’t supposed to be king. That there was another choice out there and that she was a very viable choice, one with an amazing amount of power and the ability to protect them. You have to admit, that’s pretty powerful stuff. But if you were already here, already married to me and ruling from the position of merQueen, the position that was always meant to be yours, well then …

Your future is guaranteed.

He shrugged. Something like that.

And what about Tiamat? What’s she going to do when she finds out you betrayed her? She isn’t exactly known for her forgiving nature.

By the time the old hag figures out what’s going on, you and I will be married, our powers will have merged, and she won’t stand a chance against us. Besides, having you on my side pretty much guarantees that the rest of the clans will fall into line behind us. We won’t have any shortage of help to defeat her, even if she manages to pose a credible threat.

Wow. You really have thought this out.

He gave a little bow. We aim to please.

There’s only one problem that I can think of, I told him.

Which is?

I would rather die than have anything to do with your sick, twisted, diabolically evil plans. So I’m afraid this whole marriage thing—I moved my finger back and forth between us several times—really isn’t going to work.

That wiped the self-satisfied smirk off his face. Oh, it’s going to work, Tempest. Of that much, I can assure you.

How? You have to have my permission first, and that is not going to happen.

Isn’t it?

There was something about his voice, about the look in his eyes, that was terrifying as hell. But I refused to let it influence my answer. After all, trusting Sabyn was a death trap, pure and simple. Better to die now when I was expecting it than by a knife in the back six months or six years from now when I wasn’t.

There were some things that were acceptable during war that weren’t acceptable any other times. Things like leaving my family behind, lying to my friends, breaking Mark’s heart. And then there were some things that would never be acceptable no matter what was going on. Marrying Sabyn to get control of a merkingdom that had obviously decided it didn’t want me as a ruler was not an acceptable thing to do. Nor was it smart.

In fact, even in the grand scheme of things, it was a pretty heinous suggestion, just the thought of which brought the nausea I’d been feeling right back around to the forefront.

No, Sabyn, it isn’t. I don’t marry men who slam my face into walls, chain me in dungeons, try to kill me, or plot to destroy everything that I’ve worked so hard for over the last year. I paused. And that’s just what you’ve done today.

His eyes narrowed as he fished around in the picnic basket. You know, I tried to make this good for you. I brought you a picnic, treated you like an equal, even picked out a ring for you. As he said the last, he held out a small, glass waterproof box.

I physically recoiled, nearly slammed back against the wall in my need to get away from what was in that box. Put it away, I told him, my voice as shaky as my nerves. For the first time since this whole farce started, it occurred to me that he was actually serious. That he expected me to marry him.

That wasn’t what scared me, though. What had me shaking was Sabyn’s track record in getting things that he wanted. He was a master manipulator and a sociopath—I had seen him in action when he first came to Coral Straits four months ago, and nothing that had happened since had changed my mind. He didn’t know how to take no for an answer when he wanted something. And I was completely at his mercy.

When it became obvious that I wasn’t going to open the box, Sabyn sighed heavily. And then did the honors himself.

Most of the room was still dark, but the lantern he’d brought with him cast a rosy pool of light around Sabyn and his picnic basket, so I got a clear look at the ring. It was magnificent: a giant, teardrop-shaped diamond was the center stone, but the ring itself was channel set with alternating diamonds and sapphires. It was a ring fit for a merQueen and it scared the hell out of me. As far as bonds went, I’d rather wear the chains than that thing.

Let’s see if it fits, shall we? He swam closer to me.

You don’t seem to understand, Sabyn! I’m not going to marry you.

No, Tempest, you’re the one who doesn’t understand. You don’t have a choice. He grabbed my hand, jammed the ring onto my finger. I pulled it off, threw it as hard as I could, then watched—with him—as it sank into the darkness several feet away.

Sabyn turned, cocked his head like he was studying me. That was a singularly stupid move, Tempest. And then he lashed out, slamming a fist into my stomach hard enough to bring up the kelp bar I’d worked so hard to force down.

He stepped back and watched with distaste as I vomited. When I was done, he handed me a waterproof napkin from the picnic basket so that I could wipe my mouth. I should have known you’d choose to do things the difficult way. You always do. But don’t say I didn’t try to make it nice for you.

And then he was grabbing me, forcing me back against the wall. I screamed, kicked and bit and clawed and hit, but he was stronger, meaner, and more than willing to hit back as hard as he could. Within minutes I found myself chained to the wall again, my ears ringing from a particularly hard blow to the head.

What are you going to do? I demanded. Keep me chained down here forever? I was trying to sound tough, but the words came out slurred, even just going from my mind to his. Which seemed like a problem, but I was so tired and dizzy that it was hard to work up any serious concern. Which actually seemed reasonable, because, next to marrying Sabyn, my head injury seemed like small potatoes.

You’d be surprised what I can do, Tempest. But not for long. He walked forward, a wicked-looking syringe in his hand.

What is that?

Something to help you rest.

I don’t need a tranquilizer. Bad enough to be left in the dark, alone and powerless. But to be unconscious too—I shuddered. Sabyn could do anything to me and I wouldn’t be able to fight him. At all.

It’s not a tranquilizer, he said as he neatly sidestepped my kicking legs. Be a good girl, he told me, or I’ll send someone down to chain your legs too.

The threat got through to me, even with the panic ricocheting around inside of me as the needle approached my biceps. What is it? I asked again, because I couldn’t fight if I didn’t know what I was up against.

Something Tiamat and her minions developed after you barbecued her. It neutralizes merpowers, with the nice side effect of making you sleepy.

You don’t have to do that! I told him, nearly dislocating my arms from my shoulders as I struggled against the chains.

Oh, but you assured me that I did when you turned down my heartfelt marriage proposal. He grabbed the belly chain Mark had given me, twisted it to keep my midsection still, then stabbed the needle into my stomach and depressed the plunger. Within seconds, everything grew even fuzzier than it already was.

The last thing I heard before I went under was Sabyn’s sadistic chuckle. Sweet dreams, Tempest. I’ll be back tomorrow and we’ll talk again.
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The next bunch of days passed in a blur. Hours of sitting in the dark, nursing my wounds, followed by minutes of abject terror when Sabyn showed up and demanded that I comply with his wishes. Part of me wanted to say yes simply as a means to stop the beatings and the druggings and the chainings, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t bend my will to his, not when doing so was a total betrayal of everything I believed in.

And not when I was smart enough to know that while it would get me out of the dungeon, I’d just be trading one horror for another. Even if we were engaged or married or whatever, Sabyn would never allow me to have my own power. He’d keep me on that damn drug of Tiamat’s until I was addicted to the stuff, until my brain was mush and my body craved its own destruction.

It was sometime on what I guessed was the eighth day—based on the number of times Sabyn had visited me—that something snapped in him. Came totally unhinged.

The visit started out the way all of his did. He unchained me, had me sit with him in the middle of the room, forced me to eat food I had no desire for. I knew I needed to keep my body strong, but the drugs he was injecting me with made me nauseous as well as sleepy, and they totally stole my appetite. Most days it was all I could do to take a few bites of sea vegetable or kelp. The sushi he brought, no matter how great a delicacy, turned my stomach and after watching me vomit a few times, he decided not to force the protein down my throat.

I was sitting on the pallet with Sabyn—or floating a little above it, actually, as it was getting harder and harder for me to control what my body did. I was groggy from the drugs, slow, and when Sabyn asked me to pass him a drink, it took a minute for the request to register. My slowness infuriated him, and he lashed out with a kick to my ribs that laid me out flat as I tried to breathe through the pain.

And then he was above me, kicking and punching, hitting and stomping. I curled myself into a ball in an effort to protect myself, but that didn’t matter. He just kept kicking me and screaming obscenities, ordering me to do what he wanted.

From somewhere, I don’t know where, I found the strength to shake my head. To whisper, No. But that only set him off worse. He slammed his heel down on the fingers of my left hand and I felt them pop, all three at the same time and then my pinky a few seconds later as he ground his heel around.

I screamed, and it was such a high-pitched, bloodcurdling thing that it stopped him in his tracks. He stumbled away from me and for long seconds did nothing but stand there, staring at me in the dim light, his breathing heavy and erratic. Then, as if he couldn’t stand to look at what he’d done, he stumbled to the door, threw it open.

It didn’t have to be this way, he said to me. I didn’t want it to be this way.

I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t. At that moment, it was all I could do to keep breathing.

Let’s see how much resistance you have after being left on your own for a few days, Sabyn snarled before he closed and locked the door behind him.

I waited for long minutes for him to come back, afraid that he would bring a knife or a spear to finish the job. But when it became apparent that he wasn’t returning, I tried to sit up. It should have been easy. I was practically weightless, floating halfway off the ground, but just stretching my legs out from the ball I’d been curled into took more energy than I had.

Still, I forced the issue, straightening my legs and rolling until I was stretched out, flat on my back. Then, and only then, did I attempt to take a deep breath, pulling water into my oxygen-starved gills. But as I did, I felt something else pop deep inside of me.

I blacked out again.
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I was cold, so cold. I tried to turn, to curl myself into a ball for warmth, but just that small movement made the room spin around me. I closed my eyes, went back to sleep.
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Everything hurt. Slowly, so slowly that my fuzzy brain almost forgot what I was doing, I lifted my uninjured hand to my face and gingerly felt around. My jaw was swollen, misshapen, my lip split and scabbing over. I knew my fingers were broken, knew they had to be set, but the second I touched them a wave of such excruciating pain whipped through me that I blacked out again.
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I kicked my legs a little, paddled my good hand. I was trying to dive, to get to the weighted-down picnic basket. There was always a mixed salad in the basket made up of different kinds of seaweed—dulse, bladderwrack, laver, brown seaweed. They were powerful antiinflammatories and painkillers. If I could just get to them, maybe I could dull the pain enough to think.

I kicked some more, paddled a little harder, went nowhere. The effort alone exhausted me and I closed my eyes.
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This time I was determined to get to the basket. I angled my body down, kicked a little harder. Moved slow inch by slow inch. When my fingers brushed against the handle, I nearly cried in relief. I pushed forward a little more, wrapped my fingers around it, and tried to pull it up. It was too heavy; it didn’t budge. I tried again and again, but I couldn’t get the thing to move.

I kicked some more, got myself a little lower and a little closer to it. And then, through sheer will alone I managed to bring my injured hand around and grasp the basket too. It hurt so badly that I was sure I was going to throw up again, but there was nothing in my stomach to get rid of. I hadn’t eaten in what felt like days. When I got the pain under control by looping my arm through the basket so that there was no strain on my broken fingers, I used my good hand to rummage in the basket until I found what I thought was the seaweed salad. One-handed, I ripped the lid off the top of it, then grabbed a bunch of seaweed, shoved it in my mouth, and chewed.

My body nearly revolted at the first swallow—my stomach had been empty for so long that it wasn’t sure what to do with that first bite of nutrient-rich food. I didn’t care, though. I forced another bite down, forced myself not to purge it back up. Then took another bite and another and another.

Within a few minutes the pain lessened. It still wasn’t what I would call bearable, but at least the throbbing in my head had gone down and I could think, really think, for the first time since I’d woken up in this damn dungeon.

That’s when it hit me. I didn’t know how long it had been since Sabyn was last here, but I was pretty sure it had been at least a day, maybe two. Plus, he hadn’t injected me the last time he was here—he’d been too busy beating me to bother. Which meant, if I was really lucky, maybe I had my powers back. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with them when I could barely move, but just the thought of having some kind of power, some kind of control, energized me in a way I wouldn’t have dreamed possible just a few minutes before.

I shoved the last bit of seaweed salad into my mouth. Swallowed it. Then stretched a shaky hand out in front of me. If nothing else, maybe I could make a light bubble. I was so injured that my phosphorescence was down to practically nothing and it felt like I was existing in the middle of a giant black hole.

I took a deep breath, held it. Then used every ounce of concentration my pain-racked body could muster to reach for the energy that usually flowed right below my skin. For the first time since this whole nightmare began, I found it. I wanted to cheer, but it would have taken too much effort and caused too much pain, so I settled for thrusting the energy outward, then molding it, molding it, molding it until I was holding a perfectly round and glowing orb in the palm of my good hand. Then I flexed my fingers and sent it out to the corner of the room.

I created a second one, then a third. Then a fourth and a fifth and a sixth. It was a stupid thing to do—it took a lot of effort to make the bubbles, and if I wanted to heal I needed to conserve as much of my energy as I could. But even as I told myself to stop, I knew I wouldn’t. It felt so good to have my powers back, to have some small level of control over my environment, that I wanted to keep molding the lights forever.

Eventually, I forced myself to stop and focus on my situation. I knew my busted ankle was going to cause me the most problems if I wanted to escape, so I began searching the dungeon for something to bind it. It took a while, and I had just about given up on finding anything when I ran across some waterproof napkins. They were long and skinny, and if I ripped them into strips, I’d probably be able to bind my ankle—which would give it some support and help the swelling go down.

Unfortunately, coming up with the idea was a million times easier than actually completing it. The napkin fabric was difficult enough to tear at the best of times, but with one busted hand, it was almost impossible. I wouldn’t give up though, and after trying about a million different things, I finally hit on using the jagged edges of the handcuffs—which were responsible for a number of the cuts on my wrists—to tear a hole in the fabric. From there, it was just a matter of wriggling my fingers against the hole until it really started to rip. Then I put the corner of the fabric in my mouth and held it while my good hand tore the strip away.

Next I tucked my knees to my chest, doing my best to ignore all the muscles that protested the movement. By feel alone, I was able to wrap my ankle as tightly as I could. Within minutes, the incessant throbbing stopped. It was replaced by a sharp but bearable ache that, as long as I took it slow, helped me swim a lot better than I had been. But my ribs—which I was beginning to think were broken, not bruised—were irritated enough to protest every single move I made.

Determined not to pass out this time, I had just settled into the corner opposite the one I’d spent so many days chained to for a rest, when I felt a subtle disturbance in the waves in the room around me. The same disturbance that used to come every day, right before Sabyn opened the door.

I found myself cowering in the corner, so afraid that I was trying to make myself as small as possible. Which, when I realized what was happening, pissed me off. I’d never been particularly good at acting cowed and I had no intention of starting now. Even if it was the smart thing to do. Bracing myself for a lot more pain, I squared my shoulders and lifted my head. I even managed to maneuver myself into a standing position. Forget not drawing attention to myself—it wasn’t like there was a crowd of people for me to blend into anyway. No, better to show him that his last beating might have broken some bones but it hadn’t broken me.

Though I knew I was doing the right thing—the only thing—my heart was still beating about a million miles a minute when the door swung open. Except it wasn’t Sabyn silhouetted on the other side of the threshold. It was my best merfriend, Mahina. And she looked ready to take on an army to save me.



Part Four
Epicenter

“Blue, green, grey, white, or black;
smooth, ruffled, or mountainous; that ocean is not silent.”

—H. P. Lovecraft


Chapter 17

Mahina?

She started at the sound of my voice, rushed into the chamber with a huge flashlight held aloft. Oh, Tempest, thank God! It is you in here. I’ve been through half the city and this whole castle looking for you in the last three weeks. I was about to give up.

Three weeks? I’ve been here three weeks? That’s how long I’d been out of it?

Three and a half weeks, actually. She started to throw her arms around me and then froze. Oh my God! I don’t even know where to touch you. What did that bastard do to you?

I shook my head. It’s not important right now. But, Mahina, you have to go. He can’t catch you here or he’ll hurt you too.

She snorted. I’d like to see him try. I’m done running. He’s nothing but a little boy in a bully’s body and I have had more than enough of him over the last month.

Terror gripped me at her words. I was proud of her for wanting to stand up to Sabyn, but doing it down here, in these dungeons, wasn’t the way. He’d just throw her in another room and might even torture her too. Please, please. You have to go.

I have every intention of going. But first I want to make sure you’re okay.

I’m fine. I held up my broken hand. Well, maybe not fine, but I’ll be okay. Can you get help?

Get help? Mahina frowned at me. I am help. What do you think I’m doing down here? I came to get you out.

Get me—Tears burned my throat. You came to get me?

Well, I’m sure as hell not here to practice my lock-picking skills. How hard did he hit you, anyway? she demanded, her fingers probing the bump on my forehead. You’re not acting like yourself.

I sucked in a breath at the contact. That hurts!

I’m sorry. It looks terrible. Now come on. Let’s get you out of here. We don’t have much time.

Much time for what? I knew I sounded like an idiot, but I was still confused. My head hurt like hell, and though I was thrilled at the possibility of being rescued, it was hard to think through the pain.

I’ve been seeing one of the guards. Micah. He agreed to smuggle me down here during shift change, when the other guards are busy clocking in and out. But the new shift starts in ten minutes, so we have got to jet!

We’re leaving now?

Suddenly she looked really concerned. Tempest, are you all right?

I didn’t know the answer to that, so I just nodded. Said, Yeah, of course. Let’s go.

She stuck her head out of the door, looked both ways. Do you, uh, do you mind if I lead? she asked. I know the way out.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed, then groaned when it made my head hurt worse. Do I look like I’m in any condition to lead?

Honestly, you don’t look like you’re in any condition to be alive. I’m not sure how you made it.

I’m too mean to die. Besides, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

Now that’s the Tempest I know and love. She darted out of the cell, turned left, and started swimming down the corridor. She wasn’t going all that fast, but still, there was no way for me to keep up, no matter how hard I tried. One, because she had a tail and I didn’t. And two, because swimming is one of those activities that uses the entire body. And since my entire body was completely messed up, it wasn’t like I could use it very well.

Oh, I could focus on the prize and ignore the pain—I’d done that many times before—but it wasn’t just the pain slowing me down. It was that my body really wouldn’t work right. Not my right hand, not my left foot, and not my diaphragm, which screamed in agony every time I performed a stroke.

Mahina was at the end of the hallway before she turned back to check on me, and I saw her usually bronze skin turn pale as she realized just how badly injured I was.

She started swimming back toward me, but I waved her away. Keep going—I’ll follow you. I’m just a little slow. It was an understatement and we both knew it, but I couldn’t let her be caught down here. Sabyn didn’t need her the way he needed me—he would just as likely kill her as toss her in the dungeon.

Mahina didn’t listen, of course. She just rolled her eyes at me and kept coming. You’re going to need to wrap your arms around me and let me swim us out of here. Can you do that?

I’m too heavy. I’ll slow you down.

You’re already slowing me down. Just let me get us out of the castle and then we’ll think of something else, okay? But we’re running out of time. We need to get moving.

I nodded, then gingerly did as she instructed, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and my legs around her waist so that she was pretty much giving me a piggyback ride. Or what mermaids liked to call a seahorse ride.

Are you ready? she asked as she pushed off from the floor with her powerful tail.

I nodded, though I wasn’t anywhere close to being ready. Holding my arms and legs in that position really hurt, plus any movement of my head made me feel like I was going to throw up all over again. I could only imagine what it was going to feel like being jostled along on Mahina’s back. But it beat the alternative, so I sucked in a breath and said, Let’s go.

She took off, streaking through the halls like Sabyn himself was on her tail. Down one corridor, up a ramp, across a room, through a secret passageway, up another ramp, down another corridor. On and on it went until we were finally in a part of the castle that I recognized. Unfortunately, it was the Council’s quarters, and I froze as one of Sabyn’s allies from our last big battle stepped out of a suite. He hadn’t seen us yet—he was too busy locking his door—but I knew it was only a matter of seconds before he did.

Reaching out my good hand, I blasted him with the biggest energy pulse I could muster. He didn’t even know what hit him. One second he was dropping his keys in his pocket and the next he was laid out cold in the hallway.

Mahina whooped. Nice aim, Tempest!

Not bad considering I can barely see, huh?

Not bad at all. She giggled. And it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. He’s been doing nothing but hassling people and seizing assets since the moment Sabyn appointed him to the Council.

Big surprise. But where are the others? What did Sabyn do with Hailana’s Council? I didn’t always get along with the group of them, but there were a few Councilors I had considered friends. I hated to think of something happening to them while I was at home, having birthday parties and hanging with my friends.

They’ve been exiled. Sabyn gave them the chance to leave or be executed. They took the path of least resistance.

Well, can you blame them? Sabyn’s a sociopath. I wouldn’t want to cross him if I were them.

Mahina glanced at me over her shoulder. But you did cross him.

Yeah, and we can see how well that worked out for me, can’t we? I held up my mangled hand as evidence.

Better to fight than to run away like a bunch of cowards when a monster threatens the kingdom you’ve sworn to protect, she countered.

Sabyn didn’t make it sound like that was what happened, I told her. I know I shouldn’t believe anything that comes out of his mouth, but some of what he said made sense.

Like what?

Like after Hailana died, when I wasn’t here, people asked him to assume the crown.

Mahina didn’t answer, pretending to concentrate on taking a corner as quickly as possible. But my best friend was a certified genius who could multitask with the best of them. If she wasn’t answering, it was because Sabyn had told the truth and she was looking for a way to tell me.

It’s okay, I told her. I understand. Although I didn’t, not really. Had it been selfish of me to think I could be both mer and human? Yes. Had I been an idiot to run back and forth between Coral Straits and La Jolla like it was a recreational swim? Absolutely. But everyone in Coral Straits knew who Sabyn was. They knew he had been instrumental in the fight that had injured Hailana so badly and they knew he had teamed up with Tiamat in an effort to kill Kona and me. How could they have asked him to be their leader when they’d known I was coming back? They could have picked any random guy off the street and he would have been a better bet than Sabyn the Insane. I wanted to say all this to Mahina, but now wasn’t the time. And I wasn’t really sure it was my place, anyway. I didn’t want to sound like I was suffering from sour grapes, whining because they’d picked him as monarch over me.

Mahina made one more right turn, went down one more hallway, and then we were in the servants’ quarters. A left turn and a mad swim down three hundred of the busiest yards in the entire castle—I kept my face pressed into Mahina’s back the whole time in hopes that no one would recognize me—and we reached the servants’ entrance. We burst through the door and out into the city streets just as I heard someone ask, Hey, isn’t that Tempest? I used my new telepathic powers to try to shut down his access to anyone else. I had no idea if it worked, though, so I told Mahina, Shit! Someone recognized me!

I know. I know. She dodged around pedestrians, food carts, even sea-horse-drawn chariots as she raced from one street to the next. Just keep your head down and hang on.

Where are we going?

My family’s farm.

Isn’t that the first place they’ll think to look for me? I don’t want anything to happen to your family. Besides her parents, she had seven brothers and sisters whom she adored. I would never forgive myself if something happened to one of them because of me.

Don’t worry. We’re not staying.

Then what are we going to do?

Just trust me, okay? I know you’re used to making the decisions, and for good reason, but I’ve got this. I promise I won’t let you down.

I’m not worried about you letting me down, you idiot. You’ve already saved my life. I just don’t want you to get hurt because you helped me.

I won’t. But there are a lot worse things to get hurt for than your best friend.

She darted onto the street that ran in front of her house, but instead of going inside as I anticipated, she ducked around to the huge barn in back, where she and her father spent most of their time working on projects of one kind or another. We burst through the back door, caught her father in the middle of some experiment that required mixing a number of different-colored chemicals together.

You got her! he exclaimed as Mahina deposited me gently on an empty table. I thought the plan was that we would go together to get her out. He looked at Mahina disapprovingly. Your mother is going to kill me when she finds out.

So don’t tell her. Mahina leaned up and kissed his cheek. Sorry, Papa. I saw an opportunity and I took it.

Rightfully so. We can’t have the merQueen of Coral Straits locked away somewhere, can we? He frowned as he looked me over. Go inside, Mahina, and have your mother call the doctor. We need to get Tempest some medical attention quickly.

I don’t think that’s a good idea, I told him.

That’s because you obviously haven’t seen what you look like. Normally, he was a little bit flighty. Mahina got her brains from him, and he was the epitome of the absentminded professor. But right now, at this moment, his eyes—and his attention—were laser-focused on me.

There’s no time, Papa. I think we were spotted, which means guards will be here any minute looking for her. We need to get her into Up and Away now instead of later. Can you help me move her?

I can move myself, I insisted, pushing into a sitting position. Where exactly am I moving to?

Just over there, Mahina said, pointing at the oddest-looking metal contraption I had ever seen.

What is that?

It’s a subbloon. Part submarine, part hot air balloon. My dad and I’ve been working on it for a while and it’s about time it took its maiden voyage.

I looked from the submarine that wasn’t really a submarine to Mahina to her father and then back again. You want to flee Sabyn and his guards in a makeshift underwater subbloon, and you don’t think that will attract unwanted attention?

Not if it goes as fast as I think it will. She watched me closely. So what do you think, Tempest? Are you in?

This was one of those moments where my decision, whatever it was, would change lives. Maybe just Mahina’s and my lives, maybe the lives of everyone we knew in Coral Straits and beyond. But as the clock on the wall clicked the seconds away, I knew there was only one right answer.

Hell, yeah. Let’s go!


Chapter 18

With the help of her dad, Mahina got me situated in the subbloon—which was embarrassing in the extreme. I wasn’t that great at taking help anywhere, but down here especially, I was used to being the one who did the rescuing. Having to rely on my best friend and her dad to take care of me, at a major risk to themselves, drove me nuts. But I’d already mentioned it to Mahina once and been shot down. If I did it again, it would seriously piss her off. And once she got mad, it took a while to get her back on track—something we couldn’t really afford right then.

After I was seated and strapped into the cocaptain’s chair, Mahina ran a series of quick engine and equipment checks, just to make sure the subbloon really was ready to go. While she did that, I had time to look around the small craft and check things out.

It was well built, I would give her that. But then, that wasn’t exactly a surprise. Mahina’s dad was one of the most famous merengineers in the Pacific, and his mad design skills had definitely carried over to the subbloon. On the outside it looked a lot like a submarine, except more spherical and vertical—so that the craft was actually taller than it was long. Mahina told me this was because of the fuel they were using, some homemade, ocean-friendly stuff that was completely biodegradable. But it needed room to rise in its storage tanks or the chance of explosion tripled. That’s when I cut her off. There were some things I didn’t need to know, and the fact that the vehicle we were going to be fleeing in might possibly explode was definitely one of those things.

On the inside, it looked more like a spaceship than a water-craft. There were dozens of controls, more panels than I could count with my spinning head, and three separate guidance systems. When I asked her why we needed so many, especially when under normal circumstances we could just get out and swim, Mahina told me she and her father believed in backups for everything. Since my safety currently depended on their obsession with detail, I certainly wasn’t going to argue.

As I waited for her, I laid my head back against one of the chairs and lightly dozed. When I awoke a few minutes later, it was to find Mahina standing over me, wiping tears from her eyes.

I’m going to kill him for what he did to you, she told me. I swear I am.

Those were big words from Mahina, who was usually very peace-loving. But the times we were in were far from peaceful and I guess it was a brave new reality for all of us. Still, I didn’t want her to think I expected her to defend me. Again, that was my job.

You’ll have to stand in line if you want to get to Sabyn, I told her with a tug on one of the braids she always wore.

Don’t think I won’t, she answered. Then she took a deep breath, blew it slowly out of her gills. So, are you ready to light this baby up?

As long as we’re not actually setting anything on fire, I say go for it.

Mahina went over to the hatch at the bottom of the subbloon, started to close it, but her dad stuck his head in at the last minute. Wait one second, girls. Your mom’s getting some supplies together for you. And so am I.

You didn’t have to do that, Papa.

He gave her a look very similar to the one my dad gave me when I said ridiculous things. Then he thrust a large duffel bag into her hands. This is from me. It’s got a bunch of stuff that might come in handy in it—tools and other things. Take a look at it when you get a chance.

She nodded. I will.

She had barely finished stowing it before her mother climbed up through the hatch. Though the subbloon was small, it was big enough to seat four comfortably, and her mother grabbed a chair as she checked me out.

We need to go, Mom. Mahina looked at her a little impatiently.

I know. Believe me, I know. But I need to say this first. She turned to me. I know you’re injured and I don’t know how well you’re following what I’m saying or what’s going on.

I’m following.

Okay, then. You let Mahina get you to a doctor and you take your time recovering. She turned so that she was looking at her daughter as well as me. You two don’t need to be heroes. Not this time. Coral Straits is fine, and we will continue to be fine until this whole situation works itself out. I almost lost you both last summer and I am not ready to chance losing you again. I would be going with you if your father weren’t worried that the extra weight would deplete your fuel supply too quickly.

We’ll be fine. But Mahina threw her arms around her mother anyway.

You’re right. You will be. Because anything else is unacceptable. She leaned forward and hugged me super-gently, ran a soft hand down my tangled, blood-matted hair. Take care of yourself, Tempest.

I will. Thanks.

She skewered Mahina with the most serious look I’d ever seen from her. I packed a bunch of food for you two. Make sure Tempest eats something before she dies from malnutrition.

I’m on it, Mom.

Good. She sniffed a little, then wiped her eyes exactly as her daughter had a few minutes before. Stay safe. And I expect to hear from you as soon as you’re able.

Yes, ma’am, Mahina and I answered at once. Her dad might be the absentminded professor, but her mom was ninety-seven percent drill sergeant and three percent Betty Crocker. I loved her, but she scared the heck out of me most days. Today was no exception.

She hugged us both once more, then climbed out of the subbloon. The last thing I saw before Mahina’s dad slid the hatch into place was her mom burying her face against his chest. Then Mahina was locking it from the inside and sliding into the captain’s seat. You ready? she asked.

As I’ll ever be. But how are we going to fit this thing through those doors? Isn’t it too high?

We’re not going through those doors. Then she punched a button and the roof of the barn started to slide open. Here we go, she said.

A second later we were hurtling up, through the open roof and out into the ocean. How fast does this thing go? I demanded as we careened perilously close to the gossamer-fine electrical net that stretched over the top of Coral Straits. It functioned as a defense mechanism and a warning system.

Fast! she answered, and we shot forward at what I swear felt like warp speed.

How are we going to get through the gates? I demanded. Until I’d seen the net, I’d forgotten all about them. Both were new additions to the mercity, ordered by Hailana before her death. I’d argued against them all through the construction period, telling her that neither was going to work to keep Tiamat and her minions out and that if we weren’t careful they could be used against us. Hailana hadn’t believed me, and now, here we were living my nightmare. Sabyn was in control of the city and we couldn’t get out—not without frying ourselves on the specially designed net.

We’re not going for the gates. Too many guards, she said as we flew toward the outskirts of town. I was counting on you to do your little electric show and blast a hole in the fence big enough to get us out.

I can do that. I was weak, but I was going to have to find the strength from somewhere. There was no other choice.

Except we didn’t make it to the fence. Instead, the second Mahina hit the outskirts of town, she ran into a huge roadblock—one with enough guards and bunyip and weapons to stop a military co alition, let alone two girls in a homemade subbloon.

What do we do now? I said.

Why are you asking me? I’m the science geek. This whole scenario, this is your part of the equation.

Right. I rubbed my hands together. Awesome.

Do I detect a note of sarcasm? she asked as she slowed down and dropped closer to the ground.

What are you doing? Shouldn’t we be turning around, trying to find another way through?

The look she shot me was patently disbelieving. Are you kidding me? We don’t exactly blend in with the other traffic.

Of course she was right. As she slowed down even more so she could get into the inspection line, everyone was staring at us. The subbloon was a long way from the small chariots and people movers that we were in line behind, and I figured it was only a matter of minutes before the guards came over to see who the hell we were—and where we were going.

Which meant, if I wanted to get us out of this, I was going to have to think of something quickly.

I glanced around the subbloon. Do any of these windows open, or are they just to look out?

They all open—one of the perks of being able to breathe water. She gestured to a panel on the dashboard. We don’t have to keep it pressurized like a real submarine.

Right. Of course. Excellent. I reached over to the panel, played until I found the switch that opened the big window directly to the right of me. Water flooded the chamber, swept away the few things that weren’t weighted or tied down.

So, what are you thinking?

I’m not sure yet. What do you suppose is in that bag your dad packed for us?

A bunch of stuff. Why?

Any of those underwater grenade things you had last summer?

I don’t know. Probably. But, Tempest, there are too many people around. We can’t use—

I know. I know. It was just a thought. Chalk it up to the muddled brain. I looked around, eyed the distance between us and the checkpoint and the checkpoint and the fence. It wasn’t that far and if we were lucky …

Okay, I know you said this thing goes fast, but seriously, can you give me a top speed?

Top speed? Mahina’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. I don’t know, maybe one hundred miles an hour? A hundred and ten if I pull out everything she’s got?

Are you asking me or are you telling me?

Both?

I laughed. Okay. So they can still swim faster.

Only if they’re going at top speed too. Remember, these are mermen, not selkies.

I know. I closed my eyes for a second, concentrated on blocking everything out—Mahina, the guards, even the fear that had bile rising to the back of my throat—and concentrated on assessing my powers.

I didn’t want to be caught. I really didn’t want to be caught. For my sake and for Mahina’s. And our escape rested on how much power I could drum up.

I glanced down at the gray-lavender shade of my normally violet phosphorescence. I obviously wasn’t at my strongest, but for what I had in mind, I didn’t have to be.

Okay, one more question, I told Mahina. How long do you think it’ll take this thing to get up to full speed?

Ten, fifteen seconds, maybe. The fuel is pretty powerful and the engine—I held my hand up, stopping her middescription. I know. I know, she said. Save the design lesson for later.

Much later. Right now, what I want you to do is get out of line, start heading back in the other direction.

But we’ll look guilty! They’ll be on us before we can even try to hide.

We’re not going to hide. And they’re already on us. I nodded at the contingent of guards making their way toward us.

Mahina took one look at them and eased the subbloon up and out of line. I hope you know what you’re doing, she told me as she started to turn.

Wait! Can you go in reverse?

Yeah. She looked baffled.

Do that for about thirty-five or forty seconds. And then stop, give them a chance to close in on us.

Mahina did as I asked, her face full of trepidation. It’s a good thing I trust you, Tempest.

I know. I think we’re going to find out just how much you do, I answered as Sabyn’s guards and the Coral Straits military drew closer and closer.

What I wanted to do was tricky. I knew that, especially considering how many civilians were around. I didn’t want to hurt any of them; nor did I particularly want to hurt any of the military officers. After all, if we managed to fix things, I might one day find myself as their merQueen, and I really didn’t think killing a bunch of them was a good place to start.

Sabyn’s mercenaries and the bunyip, however, were on their own. They’d tried to kill me before, and in my opinion, that meant it was open season. Not that I was relishing the thought of hurting them, but I wasn’t going to cry myself to sleep either. My tender heart had suffered a lot of blows in the last year and it was time for me to grow up.

Tempest … Mahina drew out my name in a panic. I knew it was killing her not to move, not to do something, but the success of my plan counted on split-second timing. Not to mention my powers doing exactly what they were supposed to do. But I decided not to worry about the second step until I had the first step taken care of.

Okay, get ready to go, I told her. On three.

One. A group of fifteen or so guards stopped in front of the subbloon.

Two. Nearly twice that many bunyip made their way around my side of the craft while ten or so soldiers went around to Mahina’s.

Now, Mahina. Now! She hit the throttle and the subbloon shot forward at the same second I blasted an energy shot straight at Sabyn’s guards They went flying out of the way, no doubt injured by the shot, but at least they hadn’t been run over by our vehicle.

Tempest, there are people ahead! Mahina screamed.

I know. Don’t let go of that throttle! This was where things got tricky. I took a deep breath and used every ounce of concentration I had to control my telekinesis. I’d never done anything on this scale before, but I was determined not to fail. Not this time.

Just as we approached the line of people, sea animals, and vehicles, I swept them all out of the way with my mind. I even managed to move the large underwater boats the military had parked in front of the line.

Holy shit! Mahina yelled. Did you just do that?

I was too busy gathering electricity from the water in the cabin to answer. Seconds before we reached the fence, I sent a huge blast of electricity straight at it, blowing out a hole the size of a small tugboat.

We cruised through the hole, but I knew they were going to come after us. Reinforcements were already pouring in from checkpoints on either side of ours. Our only saving grace was there was no gate on this side of the fence—if I could do what I wanted to, they would have to hustle to the closest opening to get out of the city.

As Mahina concentrated on piloting us into the open ocean, I painstakingly pushed myself out of my seat and swam to the other side of the subbloon. Open the window, I shouted at her, and she did without so much as a bobble of the craft.

Guards were starting to pour through the hole I’d made, so I shot a huge pulse of energy back at them, big enough to create an underwater wave that swept all but a couple back in through the hold. Then, once again using my telekinesis, I grabbed every sliver of wood I could find and molded the fence back together. Within a couple of minutes, it was like there’d never been a hole. The fence was completely mended and booby-trapped with a shot of electricity that would fry the hell out of anything that tried to come through it.

Mahina had been watching in the rearview mirror, alternating her attention between what was in front of us and what was behind us. Holy shit! she said again as I plopped back into the seat beside her.

My legs, and the rest of me, were shaking now. I don’t know if it was because of nerves or all the energy I’d just expended, but I was spent. My head felt like it was going to split open and my entire body hurt.

How did you do that? she demanded.

I waved a hand to tell her we could talk later—right now I was crashing, hard.

Here, she said, reaching into the console between us and pulling out a huge seaweed energy shake. Drink this. You need it.

Normally, I hated the things, but she was right. We still had a couple sentries who had made it out of the city, and while it didn’t look like they were pursuing us, we couldn’t afford to drop our guard. Not yet.

I downed the shake in three huge, hideous gulps. It tasted terrible, but I could tell it was working when my shaking slowly eased off. Exhausted, I rested my head against the back of my chair. I’m not going to sleep, I told Mahina. I just need to rest for a few minutes.

Rest away. That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. And considering I was around to watch you go nuclear last summer, that is saying something.

I laughed, enjoying the first moments of peace I’d felt in weeks. They didn’t last long, though, because Mahina suddenly slammed on the brakes, yelling Holy shit for the third time in the last ten minutes.

I flew forward, would have hit the windshield if I hadn’t remembered to refasten my seat belt. What’s wrong? I demanded, trying to focus despite the fact that my brain felt like it had just gone through a blender.

People are out there. And they look like soldiers.


Chapter 19

How could they get out here that fast? I demanded.

I have no idea, she answered. But they’re here. Do you have any more juice left?

Not much. I braced myself anyway, concentrated on amassing as much energy as I could. Again, it wasn’t close to what I could normally do, but maybe if we could catch them off guard …

I lowered the window, told Mahina to get closer, and prepared to blast Sabyn’s men to the South Pacific. But just as I pulled my hand back, I realized I wasn’t looking at a contingent of mermen at all. The group of people coming toward us was selkies—I could see the necklaces with the little pouches that contained their sealskins around each of their necks. And as we got closer to them I realized these weren’t just any selkies. If I was right, the tall one in the middle of the pack was Kona.

Stop! I shouted, breathless with relief and joy. Kona’s out there. That’s Kona.

Mahina slammed on the brakes, and we shuddered to a stop. I swam out the open window to find several members of Kona’s entourage had rushed to check on us

The first one to get to me was Jackson, a good friend of Kona’s and someone I had hung out with on a few occasions. Excuse me, miss, are you all right? He looked at me with concern, though he made no move to touch me.

I smirked up at him, amused by the formal way he was talking. But as we watched each other, a dawning horror swept into his eyes and I realized he wasn’t being funny. He hadn’t recognized me with all the cuts and bruises.

Tempest? he demanded, his voice a lot harsher than it had been. What the hell happened to you?

Kona was beside me in a flash, which meant Jackson had called to him on a private pathway at the same time he’d been talking to me. Tempest?

I’m okay, I told him, though it was pretty obvious I wasn’t. Still, he looked so pale, so sick, that I felt like I needed to say something to calm him down. Not that my reassurances worked. But then, how could they when his silver eyes ran over every inch of me, taking in each visible mark with a tangible fury. Not for the first time, I wished I’d had time to change into something a little less revealing than my turquoise bikini.

Sabyn? he asked on the private pathway that existed only between us.

Yeah.

He looked away. I didn’t make the mistake of thinking he didn’t care, not with his taut jaw and clenched fists. When? he asked.

He grabbed me the day we got back from La Jolla.

Kona’s eyes jumped back to mine. That was three weeks ago!

I nodded.

He’s had you for more than three weeks?

Yes. There wasn’t really anything else to say.

When did he let you go?

He didn’t. Mahina got me out this morning. In fact—I glanced nervously behind us—we need to get out of here. We just staged the great escape, but it won’t be long before they catch up to us.

So you were at Sabyn’s mercy for three weeks? he asked again, as if he was trying to clarify things in his mind.

I shrugged in reply. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me, the way they all were looking at me. Like I was a specimen in a petridish. Or worse, a victim.

I figured Kona wasn’t really seeing me—he was seeing his little sister, who’d been brutally abused by Sabyn and then left for dead. But the others, they were staring at me the same way, and it was making me uncomfortable. I’d never been very good at being the one people felt sorry for and I had no intention of starting now.

You need a healer, Kona said abruptly.

I know. We were going to try to make it to your land. We thought maybe—

My lands have fallen. When I was in La Jolla with you, the Leviathan moved in. Took over everything. Tiamat’s other forces have done the same to numerous other selkie and mer lands.

For long seconds, the horror of his words didn’t register—almost as if my abused mind knew it couldn’t take any more. But when it did sink in, I whispered, The Leviathan? He was the most terrifying sea monster in the world. I’d never seen him, but in my year as a mermaid I’d heard hundreds of horror stories, all from trusted sources. He wasn’t exactly the live and let live type. Your people?

Most of them are fine. About seven hundred or so escaped and are with me on an island in the South Pacific. The rest are living under his rule. I don’t know how many casualties there were, but early reports say not too many. It seems he wanted to keep them alive.

Kona spoke matter-of-factly, but I could hear the pain beneath the words. Another layer of guilt piled on top of all the rest I’d been feeling. Kona was one of the best fighters I knew. If he hadn’t been off fetching me from my little human fantasy world, he would have been there to fend off the Leviathan’s challenge.

I’m so sorry. It wasn’t adequate, but it was all I had to offer right now. When I was healed I would fight beside him, do anything I could to help him regain his throne. But for now, I could only voice those three pathetic words.

He laughed, and it was a bitter, weary sound. It brought tears to my eyes, but I blinked them back. I’d cried enough in the last few weeks to last me a lifetime; I wasn’t going to cry anymore. Not over things I couldn’t change, and not over the mess I’d made of everything. It was time to fix things instead of whining about how I wanted them to be.

You’re sorry? I was so blind that I led you back to Coral Straits like a lamb to slaughter and you’re sorry? Jesus, Tempest, look at you. If I’d just left you in La Jolla—His voice broke and he looked down, like he couldn’t bring himself to meet my eyes. That psychopath nearly killed you and I didn’t even know.

But he didn’t. I’ll be fine once I get to a doctor and have my hand set. The bruises will fade and—

Oh, I think we can do better than that.

I froze at the familiar voice, whirled behind me to see Zarek standing there. He was the most powerful healer in Kona’s clan and I’d met him twice before. Once when he helped heal my tail after a couple of Tiamat’s shark-men had attacked me, and once when Kona brought him to the hospital to heal Moku. He had saved my brother’s life, he and Kona, and that was something I would never forget or be able to repay.

Zarek! Heedless of my bruises, I launched myself at him. He caught me before I could do any damage to myself, folded me gently into his burly, tattooed arms.

I’ve missed you, Tempest. But I have to admit I was hoping to see you under better circumstances than this.

Me too, Zarek. The last time I had seen him, he’d been cleaning up Tiamat’s disastrous attack on Kona’s lands—the attack that had killed Kona’s parents and so many of his siblings. This wasn’t that bad, but it wasn’t good either.

He sighed. Well, let’s get you to land somewhere so that I can see to all those injuries.

No need, chimed in Mahina. You can ride with us, heal her in here. She nodded toward the subbloon.

Of course, Kona said. But then what are you planning on doing?

I didn’t think much past finding you. I didn’t know about the Leviathan. Kona didn’t say anything, just nodded, which kind of threw me off course. I stumbled a little trying to get the rest out, even though I suddenly felt like I was crashing a party that I had no business even thinking of attending. So I guess if you don’t mind, maybe we could go where … I mean, we could come with you to the South Pacific. If there’s room on the island. And you want us.

I’ve always wanted you, Tempest. You know that.

I didn’t know how to answer without sounding like an idiot, so I didn’t say anything. When the silence got too awkward to bear, I turned to Zarek and said, I don’t feel very well. Do you think maybe we could try the whole healing thing now?

Of course. But I’d prefer to be above water when I do. I think some of your injuries would benefit from being treated in air instead.

I can do that! Mahina said. The subbloon is designed to be either air or water filled. Once I pressurize the cabin, it will be just like being on land.

I didn’t know that, I told her.

She smiled impishly at me, winked at Kona. There’re a lot of things you don’t know, Tempest. I don’t hold it against you.

She swam toward the subbloon and I started to follow her. But it had been a long day and I’d done a lot. I was exhausted, and the pain of swimming only made the exhaustion worse.

I got only about three strokes in before Kona scooped me into his arms and gently carried me across the ocean floor to where the subbloon waited.

Thank you, I told him.

Don’t be stupid. He nodded toward the subbloon. What is that anyway?

A subbloon.

A subwhat?

I giggled. Something Mahina and her father invented. The way it runs is a cross between a submarine and a hot air balloon, hence the name. Whatever it is, it’s pretty kick-ass. It goes from zero to a hundred in ten seconds.

Really? Kona’s eyes lit with interest. He had a thing for fast vehicles—cars, boats, it didn’t matter.

If you’re nice, I bet she’ll let you take it for a spin.

He smiled. I’m always nice.

And so modest too.

It’s hard for a king to be humble.

But important, I whispered.

Yes. Which is one of the many reasons I think you’ll be an amazing merQueen for Coral Straits.

Yeah, well, seeing as how my people pretty much threw their lot in with Sabyn, I doubt that’s something I’m going to have to worry about.

They made a mistake. Sabyn can be a persuasive bastard, and if you weren’t around to contradict him … Once we take care of him and the others, they’ll welcome you with open arms.

I thought we’d taken care of them months ago.

Kona handed me through the open hatch into Mahina’s waiting arms, then climbed up behind me. He barely glanced around the subbloon before grabbing the nearest chair and then reaching for me again. He settled me on his lap, searching for the position that would cause me the least amount of pain. I started to struggle—his hold was too familiar. Too possessive.

Relax, he told me on our private communication path. I’m not trying to score. I’m just taking care of you, like any friend would.

As long as you understand that’s all this is. Friendship … without benefits.

I got it. But his teeth were clenched, his jaw working back and forth. I felt bad for being so blunt, but just because I’d broken up with Mark didn’t mean I was planning to get back with him. It wouldn’t be right, or fair. To any of us.

I’m fine, I told him as he shifted so that he was touching as few of my bruises as he possibly could.

Yeah, you look great. He started to say more but was interrupted when Zarek climbed aboard carrying his medical bag.

This thing is pretty cool, the healer said.

You have no idea, Mahina told him as she closed and locked the hatch. Then, under our fascinated gazes, she flipped two switches—one that forced the water out of the ship and another that subsequently filled it with breathable air from the oxygen tanks.

“I’m impressed,” Kona told her.

She glanced at him from beneath her lashes. “You should be.” They talked a little more, but I was too busy concentrating on switching to lungs and vocal cords after more than three weeks of gills and mental communication to pay much attention to what was said.

“Okay,” said Zarek. “Let’s get Tempest on a chair of her own and see what we’re dealing with.”

“You can’t help her like this?” Kona asked with a frown.

“I could, but eventually I’ll still have to move her to treat some of her injuries, so why not do it now? It’ll be more comfortable for her.”

That’s all Kona had to hear. He placed me carefully on one of the rear chairs, which had a footstool that opened up and a reclining back, so I was almost lying down.

“Sorry to interrupt, Kona, but can you tell me where you think we should go?” Mahina asked from the pilot’s seat. “I’m sure Sabyn’s guards will be here any second and I, for one, would really rather not be around when they show up.”

“I would,” Kona grumbled.

“No, you wouldn’t. These are just his guards. I’m sure Sabyn is back at the castle, stuffing his face with bonbons and bemoaning the lack of competent help.”

I laughed, then regretted it when my ribs throbbed. Zarek, who was checking my vitals, noticed but didn’t say anything. I was totally onboard with his silence. Kona was already livid, and no good would come from getting him more upset than he already was. Although I had to admit that his attitude confused me. When we were coming back from California, he had barely been able to stand being in the same ocean with me. Now he acted like being separated by the width of a chair was too far of a distance between us.

“Set course for the South Pacific,” Kona told her. “My people will surround the ship and protect it from whatever comes along.”

I glanced out the window at the guards who were three deep around the subbloon. “It’s almost enough to make me wish Sabyn would show up, just so we could get rid of him.”

“You have no idea how much I wish that loser would appear, right here, right now,” Kona growled

“Where in the South Pacific?” Mahina asked as she messed with coordinates. My ears perked up. I had surfed Tahiti and Samoa, knew the waves were amazing, but I couldn’t imagine what Kona wanted down there. The last time we’d been that far south it had been at Tiamat’s behest. As weakened as we were now, I couldn’t imagine trying to confront her. Of course, that could just be my pain talking, but even so, it seemed like a singularly bad idea.

“It’s where I’ve been staying,” he told me. “I’ve got a kind of home base there that we can operate from.”

“Operate from?”

“You’re not just planning on taking this, are you? Tiamat and those bastards have stolen our kingdoms, not to mention a dozen or so others. Tell me you weren’t just going to let that stand!”

“Of course not!”

“Okay, children,” Zarek cut in. “Can we plot ocean domination later? I need to talk to my patient.”

Kona clammed up, though he did make a go-ahead gesture that had Zarek smirking and me squirming uncomfortably. We were falling into old patterns with each other, and I didn’t know what to do about it. It was one thing for Kona to help me when I couldn’t physically manage something, but it was quite another for him to be this proprietary. That gesture had been all selkie king giving permission for the healer to treat his woman and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. If it was a friendship thing, fine, but it smacked of something more. Something darker, more possessive, and that I didn’t know how to handle. Especially when I was in such bad shape that I could barely keep my eyes open or track the conversation.

Zarek must have realized that I was drifting in and out, because he was suddenly snapping his fingers in front of my face. “I promise, Tempest, you can sleep soon. But right now I need you to concentrate. I have to ask you some questions and you have to answer them.”

It was through sheer strength of will that I managed to do what he asked. He started with my head, poking and prodding and asking about pain, dizziness, blurred vision. His mouth grew grimmer with every question I answered in the affirmative, as did Kona’s, though I tried my best not to look over at him.

Zarek moved on to my neck, then my torso, stomach, and ribs. He pressed low on my pelvis, asked if anything hurt. It did a little, but the last thing I wanted was for him to get personal, to ask if Sabyn had hurt me any way but physically. He hadn’t, but that didn’t mean I relished answering the question in front of Kona and Mahina.

Zarek didn’t get the hint though, or if he did he didn’t care, because he asked me anyway. I’m not sure who looked more horrified, my ex-boyfriend or my best friend, but I quickly answered in the negative. Zarek nodded, but I wasn’t sure if he believed me. The temperature in the subbloon plummeted, and I knew Kona too was struggling with whether or not to accept my answer.

After he’d checked out all my organs and critical areas, he moved on to my ankle—which felt much better after he rested his hands on it and sent heat pulsing into it—and my hand, which started to throb the second he touched it.

Zarek winced in sympathy. “It’s started to heal this way,” he told me. “I’m going to have to rebreak the bones to set them properly.”

I nodded. I’d expected as much.

“Don’t worry, though. I’ll put you out for it and you won’t feel—”

“No!” The word burst from me.

Zarek looked at me in confusion and disbelief. “You want to be awake when I rebreak and set your hand? Are you crazy? Or just a glutton for punishment?”

I shook my head, tried to explain without actually saying it aloud. All those days and hours I’d missed after being drugged or beaten into unconsciousness at Sabyn’s hands, they felt like a violation of the worst order. The idea of voluntarily submitting for more of the same—even if it was medically advisable—turned my stomach. I didn’t want my consciousness, my ability to sleep or wake up, to be under anyone else’s control ever again.

But to admit that was to admit just how badly Sabyn had damaged my psyche, and that I wouldn’t do. Kona was strong. Mahina was strong. I would be strong too. My clan deserved it and so did my friends. So did I.

Zarek must have realized that I meant business, though, because he didn’t push the issue. He just left it alone as he went about trying to heal everything else that was wrong with me. Which, when Kona asked for a rundown, I found out was extensive.

“She’s got a pretty severe concussion, especially if the symptoms are lingering on this long. I’m going to put that down to lack of medical attention and hope that I can take care of it. Then we’ve got what I believe is a hairline fracture in her jaw, three broken ribs, four broken fingers, a sprained ankle, a bruised pelvis, internal damage to her kidneys—which I fixed as soon as I found it—and more bumps and bruises than I can shake a stick at. Not to mention the fact that she’s severely dehydrated and has lost fifteen pounds she absolutely could not afford to lose.

“It’s a good thing I’m coming with you guys. It’ll take me three or four sessions to get all this stuff at least on the mend.” I knew what he meant—he couldn’t heal me completely because I wasn’t selkie. The best he could do was give me medical attention and then help the healing process along. Which was fine with me. After all, it was better than what I’d been getting in that dungeon, but it was obvious that Zarek wasn’t happy he couldn’t completely fix me. Then again, he was a healer. It was in his nature to want to heal.

“Well, let’s get started,” I said brightly, hoping to both lighten the mood and move things along. The looks I got from the other three people in the subbloon told me that I had obviously put a little too much perkiness into my voice. Mahina in particular looked like she thought I had crossed the line into deranged. But at least it got Zarek moving.

As Mahina piloted the subbloon and Kona alternated between navigating and cursing Zarek, the selkie healer spent the next several hours doing his best by me. I could feel the aches and pains lessening, and for the first time since Sabyn had nearly killed me, I could hold my head up without feeling like it was going to blast apart. Even my ankle felt better, like it would support my weight if I took it slow, and as he healed my ribs, my breathing finally got easier.

When all that was left was my hand, Zarek looked at me uneasily. “I kind of thought you’d be out already. We did a lot of healing today.”

“It’s fine,” I told him with a wave of my good hand. “Just get it done already.”

“It’s not fine!” Kona fumed from his spot next to me. “You’re being insane.”

“Maybe. But it’s my decision,” I told him with a shrug.

“Not when it makes everyone on the damn boat uncomfortable as hell, it isn’t,” he told me. “Now put your big-girl panties on and deal with it.”

I was outraged. I thought I’d dealt with everything pretty damn well and for him to basically sit there and call me a baby made me furious. I opened my mouth to let him have it when Mahina of all people rushed to his rescue.

“You know he’s right, Tempest. I get that bad shit happened to you in that dungeon, and any other time I would say that you were well within your right to take as much time as you needed to deal with it. But this isn’t any other time. This is now and we need you healthy like yesterday. So just let Zarek do what he needs to do and get over it already.”

The shock of her betrayal burned in my throat. The rational part of me was willing to admit she might be right, but that wasn’t the part of me in control at that point. It was easy to say I needed to get over it, but they hadn’t been there. They hadn’t been helpless while Sabyn had done whatever he’d wanted to my unconscious body. And phobias weren’t rational—that was pretty much the definition of a phobia. Yelling at me about it wasn’t going to change the way I felt.

I guess Zarek saw it in my eyes, because he reached for my hand. My index finger. I took a deep breath, braced myself for the pain. But before Zarek could do anything, I heard Kona mutter, “Screw this.” At the same moment he slammed a heavily muscled arm across my chest, Mahina reached across Zarek and picked up the syringe the healer had prepared just in case I changed my mind. She handed it to Kona and he jammed it into my thigh without a second’s hesitation.

“You bastard!” I gasped, staring at him with what I knew were wide, wild eyes.

His face was next to mine, his eyes boring fiercely into my own. “Yell at me all you want when you wake up, but I’ll be damned if I sit here and watch you torture yourself for no reason.”

“There was a reason,” I told him. But I could tell he didn’t understand me, that the words had come out garbled as the drug began to take effect. The last thing I saw before I went under was his face, dark, resolute, remorseless.


Chapter 20

I woke up with a splint on my hand, a desert in my mouth, and a full mariachi band stomping their clogs into my brain stem. Damn Kona and his brand of tough love. I was going to kick his ass for this.

But when I finally managed to pry my eyes open, I realized that I was alone with Mahina on the subbloon. She was in the pilot’s chair, the craft on autopilot while she kicked back and ate a granola bar with what looked like cranberries and chocolate chips in it. For a second my mouth watered and then the inevitable nausea hit. I scrambled for the miniscule bathroom at the back of the subbloon, where I spent long minutes emptying my nonexistent stomach contents.

When I finally made it back to the front, Mahina had taken us off autopilot and was giving the task of steering the subbloon way more attention than it currently deserved. Which was fine with me. I didn’t have a whole lot to say to her or anyone else right now. I was afraid if I opened my mouth I’d start screaming and never stop, which was definitely not the trait of a good merQueen.

Although, if I was being honest, after everything I’d gone through in the last few weeks, part of me wanted to say to hell with the whole merQueen thing. The whole mer maid thing. I’d given up everything for my mother’s clan, for my clan, and they’d repaid me by not just choosing Sabyn over me but by delivering me straight into his evil, oily clutches. I knew it wasn’t everybody, but there had been enough people who’d had the chance to warn me that it sure felt like it was everybody. And maybe it was childish to hold their fear or whatever it was against them, but I couldn’t help it. I’d given up everything for them. My life, my family, my love, only to be sold out in the harshest of ways.

And after what Kona and Mahina had just pulled—whether they’d had my best interest at heart or not—I was just about ready to swim away. I could call my dad from Australia, ask him to send my passport and some money. Hell, I could ask him to come get me and he’d be on the next plane. Within a couple of days, all this could just be a hideously awful nightmare.

“Tempest,” Mahina began softly. “I—”

I slammed a hand up to ward her off. “I don’t want to talk right now.”

“I know. But—”

“I mean it, Mahina. I don’t want to say something I can’t take back.”

“We needed to do it. You were just torturing yourself. I’m sorry but I couldn’t stand to—What are you doing?”

I’d bolted from my chair and started unlocking the hatch at the bottom of the subbloon. She leaped up, but before she could do more than reach for me, I’d opened the thing. Ocean water rushed in and I slipped out. Started to swim.

It was a stupid move. I knew it even when I did it—I wasn’t close to being ready to keep up with the others. But if I’d had to sit in that tiny little craft with her one second longer, I would go insane. My anger was that powerful, that overwhelming. I could feel myself choking on it.

Of course, even out here, behind the selkies, I wasn’t alone. I’d barely swum a few hundred yards before Kona dropped back to swim next to me. Tempest, baby, I’m—

I slammed a door shut in my mind, cutting off the personal path of communication we’d been using for a year.

He reared back, his swimming faltering as he realized what I’d done. He grabbed my arm, tried to talk to me on the common path, but I wasn’t listening to him there either. I jerked away, put on a burst of speed. It cost me, but I didn’t care. It was worth it to get away from Kona’s look of hurt incredulity. Like he had anything to be hurt about.

For the next couple of hours, everyone steered clear of me. I was aware of Kona behind me, tracking my every move and making sure that I didn’t fall too far behind the pack, but he didn’t approach me again and I was glad. Like with Mahina, I knew if I spoke to him when I was this angry I would say something that would ruin our friendship forever. If it wasn’t already ruined.

We swam through the night with me stubbornly refusing to get back on board the subbloon no matter how much I was hurting. Eventually, though, Zarek dropped back to talk to me, and I could tell from the look in his eyes that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Which was fine with me, actually. I wasn’t angry at him. Zarek had been willing to honor my wishes. He hadn’t liked it, but he had sensed how important it was for me to be in control of my faculties for the first time in three weeks. It was Mahina and Kona who hadn’t given a damn about what I wanted, who had taken things into their own hands.

You keep this up, kid, you’re going to end up undoing all my hard work.

I know.

But you’re going to do it anyway? That’s what I call stubborn.

I can’t go back in there with her. I just can’t.

You know they were just looking out for you … in their own way.

I know.

Zarek looked away, his jaw working. I knew I was putting him in a tough spot; I was his patient, but Kona was his king. No loyalty he had to me could trump that relationship and I didn’t expect it to. Down here, I was getting pretty damn used to old alliances trumping new ones.

Can I at least offer you a ride? he asked after a few minutes.

I thought of Mahina, of the seahorse ride she’d given me all through the castle and to her house. Tears burned the backs of my eyes, but once again I refused to let them fall. I’m fine, I told him.

No, you’re not. And besides, you’re slowing us down, which is dangerous out here. We need to get to safety as soon as possible.

I wanted to scream. I knew he was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to bear. Every time I turned around, someone else was taking away my right to choose. Still, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anyone got hurt because of decisions I had made. Kona’s people didn’t deserve to suffer because I couldn’t get my crap together.

I’ll go back in the subbloon, I told Zarek, ignoring the protest in my ribs and head and hand as I swam faster, trying to catch up with Mahina.

You don’t have to do that, Zarek told me. I’m more than happy to give you a lift.

I glanced over at the healer, wondered what his game was. He was usually so standoffish that it was a surprise to see him being this sweet and helpful. Unless—Did Kona put you up to this?

Actually, Kona’s probably pissed I’m over here. He’s been waiting for you to tire out and call uncle so he can swoop in and save you.

I closed my eyes. We’d been together almost a year and he still didn’t know me. Right now, I would rather drown than ask for his help.

I said as much to Zarek, who didn’t seem surprised at all. He just smiled and said, Why do you think I’m here?

That solidified it for me. I gave in gratefully, let him pull me into the shelter of his arms before we took off speeding through the early-morning ocean. It was a measure of both my exhaustion and my trust in him that I managed to close my eyes and sleep through the next several hours of the journey.
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We surfaced late that afternoon, off the coast of a small island in the South Pacific.

“Where are we?” I asked Zarek as we swam ashore.

“An island off the coast of Australia. It’s been in Kona’s family for centuries.”

We walked slowly out of the water. This was the first time I’d stood on my legs for more than a minute or two since I’d been injured. I was a little leery of it, expecting pain with every baby step I took. But I’d underestimated Zarek. There was nothing but a slight tenderness left, just enough to remind me to be careful.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, surveying the golden beaches, numerous caves, and wild copses of trees.

“We like it.”

“This is where he’s brought his people? The ones who managed to escape from the Leviathan?”

“And those from other selkie and mer clans who fled their own lands after the invasions.”

“How many of you are there?” I asked, braced for disappointment. After all, to the best of my knowledge, Mahina and I were the only two people to get out of Coral Straits.

“A couple thousand, including Kona, three other selkie kings, and a merKing.”

I whistled. That was a lot of royalty to have in one place. Especially when the few kings I’d met tended to be a lot more hotheaded and spoiled than Kona.

Zarek snorted. “Tell me about it.” Then he grabbed my hand and started hustling me up the beach. “Come on, then. Let’s go in, get some food. And then you need to go to bed for about twenty-four hours, just to ensure that head injury is on the road to recovery.”

I made a face at him but didn’t argue. Besides, as long as I was following the healer’s orders, I wouldn’t feel honor bound to go make up with Kona and Mahina. Especially when I was still so pissed I could barely see straight.

A large buffet of fruit and sandwich items had been laid out beneath a billowing white canopy, so obviously we’d been expected. As we settled on the beach to eat, I looked around, tried to spot signs of the thousands of people who were supposed to be on this small island. The only ones I saw, however, were those working the buffet, keeping the dishes replenished and the water pitchers full.

“So, where is everybody?” I finally asked. “I don’t see a house or a hotel or anything.”

“No. Kona’s parents chose to keep this island as close to nature as they could. There is a small building nestled in the trees up there that is basically a working kitchen. But there are small coves all over the island. Most people are staying in those.”

I nodded. I was a little leery about sleeping in a cave—visions of spiders and scorpions and any other number of nasty creatures came to mind—but I would reserve judgment. Besides, I wasn’t exactly in a position to be picky. Anything was better than that damn dungeon.

As we ate, I peppered Zarek with questions about the island, the state of the clans, the Leviathan. I was trying to amass as much information as I could as quickly as I could so I would be able to form a broad picture of what we were up against. I knew what Kona and I were facing, but what about the others? What sea horrors had invaded their lands?

And finally, as we pushed our plates away, I asked the question that had been on my mind since we ran into Kona outside of Coral Straits. “If you have all this set up here, what were you guys doing so close to my territory? Wasn’t that just tempting the Leviathan or Tiamat or even Sabyn to come after you?”

Zarek looked surprised. “Well, yeah, but you didn’t expect Kona to just leave you there, did you? When he realized all of the clans had been invaded, that it wasn’t just his, he went crazy trying to get ahold of you. When he couldn’t, he headed out to find you on his own, not wanting to endanger any of his people by asking them to come on what I’m sure he thought was a suicide mission.”

“But you went anyway.”

“A bunch of us did, and we had to leave a whole host of volunteers behind. He’s our king. If he believes something or someone is worth fighting for, we’re going to believe him. He and his family have never led us astray before.”

He picked up my dried-seaweed plate and his own, headed for a nearby trash can. I sat where I was for a while, watching him and the others as I went over his words in my head. Kona, who hadn’t been able to dump me fast enough on the swim back from La Jolla, had risked everything to come get me. To make sure I was safe. He must not hate me as much as I thought he did, or as much as he wanted me to believe.

I wasn’t sure what that meant, didn’t know if we’d ever be friends again, but I figured if he could forgive me for breaking up with him, then I could forgive him for drugging me against my will. I stood up and, after brushing the sand from my legs, went to find him.

He was about half a mile up the beach, under another huge canopy. Only this one looked more like an operations center than a dining area. He was alone, standing over a large round table covered in some kind of papers that he seemed to be studying in great detail. Next to him was a forgotten plate of food and an untouched pitcher of ice water.

A gentle breeze danced past me, lifting my hair and tickling my nose. Seconds later, Kona’s head came up, and as he scanned the area, I knew he had scented me. Though he was in human form, he was still very much a selkie.

I stepped out from behind the tree where I’d been hiding and began walking down to him. He met me more than halfway, bounding up the path between us like the loose rocks and steep incline were nothing. And for him they probably weren’t. For me, right now, they posed more of a problem.

“What are you doing here? I thought Zarek was going to order you to bed.”

“He did. But since I don’t yet have a bed, I figured I’d come check on you, see what you were up to.”

“Come see.” He started tugging me down the path, and I tried to follow, but the second time my ankle twisted, I couldn’t contain my gasp.

Kona froze. “I’m sorry. I forgot about your leg.” Then he swooped me into his arms and carried me the rest of the way.

It was an uncomfortable few minutes for both of us. I didn’t know what he was thinking, but on my side, I was totally confused. I didn’t have a clue how to feel about the proprietary way he was holding me or his astonishing about-face. When he’d left me in Coral Straits, he’d been surly and furious. Now he was acting like the past few months hadn’t happened, like we were still friends. While I longed for the days when things were easy between us, I more than understood his anger at the way I’d broken up with him. Which only made the care he showed me now even stranger.

But when I called him on it, he just looked at me with swirling silver eyes. “You nearly died because I couldn’t get past my feelings for you, Tempest. I was so worried about how I felt that I left you unprotected and at Sabyn’s mercy. That’s not going to happen again.”

“You don’t need to feel responsible—”

“I am responsible,” he growled. “Besides, it’s impossible to look at you and not think about everything he did to you. I know you’re hurting. Let me help you while it’s still possible.”

“Still possible? What does that mean?”

“I know you think you’re safe here, but that isn’t the case. This is just a stopgap measure, but we all know that we can lose the island at any time.” He deposited me in one of the chairs that belonged with the circular table.

“Fine,” I said, bracing myself. “Tell me exactly what we’re dealing with here.”

“This is a map of the Pacific,” he said, leaning over to point at certain key places. “Here’s where we are now. Here’s the Sahul Shelf, where we fought Tiamat a few months ago. Up here is where Coral Straits is. I’ve marked it as compromised and written that it belongs to Sabyn.” His jaw clenched as he said the merman’s name, but after a minute and a few deep breaths, he moved on.

“These are my lands, also compromised. And these are the lands of other selkie clans that now belong to Tiamat.”

I was shocked to see how many clans had fallen—mer and selkie alike. “Zarek told me there were only five other clans here, besides you and me.”

“There are only five other monarchs. But in some of these clans, their monarchs were killed fighting Tiamat and her gang of monsters, and I couldn’t turn people away who had managed to escape. Plus, some of the other clans aren’t represented here. I’m not sure where they’re hiding out, or even if anyone managed to escape the coup. But the lands have been seized. Tiamat now holds them.”

I stared at the map in horror. “But that’s every clan. According to this map, she controls the entire Pacific Ocean.”


Chapter 21

Later that night, I lay in bed staring at the ceiling and trying to figure out what we were supposed to do now. After offering to let me share his cave—which I declined, determined not to let him get the wrong idea about us—Kona had found me this very nice cavern just a few hundred feet down the beach from his own.

By the time his people were done outfitting it—tapestries on the wall, thick rugs on the floor, silk quilts for me to sleep under—I was more than ready to give cave dwelling a try. And so was Mahina. She and I had made up soon after I’d returned from talking to Kona. After all, it would have been ridiculous to forgive him and not her, when both had had my best interests at heart. Though I did make them promise never to do anything like that again before I let them off the hook.

I glanced over at Mahina, who had curled up under her quilt and gone straight to sleep about three seconds after her head hit the pillow. I’d had that long nap this afternoon, though, and combined with the horrors of Tiamat’s ocean domination, it was enough to keep me awake long after I should have succumbed to sleep.

As I lay there, I couldn’t help thinking about Mark, wondering what he was doing at this exact moment. I’d spent the last three weeks—when I was coherent, anyway—deliberately not thinking about him. But here, now, knowing I was safe, or as safe as I could be at that moment, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering to him.

It was late here, a little after midnight, which meant that it was early morning in San Diego. He and the others were probably just hitting the beach for a dawn surfing session before school. Or maybe he was studying. If three weeks really had passed since I’d been home, then it was finals week. A few more days and he’d be free for winter vacation.

We’d been planning on spending it together at my dad’s beach house in Hawaii—that was back before I’d realized I wouldn’t be able to get away again with Hailana so sick. Definitely back before I’d decided I couldn’t be with him at all because it put him at too much risk. But since it was late and there was no one here but me, I couldn’t help closing my eyes and imagining what it would have been like to spend this Christmas with Mark and my family.

We’d go surfing every morning, go exploring every afternoon, and cook fabulous meals every evening—meals that were in no way related to fish tacos or sushi. And at night, Mark and I would walk along the beach. He would hold me and kiss me and—

I was crying again, tears pouring slowly down my face. I wiped them away, then rolled over and curled into a ball. I needed to stop torturing myself. Wasn’t I in enough pain without dwelling on everything I couldn’t have? But that was easier said than done when my whole body, my whole spirit, longed to be anywhere but where I was.

I lay in bed for hours, staring at the fancy rock formations on the ceiling of the cavern. I tried to sleep, but whenever I started to drift off, nightmarish images flooded my mind. Images of Sabyn looming over me, of that octopus thing killing my father, of Tiamat destroying everyone and everything I cared about.

Finally deciding there was no way I was going to be able to sleep, I threw my covers off, climbed to my feet, and gingerly made my way through the loose rocks to the mouth of the cave. It was beautiful out here, the stars shining brightly over the water. As I was watching, a shooting star streaked across the sky. Instinctively, I made a wish on it, then promised myself to help that wish come true. I believed in a higher power and all that, but I also believed in old-fashioned ingenuity. In helping fate, the universe, along any way that I could.

I found a rock to sit on and stared out to sea. The ocean looked different down here, clearer without the algae and microorganisms that lived in the San Diego water I was used to swimming in. It was beautiful, no doubt about it, but it just emphasized how far I had come from home. In every way.

Here, with none of the sounds of the city to drown it out, the ocean was a loud, overwhelming source to be reckoned with. Not that I ever forgot that—it was pretty impossible to think of it as anything else—but sometimes the ocean as source of reckoning got drowned out in the routine of everyday living. Of just being. Out here no one would make that mistake, least of all me.

I’m not sure how long I sat there, just watching the push and pull of the waves. Feeling that same push and pull inside of me as I tried to figure out how to get my life—and my clan—back on track. There was no easy answer, no simple plan I could devise. Whatever was to come next would take everything Kona, Mahina, and I had. And even that might very well not be enough.

Eventually I became aware of another human presence. Not because he said anything, but because—even after everything that had passed between us—I was still attuned to Kona. Could still sense him as he walked over the makeshift path from the cave to the rock where I was sitting.

“You couldn’t sleep either, huh?” I asked.

“Hard to sleep when I don’t know what’s happening with my people.”

I nodded my understanding. I was struggling with it myself, and that was even after my people—or at least a group of them—had tossed me out for Sabyn. I could only imagine how much more difficult this was for Kona, who had been raised from an early age to consider the throne, and the tens of thousands of people he ruled, as his responsibility.

“How are you feeling?” he asked softly.

“Better. Zarek’s a miracle worker.”

“I’m glad. You scared me.”

“I scared me. Being at Sabyn’s mercy—it was bad. I don’t ever want that to happen again, to me or anyone else.”

“Do you want to tell me about what happened?”

I thought of Sabyn, of the blank look on his face when he did so many of the terrible things he’d done. Sometimes he’d been in a rage when he’d hurt me, but most of the time he’d just been blank, resolute. Like beating me was just another chore he had to get through. Being on the receiving end of that attitude felt a million times worse than the anger. And more dangerous.

“I really don’t,” I told him.

I could tell he wanted to argue, but in the end he just nodded and said, “Fair enough.”

“Why don’t you talk instead? Tell me what’s going on here. What you’re planning.”

He nodded. “To be honest, we’re still working out the growing pains. There are more than two thousand of us on the island, with three princes turned kings in the last few weeks and months. Which is …”

“Difficult for you.”

“You have no idea. Everyone wants to be in charge, to make the final decision, but no one is thinking clearly. So much of what they propose is nonsense.”

“And what do you propose?”

“I’m not sure yet. But whatever it is, it doesn’t involve sacrificing great quantities of my people.”

“Of course not!” I answered, shocked and a little horrified.

“You’d be surprised. At the moment, it feels like you and I are the only two rulers who think that way.”

“Then why are the others here? Why don’t you get rid of them?”

He shrugged in a self-deprecating way I’d never seen from him before. Almost as if he was embarrassed by his decision and what he was about to say. Which, on further reflection, I suppose he was. “There’s safety in numbers. I may not believe in what they preach, but working with the other selkie kings and merKings can help provide shelter and food and protection for my people that they might not otherwise get.”

“They can also get your people killed. I’m not sure that’s an even payoff.”

He swallowed convulsively as he watched the waves, staring at them like they had all the answers to the really hard questions. I recognized the look, and the sentiment.

“You don’t have to deal with them anymore,” I told him. “I’m here and I’ll back you one hundred percent. Surely, together, we can come up with a way to get our kingdoms back, a way that doesn’t involve war or sacrificing our people to the almighty machine. We can find a way to defeat Tiamat without them.”

He shook his head, bemused. “Looking at you right now, I could almost believe what you’re saying.”

“Believe it.” I grabbed his hand, squeezed tightly. Took comfort as much as gave it, and for the first time since this thing began, I started to feel confident. Like somehow this was all going to turn out okay. Or at least not as badly as I imagined in my nightmares. “I’m not going to spend my life exiled on this island, not when Sabyn has my people at his mercy. And not when Tiamat is out there somewhere, just waiting to cause as much chaos as she possibly can. Haven’t you had enough of living under her shadow, just waiting for her next move? I know I have and I’ve been doing it for only a year. You’ve been doing it—”

“My whole life.”

“Exactly. At some point, enough is enough.”

Kona was nodding, but his eyes were guarded, sad, as they took in the bruises Zarek had lightened but not healed completely, as he’d concentrated on my bigger injuries. “People are going to get hurt.”

It was my turn to make a big deal of the bruises. “People are already getting hurt. Hiding isn’t going to change that. It’s just going to make it worse.”

He nodded. “I know.” Then he stood, pulled me into a hug that somehow felt like more. Warning bells went off inside my head as his lips brushed against my cheek, a little too close to my mouth. I stepped back, smiled to soften the blow of my rejection. I wanted to keep the peace between us, but I didn’t want to lead him on. That wouldn’t be fair to anyone.

“It’s good to have you back, Tempe.” He smiled a little sadly.

“It’s good to be back,” I said, pushing the memories of Mark and my family and La Jolla down deep inside of me where they belonged. Where they couldn’t hurt me. “Now why don’t we head over to those maps and see if we can figure out what to do about Tiamat and her damn army?”
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Kona and I worked through the rest of the night, adding to the map that he had just begun when he’d come to get me. It showed the entire Pacific Ocean by political boundary, meaning all of the different territories were outlined, complete with a list of the rightful rulers as well as who we believed were in control of the different territories at this point.

According to Kenji, the selkie king whose territory stretched from Japan to the Philippines, Tiamat herself had taken over his lands. Ceto, one of Tiamat’s most fearsome monsters, had seized control of the mercity of Abalone Shores, which was in the far North Pacific, up near the Bering Strait, deposing the merKing Dimitri in the process. The third and final king on the island with us—the selkie king Vikram—had been run out of his territory by the half-octopus, half-man creature that had come for my dad and me. Its name was Turisas and, next to the Leviathan and Tiamat, it was the most dangerous of the sea monsters. When I mentioned to Kona that I had fought him in La Jolla, his reaction was a mixture of pride and horror. I figured I’d concentrate on the pride and forget all the stories he’d told me about Turisas. I had more than enough trouble sleeping as it was.

Dawn’s crimson glow had already begun streaking across the sky before Kona decided that I knew as much as he did about what was going on. Without the history behind the clans and monsters, of course, which left me feeling at a huge disadvantage, especially when Kenji came stumbling across the rocks to us. I’d met him the night before and he’d seemed nice enough, but there was just something about him that made me nervous. It wasn’t the blue hair or the facial piercings that made him look more like the lead singer of a boy-band than a selkie king, wasn’t even the bright blue tattoos that looked so garish compared to Kona’s black tribal bands, though I admit they didn’t help the overall image either.

It was something about the way he held himself, and the way he looked at me, that freaked me out. It reminded me of the way Sabyn looked right before he hurt me. A little angry, a little smirky, it left me with a sinking feeling in my stomach and a desperate need to put myself just out of his reach.

Which was ridiculous. I had nothing to fear from him—we were on the same side. And even if we hadn’t been, I knew Kona wouldn’t let him near me if he thought he was any kind of threat.

Still, sitting with him was awkward, and I found myself scooting farther and farther away from him. Which, unfortunately, meant that I was also scooting closer and closer to Kona. At one point he noticed what I was doing and put a comforting, and proprietary, arm around my shoulders. I didn’t want to shrug him off, to make him look weak in front of the other monarch, but I couldn’t relax into his embrace either. Not when I knew I couldn’t lead him on.

Being friends was one thing, but anything else was out of the question.

What’s wrong? Kona asked, using the private telepathic line between us.

Nothing. I’m just cold. Which wasn’t exactly a lie. But then his arm tightened around me and I pushed away from him. Stood up.

Whether I wanted to go back to my cavern or not, it was past time for me to excuse myself from this little impromptu gathering before my neuroses turned into full-blown PTSD. Ugh. I’d been in lots of difficult, and painful, situations since becoming mermaid. Who would have thought that a few weeks at Sabyn’s mercy would turn me into a scared, whiny little girl who felt better only when hiding behind a big, strong guy?

Everyone stared at me, and I tried to pretend it didn’t bother me. But it did, especially Kenji’s stare. I knew Kona noticed my discomfort because he was suddenly giving the other selkie king the flat, blank stare that usually meant trouble.

You okay, Tempest? he asked, without ever taking his eyes off the other king.

I’m fine. Then I forced a steadiness into my voice that I was far from feeling. “The all-nighter is catching up to me. I think I’ll take a nap.”

“You can’t go yet,” Kenji protested, gesturing behind me. “You haven’t met Vikram and Dimitri.”

I turned just in time to watch two of the largest men I’d ever seen walk out of the sea. I could tell right away who was who by the sealskin pouch tied around the tallest one’s neck. Long and lean, with mocha-colored skin, close-cropped black hair, and a massive chest tattoo of an impressionistic wave, he was clearly Vikram, the selkie king. Which meant the muscled-up redheaded guy standing next to him was Dimitri. Both seemed to be about twenty, but down here, appearances could be deceiving. Kona looked about eighteen and was actually centuries old. While merpeople didn’t age at nearly that slow a rate, Dimitri could still be a lot older than he looked.

“So, this must be that storm I’ve heard so much about,” Dimitri said as he approached, a huge smile on his face. He had a slight accent, but I couldn’t quite place it. Wondered if it was from a merlanguage instead of a human one.

“Tempest,” Kenji corrected with an eye roll. “Not storm.”

“They’re the same thing, no?” He wrapped me in a huge bear hug that somehow didn’t make me anywhere near as uncomfortable as Kenji’s flat, black stare had.

“Pretty much,” I told him.

“I am Dimitri.” He lowered me back to the sand. “And this sour face is Vikram.”

“Hello, Tempest.” Vikram held his hand out, and when I placed my palm to his, we shook very circumspectly. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

I smiled. “You too.”

“Have you eaten?” Vikram asked.

“Um, no, I haven’t.”

“Perhaps you would be so kind as to attend breakfast with me? I would love the chance to speak with the mermaid who vanquished Tiamat.”

“I think you’ve got me confused with my mother.”

He cocked his head to the side, studied me. “I don’t think so.”

“If I’d actually vanquished her, do you think any of us would be in this situation now?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?” The way he said it made it sound like there was more to the story than I knew.

I had just started to ask what he meant when Kona cleared his throat. “I ordered breakfast sent down so we could continue working.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and slowly inched me away from Vikram.

I shot him a what the hell look and almost shrugged his arm off from around my shoulder. But something in his face—in his eyes—stopped me, and I allowed him to drag me close. I didn’t know these guys, nor did I understand all the politics at work here. If Kona thought it necessary for us to present a united front, then I would go with it. At least for now.

Kona sat at one of the hand-carved benches pulled close to the table and kept a firm grip on me so that I had no choice but to do the same. I waited for the others to join us, and when they didn’t, I glanced up to find them all staring at Kona and me—eyes narrowed in calculation.

Neither Vikram nor Kenji looked happy, while Dimitri simply looked speculative. At least until he caught me watching him watch me.

“Breakfast sounds great!” he boomed with a wink and a smile. “We’ve been waiting for you two to get back to discuss the plan.”

“There’s already a plan?” I asked.

“Yes—” Vikram started.

“Not yet,” Kona interrupted. “There are a couple of different ideas going around, but nothing’s been decided on.”

“Because you won’t decide,” Kenji said furiously. “You know there’s only one way to win this thing, but you’re too stubborn to acknowledge it.”

“Wanting to keep our people alive isn’t stubbornness. It’s my top priority and it should be yours.”

“My top priority is regaining my throne!”

“At the expense of your people,” Kona countered. “And if that’s what you really want to do, I can’t do anything to stop you. But I’ll be damned if I’ll sacrifice my own people so that you can call yourself king again.”

“You make it sound so frivolous. Do you know what Tiamat is doing to my people right now?”

“No, and neither do you.” Kona ran a hand through his hair in what I had come to recognize as his major tell. He did it only when his frustration level was at a boiling point. “But no matter what is going on, leading more people into the slaughter is a stupid idea.”

Kenji lunged at him, fist raised. “Who are you to call me stupid?”

Kona stood to meet the attack. But Kenji bypassed him completely, lashing out with his foot and delivering a solid blow to my still very tender ribs.

I went flying.


Chapter 22

I hit the rocks, hard, my bare back skidding across them for a few feet before I finally came to a stop.

“What the hell?” Kona yelled, throwing a punch straight at Kenji’s jaw. Kenji ducked it, landing a solid blow on Kona’s ribs instead. It was obvious he’d been preparing for this fight for some time, while Kona was completely blindsided.

Kona bellowed in rage, went for Kenji again. But I had had more than enough of being knocked around by men and I wanted in on the action. Rising onto my knees, I sent a shaky blast of power straight at Kenji. He dodged, deflected most of it, but enough got through that he staggered back a couple of steps.

I climbed to my feet, threw another, steadier blast at him. This time he did a backflip to avoid the energy pulse, but I was waiting for him and followed up with a stream of electricity that set his choppy blue hair on fire.

He howled, ran for the water. While he ducked his head in the Pacific, Kona and I turned toward Vikram and Dimitri, hands raised preemptively. If they were going to attack, I would be ready. There were days, weeks, even, when I worried about how much power I had and what it was doing to me …

This was not one of those days.

I was fed up with being beaten by jerks. No one else was going to mess with me. Not today.

But Vikram just grinned as he put his hands up in the universal sign of surrender. Dimitri, on the other hand, threw back his head and laughed. “Got more than you bargained for that time, didn’t you?” he called down the beach to Kenji, who stopped smoothing his hands through his singed hair long enough to flip off the other selkie.

“Does somebody want to tell me what the hell is going on here?” Kona demanded, still looking like he wanted to break every bone in Kenji’s body.

Kenji, finally satisfied that his hair was no longer in imminent danger, pushed to his feet and headed back up the beach to us. “Hey, no hard feelings, Tempest,” he said, hand extended. “I just wanted to test out your girl, Kona, see what she’s made of.”

Kona knocked his hand away. “So you hit her? When Sabyn’s already beat the crap out of her?”

“That was my point. If she fell to Sabyn, I wasn’t sure how much juice she was actually going to have when it came to fighting Tiamat.” He nodded at Vikram and Dimitri. “They may think she’s the new savior, but I’ve been a little more skeptical. I wanted to see for myself what she could do.”

“That’s none of your business!” Kona told him sharply.

“It is if you want us to fight with you,” Kenji asserted. “If I’m going to unite against Tiamat, I need reassurance that you won’t leave me hanging out there. I know what you can do, Kona, and the others, but Tempest is an unknown quantity.”

“So you kick me in the ribs? A little warning might have been nice.”

“I didn’t think I’d connect.”

There was a note of censure in his response that I couldn’t miss, and it ticked me off all over again. “Well, excuse me for not being super-mermaid, but I’ve spent the last three weeks as a prisoner of one of the biggest sociopaths in the Pacific. If I don’t live up to your expectations less than twenty-four hours after escaping from him, I don’t actually care. I’ve never been very good at the trained seal act anyway.”

With that as my parting shot, I turned and stalked up the beach. I had better things to do than deal with these jerks. Like getting a root canal.

I was halfway up the beach and moving fast when Mahina came over the crest of the hill, a backpack slung on her shoulder and a fully laden food cart in front of her. Behind her were two more mermaids, each also pushing a cart.

“Breakfast is here!” my best friend sang out. Though she was pretending to be oblivious to the tension in the air, I knew she was concerned—when she looked me over, her gaze seemed to linger on my ribs. I really hoped it wasn’t because Kenji had made the bruising worse. Kona might have freaked out a little about the kick, but I had a feeling Zarek and Mahina would make his freak-out look like nothing.

Deciding to brazen my way through, I nodded at her backpack. “Where are you off to?”

“I’m taking the subbloon for supplies. The kitchen is out of a bunch of stuff, and I volunteered to run over to the closest settled island. I figured it would give me a chance to get the lay of the land.” She glanced over at the kings, then arched an eyebrow at me. “You want to come?”

I kind of did, actually, but the way Kona stiffened at the suggestion dissuaded me. Though I couldn’t decide if that was because he wanted me here to talk strategy or if he thought the trip was unsafe. I was really hoping it was the former, because if it was the latter and he didn’t speak up about it, I was going to be really upset. Mahina might not be merQueen, but she was my closest friend and one of the very few people I trusted down here. If he thought she was putting herself in danger, than he’d better speak up about it.

Vikram was the first one to breakfast, grabbing a huge platter of fruit off the cart and settling himself on one of the benches. Dimitri was second, followed by Kenji, who was looking warily at the food, almost like he expected us to have poisoned it.

My anger at Kenji slowly drained away. If we were going to defeat Tiamat, we needed to work together, not constantly second-guess each other’s motives. A glance at Kona told me he was still livid, but I just didn’t have the energy or the will to maintain my own anger. Too many other things were going on for me to be spending so much of my time and attention on the selkie king. I’d just be careful around him, and the others, for a while. See where that got me.

Breakfast was a subdued affair. Mahina stuck around; it was obvious she knew something was up. Even though she didn’t know what, she stationed herself right next to me and refused to move, refused to take her eyes off Kenji or the others. She even seemed a little uncomfortable with the fact that Kona was sitting on my other side. Which I would probably find funny if he wasn’t hemming me in, his leg and shoulder and arm brushing against mine in a subtle signal to the others that I was his.

I should probably be grateful for the protection, but it just left me feeling a little sick. I loved Kona and always would, but not like that. Not now, when my heart was breaking wide open for Mark. I hoped he understood that just because Mark was out of the picture didn’t mean I wanted to get back together with him. I’d certainly made it clear enough on the subbloon. And yet here he was—defending me, touching me, trying to claim me in front of the others. I prayed he was doing it for protection only. I had already hurt him enough. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was hurt him again, in any way.

The interminable meal finally over, I jumped up and started clearing the dishes. I needed something to do with my hands, something that would get me out of Kona’s immediate proximity.

Mahina left in the subbloon a few uncomfortable minutes later. Kona insisted that she bring two of his guards with her—much to my everlasting gratitude—and I watched as the three of them climbed aboard the subbloon and took off. I wanted to call Mahina back, to beg her to take me along too—anything was better than sitting here with these four men, none of whom seemed to think there was anything wrong with staring at me like I was a bug under a microscope.

I gritted my teeth, settled in for a miserable day. But much to my surprise, we settled into conversation—real conversation—pretty quickly as we debated the merits of different plans. Kenji, big surprise, wanted to go after his lands first. He made a persuasive argument: Tiamat had taken over his people and if we could hit her first, before the others knew to be on alert, we could end this thing early. After all, she was in charge. If we got to her right away, then there was the chance that the others wouldn’t fight.

While I understood where he was coming from, I disagreed. Not necessarily with hitting Tiamat first, but with the idea that when we went for the others, tried to reclaim our territories, things would fall apart for everyone else without Tiamat around to pull the strings. I remembered Sabyn talking about Coral Straits, about how he was settling in, claiming it, with or without Tiamat. He was dug in for the long term, and I didn’t think even his girlfriend’s death would be enough to shake him out.

Which is why, Dimitri said, we needed to hit them all at once. A massive blitz attack that they weren’t prepared for. One that would take out each of our opponents at the same time and allow us to reclaim our territories. I liked that idea a lot, but Vikram was quick to point out that a massive strike like that required a massive amount of soldiers and firepower, something we were definitely lacking. We had approximately two thousand mercreatures on the island with us, but some of them were old, some were too young. A bunch, while the right age and loyal, had never been trained for combat.

“We’d better get to training them, then,” I argued. “I’m not saying we’ll turn them into incredible fighting machines, but no matter what, they should be able to defend themselves, for no other reason than if Tiamat or one of her minions decides to attack this place.”

“And if Tiamat turns their loyalties?” Kenji demanded.

“If Tiamat turns them,” I said, “then we have bigger problems than taking back our territories. These people came with you. They showed loyalty and courage in fleeing the sea witch or the Leviathan or whoever came for your territory. You do them a disservice by not standing with them now. They trusted you enough to flee with you when it would have been easier, much easier, to stay and swear fealty to a new leader. Trust in that. Trust in them.”

They all looked thoughtful after I spoke, like they agreed with what I was saying. Except for Kenji, who said snidely, “Why should we believe you when your own people don’t? Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you the only leader here who didn’t bring followers with her? Except, of course, for that sweet little errand girl who just left here.”

“Back off, Kenji,” Kona growled.

I put a hand on his arm in the universal gesture of I-Can-Handle-This. After all, Kenji was right—my people had turned against me. They’d chosen Sabyn over me, and more than once today, I’d wondered if I was doing them a disservice by trying to get him out. If they really wanted him, really thought he was the best merleader, then I should step aside. Let them have him. Then again, I was terrified that it was only a matter of time before he turned on them the way he’d turned on me. That I couldn’t allow to happen.

But if I wanted to avoid it, I had to be careful. We couldn’t just rush in there and hope for the best, as Dimitri was suggesting. There could be no test runs, no preliminary attacks like Vikram wanted. Sabyn was more than capable of cutting off his nose to spite his face, and I refused to give him any reason to hurt the people I had come to care for and feel responsible for. Besides, doing that was basically sending people in to be slaughtered. This wasn’t chess. I wasn’t up for sacrificing pawns just to get the king.

Kona, however, refused to listen to caution, or even my determination to do things slowly. He agreed with Dimitri, wanted a full-scale blitz. And no matter how much I talked or reasoned, he wouldn’t back down. It wasn’t long before we were going head to head, each of us determined to get the other to see his or her point of view.

It was Kenji who finally called a halt to the in-fighting. “Look, it’s late. We’re not getting anywhere,” he told us. “Why don’t we call it quits, go get some dinner and come back to this discussion tomorrow when we’ve all had time to think.”

“So that my people can spend another night under the Leviathan’s rule?” Kona demanded.

Kenji just stared him down. “They would anyway. Even if you got your way in this, none of us is jetting off tonight to take care of this. So chill out. If you want to free them, we’ve got to get the right plan together.”

I couldn’t believe that Kenji was the voice of reason here, but I wanted to cheer his little speech. Kona was dangerously close to spinning out of control and Kenji had delivered just the kick in the butt to get him back in line.

But Kona was right about one thing. We were running out of time and running out of options to discuss. Sooner or later we would have to pick a plan and stick by it. The only problem was, for the first time since I’d met him, I wasn’t sure I could follow Kona. If he chose the wrong plan, I would have to be strong enough to stand against him. To defy him.

Kona had never taken defiance very well and now, in this, I was afraid telling him no would destroy the fragile ties of our friendship once and for all.

But what could I do? Go along with a plan that I believed would get all of us killed, even if it freed his people?

[image: Image]

I wasn’t hungry, so I stayed on the beach while everyone else went up to dinner. I was tired of talking, tired of thinking strategy. I wanted a break where I could just veg, where my battered body could relax and just be.

Stretching out on the sand, I pillowed my head on my bent arms and stared up at the stars. It was strange for a mermaid, I knew, but I had a habit of looking to the stars to calm me down. To help me figure out a problem. It was a habit my dad had helped me cultivate at an early age and one Mark let me indulge in whenever we were on the beach at night. I couldn’t begin to guess how many hours I’d spent staring at the sky, playing connect the dots as I made order from chaos—in the heavens and in my own life.

I felt a little twinge—okay, a big twinge—as I thought of Mark and my family. Just the idea of them was a fist to the gut, and I fought the urge to curl into a ball and weep. I’d done more than enough of that in the last few weeks. Now was the time for action. For resolve.

I found Andromeda in the sky right above me, panned over until I found Pegasus and had connected all of his dots. Then moved way down to Cassiopeia. It was amazing how close they were, how different the sky above this tiny island looked from the sky above my house in La Jolla. Then again, I don’t know why I was surprised. Everything else about my life was different here. Why not the stars and sky as well?

I shut that train of thought down quickly as I dotted my way over to Perseus. No crying also meant no self-pity. Besides, the point of this exercise was not to think. Not only was I thinking right now, I was wallowing.

Frustrated with myself and the whole world, I shoved to my feet. If I couldn’t stargaze my pain and worry away, maybe a night hike around the island would do the trick. I’d gone only a couple of steps, though, when something broke through the water.

I whirled around and prepared to blast whoever it was to hell and back when I realized it was the subbloon. Mahina had returned.

I headed down to meet her, figuring I’d help her and the guards with the supplies. But when one of the front windows opened, it wasn’t Mahina I saw crawl out of it into the water. It was a tall, muscular blond guy in blue board shorts and rash guard.

Even as I told myself it wasn’t possible, that I was seeing things, I started to run. I hit the edge of the water just as he turned and my knees nearly gave way.

I wasn’t seeing things. It was Mark. He was here.



Part Five
Aftershocks

“How inappropriate to call this planet Earth
when it is quite clearly Ocean.”

—Arthur C. Clarke


Chapter 23

“What are you doing here?” I screeched the second I found my voice. My knees were still wobbly, and I probably would have taken a header into the ocean if he hadn’t latched on to my arm to steady me.

“Give the boy a chance to explain, Tempest,” Mahina said quietly as she carried a box to shore.

“I think you need to explain. Why would you bring him here? How did you even find him? Why did you find him?”

“I found her.” Mark finally spoke up, his voice hoarse and a little ragged. When I turned back to him, I realized that for the first time since I’d known him, he looked like hell. Dark circles under his eyes, cheekbones a little more prominent than they had been the last time I’d seen him, board shorts baggier than usual. He looked lost, and I felt like a total bitch for doing this to him.

But that didn’t mean I could cave, even though every cell in my body was screaming with the need to throw myself at him, to press myself against him and hold so tight that nothing, no one, would ever be able to rip us apart again.

I hardened myself against the need. “You can’t be here,” I told him. “You need to leave.”

“What do you suggest I do?” He gestured to the wide swath of ocean that looped around the island. “Swim for it?”

“Mahina brought you here. She can take you back.”

My best friend, the traitor, said, “The subbloon’s out of fuel. I picked up what I needed to make more, but it will take a couple of days.”

Horror ripped through me. It was all I could do not to throw myself at Mark right then. There was no way I’d last a couple of hours, let alone a couple of days. Completely freaked out, I did the only thing I could in the situation. I ran like the sea witch herself was at my heels.

“Tempest! Tempest, wait!”

I heard Mark scrambling up the rocks behind me. If I had even an ounce of maturity, I would stop and deal with this like an adult. But if I did that, I’d be done. I’d forget all the reasons Mark and I couldn’t be together and we’d be right back where we started from—with Tiamat and her crew gunning for him.

I ran faster, trying to avoid the inevitable. But Mark had always been a faster runner than I was, and I’d barely made it halfway to my cave when he caught up to me.

“Come on, Tempest!” He grabbed on to my shoulder, pulled me to a halt. “Do you really hate me so much you have to run from me now?”

“You can’t be here,” I repeated, staring fixedly at the ground.

“I can’t be anywhere but here!”

“That’s not true. You don’t belong here.”

“Then where do I belong?” he demanded. “Do you think I really want to be on this island? Do you think I like chasing you halfway around the world when you’ve made it clear that you don’t want me anymore? When you’d rather run from me than listen to me? Or touch me?”

“It’s not like that!”

“It’s exactly like that! If I could be anywhere else, if I could just walk away, don’t you think I would? I can’t sleep without you. Can’t eat. Can’t think. I swear, I can’t breathe without you, Tempest.” He closed his eyes. Held his hands out in an appeal I would have to be heartless as well as desperate to ignore.

“Mark …”

“I know you love me. I saw it that night on the beach. I felt it. You don’t just turn that kind of feeling off and on, no matter how much you want to.” He reached out, hooked his fingers through the belly chain I hadn’t been able to take off since that night he’d refused to accept it back. “Please, Tempe, talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

“I can’t—”

“You have to. I can’t keep going on like this. We can’t keep going on like this.”

He tugged on the belly chain, and I stumbled closer despite my best intentions. “Don’t make me hurt you,” I whispered.

“You’re already hurting me. Can’t you see that? Without you, I’m dead inside.” He pulled me into his arms and I went—of course I went.

How could I not when he was saying everything I’d ever dreamed of hearing from him? More, really. I had his best interests at heart, his and my family’s, but standing here, listening to him tell me that he’d been as miserable without me as I’d been without him, I just couldn’t do it. Not again.

For long seconds, we simply stood there, his mouth hovering several inches above mine as we relished the relief of being in each other’s arms again. The abrupt cessation of pain that was joy in and of itself. Then he lowered his mouth to mine, and Tiamat, the island, Sabyn, and all my aches and pains simply ceased to exist.

When he finally pulled away, I looked at him searchingly. “What are you doing here?”

“I already told you—”

“No, I mean, how did you get here? How did you find me? It’s a huge ocean out there, and I didn’t tell you where I was going.”

“Actually, your dad’s girlfriend, Sabrina, helped a lot.”

“Sabrina?”

“Yeah.” He shrugged at my questioning look. “I don’t know how she knows as much as she does about the merclans, but when I ran into her on the beach two weeks ago, I commented that I was heading to the Sahul Shelf. I didn’t know where Coral Straits was, but I knew that you had been near the Sahul Shelf last year. It seemed as good a place as any to start.

“And then Sabrina told me about a group of merpeople who live down here. I didn’t ask her how she knew, just took her advice and the GPS coordinates. Except, when I reached the coordinates, nothing was there. No mermaids, no city, nothing. I probably should have turned around and gone home, but I’d come too far for that. So I hired a plane and started searching for you from one island to the next—telling everyone about the girl with the purple tattoos.

“When Mahina came in with her turquoise ones, someone called me about her. And when I saw Mahina, I knew that I’d finally found you. I have to admit I expected a little bit warmer of a reception.”

“It’s not that I don’t want you,” I whispered, pulling his face back down to mine and pressing kisses to his face and shoulders. Part of me was worrying over how Sabrina knew about mermaids—and if my father had told her—but I was too happy to see Mark to dwell on it the way I probably should have. After all, whatever her knowledge, it seemed she was keeping it to herself. Or at least not sharing it with the whole world.

“I want you too,” he told me fiercely, and all thoughts of Sabrina disappeared from my brain. “So it’s ridiculous that you’re insisting we need to be apart. We need to be together.”

I backed up slowly, keeping a firm grip on his hand as I walked him toward the cave—I loved Mark, and even if we didn’t work out, I still wouldn’t go to Kona for consolation. One, because it was cruel. And two, because no matter how much I cared about Kona it was always going to be less, going to be different, than how I felt for Mark.

We made it into the cave and the first thing I did was turn toward Mark and rip his rash guard right over his stomach and shoulders. Then I pressed myself against his bare, beautiful chest and kissed him all over.

He let me, at least for a little while, and then he stepped back. I tried to hold on to him—I’d been to hell and back since I saw him last and I needed to feel him against me. To know that he was real and safe. And that, for now at least, so was I.

But Mark insisted on pushing me away. At first I was hurt, but then I realized he was cataloging my bruises.

“What the hell happened?” he demanded, brushing gentle fingers over the bruises on my upper arms. “I’ll kill Kona if he did this to you.”

“Kona would never do this!” I blurted, shocked that Mark would even think such a thing.

“Then who?” His hand brushed over my collarbone as his fingers traced the bruises on the part of my chest he could see over the bikini top.

“Sabyn. Do you remember him? He was with Tiamat—”

“I know who he is.” I’d never seen Mark look so fierce, like he was contemplating ripping Sabyn apart with his bare hands. Seeing him like this, I believed—if he ever got the chance—that he would do it. Or die trying.

The thought terrified me. Though I was pretty certain that sometime in the next few days I was going to die, the thought of something happening to Mark made me physically ill. “Don’t think about him,” I told Mark as I kissed my way down his rigid jaw. “He doesn’t matter.”

“He hurt you.” Mark lowered his head, ran his lips over the bruises on my shoulder before moving on to my neck and collarbone.

Shivers of need worked their way through me, and I wrapped my arms around Mark, pressing my cheek against his chest. His heart was going crazy, beating hard and fast beneath my ear. It was the best thing I had heard in weeks and weeks.

He bent his head, brushed soft, sweet kisses over my hair, and that’s when I knew I wasn’t going to walk away. Wasn’t going to push him away. I’d tried to be noble, tried to give him up. That hadn’t worked for either of us. So this time I was going to take what I wanted, was going to take him. Tomorrow could worry about itself.

“I love you.” I hugged him close to me, kissed his strong, tanned shoulders. His rock-hard biceps. His broad, sculpted chest. I didn’t want to let him go. Not now, not ever.

And then Mark was lowering me to the makeshift bed. “Are you sure?” he whispered as he pressed gentle kisses wherever he could touch. “Is this okay?”

I thought about avoiding the question. But I didn’t have to be strong anymore, didn’t have to hide behind a mask that showed no emotion. This was Mark, the person who knew me better than anyone else on earth and loved me anyway. Why should something else—anything else—interfere with the fact that I loved him? Especially now, when I knew very well that I might die tomorrow.

“Tempest?” he urged, and I realized I’d taken too long to answer. He’d pulled back and I knew he was going to stop. The thought made a sick panic race through me, and I plastered myself against him.

“I’m more than sure.” I pulled his mouth down to mine.

Thankfully, it was all the encouragement he needed.


Chapter 24

“What’s he doing here?”

I turned at the belligerent question, my hand already extended in a placating manner. We were on the beach, surrounded by people. Some were eating breakfast while others trained in small groups, but they’d all been casting surreptitious looks at Mark and me from the second we sat down. Obviously, they knew he was human and were just waiting for the fireworks to start when the other monarchs got a look at him. But the last thing we needed was a fight, especially now when we should be putting on a united front. “He came with Mahina last night.”

“He needs to leave. Now,” Kona said.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Mark moved to stand next to me.

“That’s not a decision you get to make, human.”

Again with the deriding tone, the one that made being human sound like an insult. Which got my back up, as I very often considered my human half the better part of myself. “No, it’s a decision I get to make,” I told him. “He stays.”

Kona’s eyes narrowed. “You’re overstepping, Tempest.”

Maybe I was. Kona had helped rescue me, after all. He had set up this island refuge and therefore he had the right to make the rules we lived by here. That didn’t mean I was going to bow and scrape to him, though. Not when I could feel two thousand pairs of eyes staring at me, watching, waiting to see what was going to happen between us.

Which, now that I thought about it, probably only made things worse for Kona. Everyone knew we’d been together once and the fact that I had brought my current boyfriend here was probably a mess-up of epic proportions. My stomach tightened at the realization. The absolute last thing I wanted was to make Kona look weak in front of his people and the other kings. He didn’t deserve that.

I stepped back, lowered my head. Did my best to take the challenge out of my actions. “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I’ll get my stuff and we’ll leave.”

Kona’s hand came out, fastened on my forearm. “You can’t leave.”

“Hey. Don’t touch her.” Much to my chagrin, Mark inserted himself between us. I’m sure, in his head, he was standing up for me, protecting me against the big, bad selkie. But it was the worst move he could have made at that point.

Kona kept one hand on my arm while he pushed Mark with the other, using every ounce of selkie strength he had—which was considerable.

Mark stumbled backward, nearly fell. He caught himself at the last minute, somehow managing to remain upright. I turned to placate him, shrugging Kona’s hand off at the same time. Which was a good thing, because Mark chose that moment to launch himself at Kona with a primal roar.

I froze, eyes wide, expecting Mark to get slammed to the sand at any second. But it was Kona who fell under Mark’s onslaught, with my boyfriend following him down to the ground. Then Mark straddled Kona and plowed a fist straight into his face.

Kona responded with a two-fisted blow to Mark’s kidneys. Then he shoved Mark off, rolling so that he was no longer beneath him. As he climbed to his feet, he lashed out, dealt a solid kick between Mark’s ribs. I swear, I felt it in mine—in those moments the look on Kona’s face was so close to the one Sabyn was wearing when he beat the crap out of me that it scared me a little. Took me back to that dank, dark dungeon.

I started for Kona, determined to pull him off Mark and talk some sense into him. But there was no sense to be had, especially not when Mark tripped him and dragged him back to the ground where the two of them proceeded to beat the hell out of each other.

I started to get in the middle—I couldn’t just stand there and watch the two of them kill each other—but before I could do anything but grab ineffectually at them, Kenji wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me back.

“What are you doing?” I demanded. “Get off of me.”

He nodded toward where Mark had just delivered a vicious, bone-crunching punch to Kona’s nose. “Let them work it out.”

“Are you insane? If I don’t get in the middle, they’ll kill each other.”

“You’re already in the middle of it and everyone here knows it.” He settled my feet back on the ground. “You know as well as I do that this has been brewing for a year. Let them get it out and then you can see where you stand.”

I shrugged off the calming hands he’d laid on my shoulders. “Where I stand? I stand wherever I need to to keep them from hurting each other.”

“Too late for that,” he said in his cryptic way. “But you know that too.”

Kona landed a painful three-punch combo to Mark’s chest that had my stomach rolling. But Mark countered with a kick straight to Kona’s stomach. “I can’t watch this,” I told Kenji.

“Then go back to your cave. I’ll send someone to get you when it’s done.”

I looked at him like he was nuts. “You don’t actually think I’m going to leave while they’re beating each other’s brains in, do you?”

Kenji shrugged, but his arm tightened around my waist. At that moment, blood spurted from Mark’s nose and I’d had enough. I sent a jolt of electricity straight through Kenji, not heavy enough to cause any damage but definitely strong enough to make him drop my arm.

“They won’t thank you for interrupting,” he warned.

“Maybe not,” I said, watching grimly as the two of them staggered to their feet and then continued the fight. “But they won’t say anything to me at all if they’re dead.”

I dove in the middle, completely prepared for a fist to the face or a kick to the ribs. I probably deserved it for being stupid enough to get between two guys intent on causing as much damage as possible.

But as I threw myself into the fray, both Mark and Kona pulled their punches with muttered curses. Mark picked me up, tried to set me outside their little fight circle, but I hung on like a limpet.

“Stop,” I whispered to him, heedless of the tears running down my cheeks. “Please, stop this.”

Mark cursed again as he slid me gently to the ground. I whirled around then, faced Kona. “Please,” I repeated. “No more. Watching this is killing me.”

For long seconds he didn’t respond. Then he nodded, gave a kind of half shrug before turning and limping away into the crowd of mercreatures, all of whom gave him a wide berth.

I turned back to Mark. “Can you walk?” I asked softly, my hand going to his bruised and swollen jaw.

He shrugged me off. “I’m fine.” Then he too staggered down the beach—in the opposite direction from Kona.

I ran after him, conscious as I did of the growing murmurings of the crowd. I knew what I was doing, knew that I was picking Mark publicly in front of all these people. And maybe I shouldn’t have done it, but Kona had known where I stood before this whole thing began. And while I was desperate to know how he was doing too, I had to make sure Mark was okay first. Kona had the heavy, nearly indestructible bones of a selkie. Mark didn’t have that luxury. He was the human. The fragile one.

Filled with guilt and anger and a bunch of other emotions I didn’t have the time or the guts to sort out at that moment, I caught up to Mark a few minutes from our cavern. Now that he was out of sight of the crowd, his limp was more pronounced and he was holding his ribs like something was broken.

“Here, lean on me,” I told him, draping his other arm over my shoulders.

“I’m fine, Tempe,” he said, brushing his lips over my hair. “It’s not like that was my first fight.”

“I know. But it was your first fight with a selkie, and that’s a little different.”

He shrugged, didn’t say anything, and I found myself wondering if I was wrong. If Mark and Kona had gone at each other like that before, only I hadn’t known about it. I wanted to push, to demand an explanation, but Mark’s lips were compressed, his face pale with pain. Whatever questions I had could wait.

I got him settled on my pallet in the middle of the cave—the same pallet where we had made love just a few hours before. I blushed a little when I saw it, but shoved the embarrassing but pleas ur able memories to the back of my brain. My lost virginity was the last thing I needed to be thinking about right now.

I grabbed a bottle of water and a washcloth. I soaked the cloth, then started dabbing at a cut near Mark’s eye.

He caught my wrist in his hand. “I need to clean it,” I told him. “You have sand in it.”

He nodded, slowly let go of my wrist. But instead of lowering his hand, he raised it to my face, where he gently traced my features. “I’m sorry.”

“You should be. Fighting with Kona—”

He shook his head, groaned. “I’m not sorry for that.”

I sighed in exasperation. “Then what are you apologizing for?”

He glanced down at the quilt he was lying on, and I knew he was thinking about last night as much as I was. “This morning should have been about you, about us.” His thumb brushed over my mouth. “I’m sorry, Tempe. I’ll make it up to you next time. I swear.”

I kissed the fleshy joint at the top of his thumb. “You don’t need to make anything up to me,” I whispered. “It was perfect.”

He smiled, then closed his eyes as I began my not-so-tender ministrations.

By the time I was done, Mark was sleepy and a little out of it. I started to get up, to give him time and room to rest, but he rolled over with a groan, wrapping an arm around my waist as he did. “Stay with me,” he said.

I nodded, then stretched out beside him, being careful not to jostle him as I did. My care didn’t matter though, because the second I was next to him he pulled me into the shelter of his arms. Curled himself around me.

Wrapped up like that, my back to his chest, my head on his arm—warm and cocooned and as safe as I was going to get—I finally slept.
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When I awoke, Mark was gone.

I sat up, groggy and more than a little out of it. I reached for a bottle of water, splashed some on my face in an effort to wake myself up. It didn’t work, not when every cell in my body was begging me to go back to sleep.

I fought my way through the weird lethargy and did my best not to freak out about the fact that my injured boyfriend was no longer beside me. He was probably taking a walk, I told myself as I swallowed the last of the water and crawled out of bed. Or getting some food—we’d missed breakfast thanks to the fight, and if the shadows outside were anything to go by, we’d probably missed lunch as well.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

After splashing more water on my face and running my fingers through my hair—I really hoped Mahina had remembered to buy a brush when she was picking up supplies—I started down the beach after him. The first few steps were difficult—my legs felt a little funny and I kept tripping over my own feet. I must have been more tired than I thought.

It took a couple of minutes and some concerted effort on my part, but I finally shrugged off the strange lethargy. As I continued walking down the beach, I told myself it was ridiculous to be afraid that he and Kona had gotten into another fight. Neither one of them was in any shape for it after what had happened that morning. To be honest, after the pounding he received—and gave—I was a little shocked that Mark was up and around already. I headed toward the makeshift pavilion where meals had been served three times a day since I’d gotten to the island. Today, there was nothing and no one there. My sense of unease grew.

Kona? I reached out to him on our private path.

He didn’t answer.

Kona? I tried again. Initiating a bridge between us had never been my strong suit, but the island wasn’t that big. If he was around here, I should be able to reach him. Kona, come on. Where are you?

When he still didn’t answer, my uneasiness grew. Mahina? Zarek? I reached out along other familiar pathways.

Where are you? Mahina answered, and I was so glad to hear her voice—to find out that I hadn’t been abandoned on this island alone—that I nearly yelled at her for scaring me so badly. But it wasn’t her fault that I’d allowed my imagination to run away with me, imagining Mark and Kona killing each other with me sleeping peacefully, out of the way.

I’m at the pavilion, I told her.

Okay. I’ll be there in a minute.

Where is everyone? I asked as I settled down on a chair to wait for her.

She didn’t immediately answer, and the sick feeling in my stomach got worse. Mahina?

I’m coming! she told me, exasperation thick in her voice. And something else. Something that sounded an awful lot like panic.

I got up, started pacing. Where was everyone? I didn’t hear anything. No talking, no swimming, nothing.

By the time Mahina made it to the top of the west side of the hill, I was ready to scream. I settled for pouncing on her, demanding answers. “Where is everyone?”

“Most of them are down by the water on the east side of the island.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

She wouldn’t look at me.

“Come on, Mahina! Tell me!”

“A messenger from Kona’s lands showed up. He’d managed to sneak through the fortifications the Leviathan had erected.”

“What did he say?”

“That the Leviathan has gone crazy. That he was killing a hundred selkies every day, draining their spirit and drinking their blood in an effort to absorb their power.”

“Oh, God!” I started to run, heedless of the sharp rocks as they scraped and stabbed the bottom of my feet. I was still a little out of it though, and Mahina easily kept pace with me. “Where’s Kona?”

“He left.” Though her voice was calm, she looked as frantic as I felt, her eyes clouded with worry and something more. Something I couldn’t quite identify.

“Without me?”

“Without a lot of people. The other kings told him he was being crazy. That it was a trap and that we all needed to stick to the plan.”

“What plan? There was no plan, Mahina! No one could agree.”

“Which is exactly what Kona said before he took off. That he couldn’t afford to wait around for weeks while they hammered out a plan that wouldn’t work anyway.”

“That doesn’t sound like Kona. He’d been working so hard on being diplomatic in our meetings with the kings.”

“Yeah, well, that pretty much went out the window today.”

I nodded. I could understand that. I knew how much Kona’s people meant to him. Knew that it was killing him to be here while the Leviathan was ruling—and hurting—the selkies Kona had sworn to protect.

“How many people did he take with him?” I asked.

Mahina avoided my gaze. “Only about a hundred. He was going for stealth instead of numbers.”

Which didn’t make sense when I thought about the plan he had outlined the day before. He’d been a big believer of blasting our way through, as Dimitri had wanted to do, so this sudden stealth didn’t make sense.

“Why didn’t he wake me? He knows I never would have let him go off alone. I could have helped him.”

“He was in a hurry.” Again Mahina avoided looking at my face. “Besides, I think he was still mad from the fight.”

“Mad or not, that doesn’t mean he goes off half-cocked like this. Especially when it could be a trap. He doesn’t know what’s going on out there right now.”

Mahina nodded.

“Okay, what aren’t you telling me!” I exploded.

“Nothing, why?”

“Because you haven’t looked at me once. Something is obviously going on. You need to tell me what it is.”

“Tempest …” She sighed. “Mark went with him.”

I swear my heart skipped a beat, two, as my stomach turned to ice. “Mark?” It was a hoarse whisper.

Mahina nodded miserably.

“Why the hell would Kona take Mark? The last time they were together they were trying to kill each other!”

“The messenger had more news.”

“Oh, yeah? What is it?”

“There’s a bounty on your head. A big bounty. So big that neither Kona nor Mark thinks there’s any way to protect you out there. They tried to keep it pretty much under wraps between the messenger and everyone on the island, but it’s already all over the oceans. Every sea creature in the world will be gunning for you.”

“Which is what Tiamat was counting on.”

“Exactly.”

“So, tell me again why they decided Mark was the right choice to go with Kona?”

She gave me a patently disbelieving look. “You don’t honestly think Mark would let himself be left behind when your safety was an issue, did you?”

I thought of him through the years. Such a bad-ass. So determined to protect me no matter what the threat. “No. He’d never be okay staying behind if he thought there was a threat against me that he could stop. But what was Kona thinking? You can’t tell me he really thought it was a good idea to bring Mark along. How was he supposed to get back to Kona’s lands, anyway?”

“They took the yacht. Mark has scuba gear to use when it’s time, just like before.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” When she didn’t respond, I fought the urge to shake her. “Come on, Mahina! Spill!”

“I think it’s a trap.”

“You already said that.”

“No. I mean, all the way around. Remember how Mark said your dad’s girlfriend was the one who had helped him find you?”

“How could I forget? I didn’t know whether to thank her or punch her.”

“Well, she gave him something that’s supposed to help him breathe underwater. It doesn’t last forever, but it will last a few hours. Or at least that’s what she told him.”

“That’s ridiculous. Nothing like that exists.”

“Strictly speaking, that’s not exactly true,” Mahina said, looking like she wanted to be anywhere but here explaining this to me.

Which I could understand, as I felt like the top of my head was about to blow off. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Rumor has it the sea witch can cook up potions like that. She usually uses them to entice humans into her traps.”

“Tiamat? You’re telling me the potion Mark has came from Tiamat?” I was shouting now, but I couldn’t help it. My dad’s new girlfriend was working for the sea bitch herself? Just the thought of her being close enough to Dad, Moku, and Rio to hurt them made me insane. “Did you tell him not to take it? It could be poisoned. It’s not as if Tiamat likes me so much that she’s dying to help me out.”

“Of course I tried to tell him that.”

“What did he say?”

“All he could think about was you, Tempest. I couldn’t get through to him. The most he would give was a promise that he wouldn’t use it unless it was absolutely necessary.”

“Where was Kona through all this?” I all but screeched. “I don’t believe for one second that he was willing to allow anything from Tiamat aboard that yacht with him.”

Mahina looked out over the water. “I don’t know that I’m right …”

The dread coalesced into something else. Something … worse. “About what?”

“I was just thinking. What happens to Kona if Mark’s out of the way?”

“What do you mean?”

It was her turn to be exasperated with me. “What do you think I mean? You saw Kona this morning.”

“That was just a fight.”

“I know. But did you see the look on his face during the fight? He would have killed Mark if he could have.”

“What are you saying?”

“You know what I’m saying. You just don’t want to admit it.”

“He wouldn’t.”

“You keep forgetting. Kona’s not human, Tempest. He may look like one, but his thinking—especially when threatened—is much more animalistic. And considering the fact that you have chosen Mark over him again and again, it’s not that big a jump to think he took Mark with him—”

“To kill him? Just because I love him? You really think Kona has that inside him?”

“Oh, he won’t kill him. He’ll just make sure the Leviathan or Tiamat or Sabyn does.”

The last cobwebs in my brain finally cleared, and I took off running then, faster than before. Because while I didn’t want to even imagine Kona doing something like that, what Mahina had said made sense. And that scared the hell out of me. I could fight Tiamat, fight Sabyn, even take on the Leviathan if I had to. But Kona? How was I supposed to fight him too?


Chapter 25

I was pretty much panic-stricken by the time we got to the water. I was ready to just dive in, but Mahina—as always—was the brains of our operation. She secured four guards for us, along with food, weapons, and underwater backpacks. Kona and Mark were traveling on the yacht, so if we hurried—and the stars aligned—we could swim to Kona’s territory faster than he and Mark and the others could get there.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” I demanded as we filled the backpacks as fast as we could. “I could have stopped this before it ever got to this point—”

“Believe me, I tried. You wouldn’t wake up. I even brought Zarek to check on you. He told me to let you sleep it off.”

“Sleep what off? That doesn’t even make sense! I’m a light sleeper—” I broke off, remembering how groggy and out of it I’d felt earlier when I had finally struggled toward consciousness. Like I was slogging through mud … or sedatives. “He drugged me. After everything I told him, everything I went through with Sabyn, Kona drugged me? Again!”

“It could have been Mark.”

“Where would he have gotten the stuff? It’s not like he has a healer following him around at his beck and call.”

“That’s true.” Mahina looked like she was going to be sick. “Maybe they both did it. You and Mark went back to your cave; then they left the next day and I never saw you. When I went to check on you, I found you drugged.”

“Mark, too?” I asked, horrified.

“It seems like the most logical idea.”

“But why?”

“I assume to keep you safe.”

Ugh. I was so sick of that kind of crap.

“How long have I been out?”

“A day and a half.”

I stared at her in shock. “A day—” I screamed, a long, primal sound that was ripped from the very heart of me. “I swear to God, I’m going to kill Kona when I get my hands on him. I can’t believe he did this. I just can’t believe it.” I finished shoving the last of the supplies in my backpack, then slung it over my shoulder. “Come on. We’re wasting time.”

Mahina was right behind me as I hiked back down to the water. Both of us were on our second energy bar, and I was feeling a little nauseous—though I didn’t know if it was from the sedative or all the calories I was shoveling in.

And then it was go time. Once in the water, I shucked off my bikini bottoms and dove deep. Seconds later, I shifted, my legs changing into my long, purple tail in a haze of sparks and agony-tipped pleasure. I glanced over, saw Mahina’s turquoise tail out of the corner of my eye. Satisfied that things were as they should be, I started to swim.

Though I complain an awful lot about the dark side of being mermaid, I have to admit the tail thing is amazingly cool. While I usually use my legs—even when I’m under the ocean for weeks on end—because I’m more comfortable with them, there’s nothing quite like swimming with a tail. When we’re deep under open water, we can really book it.

Today I swam faster than I ever had before, filled with a grim determination to see this through. We swam through coral reefs, over jellyfish forests, around schools of fish and even the occasional dolphin pod. Usually, I would stop and play—I love dolphins—but not today. Mahina and I were on a mission.

The last time I’d swum with this kind of single-minded determination had also been with Mahina. We’d been rushing to rescue Kona then, not knowing that Tiamat had also captured Mark. That time Kona had begged me to stay away, more than willing to sacrifice himself to save me. Today he was willing to sacrifice Mark instead, though I wasn’t sure what he thought it would get him. Did he think I wouldn’t know? That I wouldn’t figure out what he had planned? Or did he think that once Mark was out of the way, I would just forgive him? Take him back?

I shuddered at the thought. I had loved Kona when I first became mermaid, and I still did. But I wasn’t in love with him anymore. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I ever had been. I think I’d been more in love with the idea of loving the guy who had helped me become a mermaid. I hadn’t been leading him on—I had wanted to love him, believed I did—but it wasn’t that easy. Not when Mark was still in my heart.

Hey, you okay? Mahina asked sharply.

Yeah. Why?

You’re slowing down.

Crap. I sped up again, blocking thoughts of Mark and Kona from my mind as I did. I couldn’t afford to be distracted, not now. Not when doing so could mean the difference between getting there in time to save Kona and Mark and not. Because while Kona might think he had this all planned out, I knew differently. I’d fought Tiamat, fought Sabyn—more than he had, in fact. I knew how easily a fight with them could change, how you could have all the advantages and then suddenly lose everything.

Kona was going into this at a severe disadvantage already. Though he knew his land better than anyone else, that advantage wasn’t enough to make up for the Leviathan’s power, his stranglehold on Kona’s clan, the time he’d had to shore up his defenses and his friends, all of whom were as evil and terrible as the Leviathan himself. And in Tiamat’s case, even worse.

Mahina dropped back suddenly, and I looked up just in time to stop myself from running into one of the largest great white sharks I had ever seen. I screamed a little in my head and Mahina laughed, like she always did. But for me, it didn’t matter how many times Kona or Mahina told me that sharks wouldn’t hurt me; they were still my greatest phobia—in or out of the water. Usually I was pretty careful, staying away from places that sharks frequented on a regular basis, but when you were swimming huge sections of the ocean at a time, a run-in was inevitable.

We let the shark pass, the guards circling us protectively, and though he stared at me with his cold, flat black eyes—for what felt like way too long—in the end he continued on his way without so much as making a move in our direction. Thank God. I don’t think I could have handled a shark attack on top of everything else that was going on right now.

When are you going to get over your silly little fear? Mahina asked when we were once more underway.

When sharks stop ripping things to pieces.

That’s never going to happen.

Precisely my point.

She rolled her eyes at me, but I just ignored her. I didn’t mess with her when she freaked out over octopi. She claimed that she didn’t like the way they looked at her, but really? I’d take an octopus any day of the week over a shark. Unless, of course, it was that horrifically awful thing that attacked my dad.

So it was interesting that, when the attack came, it came not from a shark or an octopus but from the pretty jellyfish that I had always regarded as fairly harmless. Oh, I knew they could sting—you don’t spend your life surfing in tropical climates without suffering a jellyfish sting now and again. But at the same time, I’d never thought of them as particularly fatal until—nearly hallucinatory with exhaustion—we swam straight into a forest of them.

Mahina got stung first. Her cry of pain roused me from my near stupor and I started toward her. I never got there—instead, I ran straight into three jellyfish and got stung on my face, my hand, and my shoulder.

I recoiled in pain and ended up bumping into more jellyfish that had filled in the path behind me. I added more stings, four or five this time, and could feel the venom working its way through my body. My tongue was swelling, my arms and legs were on fire, and I was growing more and more lethargic.

Mahina! Where are you?

I’m over here. She didn’t sound good.

Are you okay?

I can’t—I can’t breathe, Tempest.

Panic ripped through me. Okay, I’m coming for you. Keep talking to me, Mahina.

I’m … trying … I’m … allergic—

Oh, shit. Closing my eyes against the pain, I barreled through the jellyfish between where her voice was coming from and me. I was so focused on getting to her that I barely felt the stings as they happened. At the same time, though, I could feel how the poison was affecting my reflexes—I was slower, more confused, had a hard time keeping my focus.

Mahina, I reminded myself as my mind started to wander. Get to Mahina.

I finally found her. She was drifting through the jellyfish forest, her body horizontal as she moved with the current. I freaked out when I saw her—floating the way she was made her an even bigger target for the jellyfish than if she’d been swimming.

I zipped up to her, grabbed on, and then shot downward into deep, deep water. It took only a minute or so to free ourselves from the jellyfish, but that was a minute filled with a multitude of stings.

Once out, I looked Mahina over. She looked like hell, her face and arms swollen to twice their normal size. Even her tail looked engorged, misshapen, and I knew that we were in trouble.

Mahina! Mahina, don’t go to sleep! You’re better at this stuff than I am. What do I need to do to help you?

Got a shot of epinephrine on you?

No! No, I don’t!

She laughed weakly. Just kidding. Find some kelp. It will help.

Kelp. Got it. I swam around for a full minute like a chicken without her head, freaking out and looking for kelp to just go floating by. Obviously, that didn’t happen. The best place to find it was close to the surface or close to the ocean’s bottom, and we were somewhere in the middle. Of course.

I was scared to bring her deeper, because the water down there was so cold that sometimes it was hard to breathe, even when you were completely healthy. I wasn’t sure what would happen to someone who was already in such bad shape. At the same time, going up was a problem because I didn’t know how big the jellyfish forest was.

Finally, I decided to go down. It seemed the safer bet, since we couldn’t afford for me to get stung any more. I wasn’t allergic, but too much venom and I would be in trouble too.

Mahina, I said, trying to keep her wandering attention on me. I have to go deeper.

Okay, she said in a little singsong voice that sounded like it belonged more to a child than my smart, savvy best friend. We can swim deeeeep!

No! No, you can’t. You have to stay here.

Stay … here, she repeated.

Yes. Here. Please, Mahina. Don’t go anywhere.

I … won’t.

I didn’t trust her, not with the way she was having trouble focusing her eyes. Or the way she was laboring for breath.

Totally freaked out now, I dove deep, swimming as fast as I could. I arrowed straight down, hit the bottom of the ocean about four minutes later. Then nearly cried in relief when I saw a huge seabed of different kinds of kelp. Ignoring the creepiness of the bottom dwellers, I swam over the seabed, grabbing a variety of different plants before heading straight back up to Mahina.

But when I got to where I’d left her, she was gone. I’d been away only ten minutes, but down here that could be an eternity. Especially because I didn’t know if she had taken off swimming or just drifted with the current. Deciding the latter was my better bet, I took off in the same direction the current was flowing, moving fast and scanning the ocean as I went.

Except I couldn’t find her. I went to where I estimated the current would take her; then I went even farther and still, nothing. My chest grew tight and I could feel a panic attack coming on. I couldn’t have lost my best friend. I couldn’t have lost Mahina.

I’d swum far enough to be away from the jellyfish, so I went up and doubled back. No Mahina. Then I dove deep and tried again, zigzagging in an effort to cover as much ground as possible. Still nothing. The panic attack was beginning to take control—no matter how hard I tried to fight it back. What was I going to do? If I couldn’t find her, she would die.

Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw dim turquoise phosphorescence. For a moment, relief swamped me so completely that I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. And then I was shooting toward the glow, desperate to reach Mahina before she floated away again.

Mahina! I screamed as I approached her. Mahina! Answer me!

Tempest? She sounded far away, even though she was right in front of me.

I found the kelp! What do I do with it? I started putting it on every sting I could find, blanching as I did so. She’d been stung a lot of times.

She watched me blearily. I waited for something to register, waited for the kelp to start working, but nothing was happening. Even worse, her gills were barely working. She was suffocating.

I was out of ideas, but at this point I figured whatever I tried couldn’t hurt. Holding my hands out, I gathered as much electricity as I could from the water around me. It was slow going because we were so deep and the water was cold, really cold, the molecules I was pulling from slow moving and difficult to control.

But I finally figured out how to work with them, and I kept gathering and gathering and gathering until I could feel the white heat of the energy in every part of me. As it spread, I could feel myself getting better—my reflexes getting stronger, the fuzziness dissipating. It gave me hope that I was doing the right thing.

When I was filled with heat, and glowing much more brightly than usual, I took a deep breath and then focused on Mahina. I didn’t want to hit her with too much energy and make her heart stop, but at the same time, I needed to act fast.

The first stream of electricity I shot at her was short and fast. She gasped when it hit her, her eyes flying open, but nothing else happened. So the second time I sent a little longer pulse, and she called my name. Tempest? What are you doing?

The only thing I can think of to help you. Is it working?

I don’t know. It doesn’t hurt as badly.

Figuring that could either be good or bad, I tried for optimism. Taking a deep breath, I hit her with one more shot of electricity. She screamed and then so did I, terrified I’d electrocuted my best friend.

But when she quieted, she was sitting up, her eyes wide and her gills back in semiworking order. She was still swollen, but nothing compared to what she had been. I nearly collapsed in relief.

Don’t ever do that to me again! I screamed at her, crying now that the crisis had passed. You disappeared on me, and when I found you, I put the kelp on you and it did nothing.

She giggled. That’s because I’m supposed to eat it, silly.

That would have been good information to have, I said with a roll of my eyes. I thrust a huge ball of kelp her way. Well, here, then. Go to town.

She grabbed it, started to munch.

How are you feeling?

Like hell. My whole body hurts, especially my gills. But at least I’m breathing.

At least you’re breathing.

She went back to eating the kelp and then I grabbed some, figuring it couldn’t hurt, since I’d been stung nearly a dozen times myself. After a few minutes, Mahina said, I feel better, but I don’t think I can swim yet, Tempest. You’re going to have to leave me here.

I’m not leaving you.

I’m just going to slow you down.

Well then, you’ll slow me down. You were nearly dead ten minutes ago. I’m not just going to run off and leave you here.

You have to!

No. I don’t.

What about Mark?

I was trying hard not to think about him—or Kona. We’ve been making great time. We’re almost there and we’re probably ahead of them. We’ll rest here for a few hours, see how you’re doing, and then we’ll start swimming.

What if—

Don’t “what if” me. I’m not changing my mind.

Mahina must have decided I was serious because she quieted down. Maybe even got too quiet, because after a few minutes passed I started to freak out again. Mahina? Are you okay?

I’m fine, Tempest. Just tired. I want to sleep a little bit.

I floated there for a long time, my brain racing as I tried to figure out where Kona and Mark were in relation to us. I thought we were still ahead of them, but I didn’t know for how much longer that would be the case. I also went over everything I knew about the Leviathan and Tiamat and Sabyn. Kona thought he was being so clever, arranging things so that he saved the day and got rid of Mark at the same time, but the fact of the matter was he was heading straight into a trap. Maybe he thought he was smart enough to circumvent it or maybe he just wasn’t thinking clearly. Either way, he was going up against the things nightmares were made of and he was doing it without anywhere near enough backup.

Eventually, exhaustion and jellyfish venom overtook my racing brain and I fell asleep—I’m not sure for how long. But when I woke up, the fish swimming by me were very different from the ones I fell asleep to. The night predators were out and awake, which meant it was time for Mahina and me to get moving.


Chapter 26

We reached the outskirts of Kona’s territory around eleven the next morning. Neither of us was in top shape or we could have made it a few hours earlier. But I was hoping, time-wise, we were still ahead of the others.

In the distance I could see a fence very similar to the one Hailana had built in Coral Straits, and I wondered if Kona had fallen to the same madness that Hailana had or if we had the Leviathan to thank for it. I hated to think of Kona as succumbing to that kind of useless paranoia. He was way too smart for that—or at least he should be.

This is going to be hard, Mahina told me. It isn’t like the pirate ship, Tempest. We can’t exactly sneak up on them. There’s nowhere to hide out here.

Yeah, I was just thinking that.

So, what do you want to do?

You’re almost fully recovered. Isn’t it your job to figure this out?

She snorted. Since when? When it comes to strategy, you’re usually ten steps ahead of me.

I looked at the fence and the wide-open ocean between us and it. Not this time.

All right, then I think we should go check out the surface. Make sure there’s no yacht up there. We did sleep nearly an entire day away.

She hadn’t even finished speaking before I was heading for the surface. I was certain Mark and Kona hadn’t arrived yet, but I agreed it was better to be safe than sorry. Besides, it was a lot easier to escape detection if we swam on the surface for a while. Maybe that would be my new plan.

As I swam up, I glanced behind me at the wall, tried to figure out about how far away it was, so I knew how long we needed to swim to be able to drop back in on them. Even that might not be enough. If we were right and they had laid a trap, every inch of that fence was going to be covered. There would be no way to sneak up on them at all.

I surfaced, freezing as the sun hit me with blinding intensity. My gills froze up and I had to concentrate, to make myself breathe through my lungs. Harder than growing a tail, harder than living without sunlight, switching from lungs to gills and back again was my absolute least favorite part about going from human to mermaid.

“Do you see anything?” Mahina asked after she got her own breath back.

“Nothing like Kenji’s yacht. What about you?”

“There’s something over there, but it looks more like a cruise ship than a yacht.” She was facing in the other direction and I turned to look where she was pointing. There was a huge boat about a mile away from us.

“That’s a cargo ship, and it’s under power. I definitely don’t think that’s Kona.”

“Well, thank God. Hey, what do cargo ships run on?”

“I don’t know. Gas, I assume. Why?”

“I thought I read that in the human world boats run under nuclear power?”

I looked at her, vaguely horrified, as I tried to figure out what she was going for. “American military ships. They just don’t hand the secret to nuclear fission over to anyone. Why are you asking?”

She shrugged. “I just figured that was one way to take care of Tiamat and her posse.”

“Along with half the Pacific Ocean—not to mention everyone on that ship. What’s wrong with a well-placed grenade or two?”

She patted her bag. “Absolutely nothing. In fact—” She broke off, a horrified look on her face.

I whirled around, expecting Tiamat herself to be behind me. Instead, I watched as the ship started to quickly sink beneath the water.

“What the hell was that?” Mahina demanded.

“I don’t know. But maybe we should get out of here.”

“Good ide—” She broke off with a scream, then disappeared, her whole body pulled under the surface in one smooth move.

It was so similar to what had happened to the ship—and to my dad and me—that I pulled my legs up to my chest in reflex. There was no way I was going through that whole chained from down below thing again.

Mahina! I screamed even as I dived under the water to see what was happening. Sure enough, there was a clamp around each of her ankles. And when I moved behind her, trying to stay in motion so that whoever was fishing down below couldn’t get a lock on me, I watched in horror as the ship continued sinking. It too had chains attached to it, and it was being pulled so quickly that no one even had a chance to escape.

Tempest! Help me! Mahina’s terrified scream drew me back to the dilemma at hand. And while part of me wanted to rush to that ship to try and save as many people as I could, the logical part told me I was going to be too late. They were a couple miles away and sinking fast. Better to concentrate on saving the person I knew could be saved.

Having learned from last time, I started blasting away at the chains with electricity, trying to heat them enough to be able to stretch out the links. But these weren’t old iron chains. They were silver and shiny and looked like they could withstand that nuclear blast Mahina had been so interested in a few minutes ago.

Tempest, please!

I’m trying!

She was sinking fast and I was keeping up with her, blasting away at the chains with more and more power. Electricity, energy pulses, even telekinesis. But nothing was working.

Look out! Mahina screamed suddenly, and I whirled around to see two new silver chains circling us. Turisas, the octopus monster, knew I was here and was fishing for me this time, as determined to get me as I was to stay away from him.

But it was hard to concentrate on Mahina while I was trying to stay away from the chains. As I tried, we went deeper and deeper, until the fence around Kona’s territory began coming into view. And terrifying as that was, what was even worse was the fact that we were coming in right inside the fence. Which meant, if this was set up like Coral Straits, we were about to run into an electric net, one that would fry us in only a few seconds.

The thought had barely crossed my mind when the ship lit up like Times Square. Things started exploding off of it, and within a couple minutes I watched as the ship began breaking apart. Cargo containers hit the ocean, then the net. Sizzled. Broke open. Sizzled some more. Dumped their contents.

Within seconds, the ocean floor was littered with everything from cars to bananas.

Mahina looked at me, horrified, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. If the fence could do that to hunks of metal, what exactly could it do to us?

Do something! she screamed.

I stared from the chains to the net. If I couldn’t break the chains, maybe I could rip the net apart. It was certainly under a lot of stress right now, seeing as it was supporting a massive cargo ship and all of its contents.

Focusing on the net, I imagined in my head what it would look like unraveled. Little pieces of the squares slowly unwinding. Splitting down the middle. Making a hole right beneath Mahina and me.

Oh my God! It’s working. Whatever you’re doing, it’s—

I held a hand up to cut her off. I needed to think, to concentrate, and I couldn’t do that with her screaming inside my head. I kept picturing the strings unraveling, creating a bigger and bigger hole. Not cargo ship big, of course, but big enough for Mahina and me to pass through without worrying about our hair being fried.

Only, as we got closer, I realized I had made a huge mistake. As long as the net was closed, the circuit was complete. But now that I had opened it, broken some of the connections, electricity was exploding into the water, sending shocks out that made what I could do look like child’s play. In trying to help, I had doomed us to almost certain death.

I looked around wildly, tried to find something that might work to blunt the impact of the electricity. But we were in the middle of the ocean. There was nothing—nothing except the cargo ship, that is. And its contents.

An idea, just outlandish enough to work, came to me. Without bothering to explain to Mahina, I dove for the ocean floor.

Tempest! she screamed after me, but I didn’t have time to explain. I latched on to one of the SUVs that had busted out of the ship’s container and blasted it hard enough that its tires flew off, which was exactly what I was going for. Then I hit the tires with a strong enough energy pulse to rip them away from the wheel base. They started deflating, but I didn’t care. I just needed the rubber.

I grabbed all four of them, half floating, half carrying them over to Mahina, who was way too close to getting electrocuted for anybody’s peace of mind. Ripping off my backpack, then hers, I let them both sink to the ocean floor. Then I looped two tires over her head and did the same to mine, scrunching inside of them the best I could. I let loose with a huge telekinetic push, one that knocked everything away from us—net, electricity, even the water itself.

We freefell through the net.

The water was back before we hit the ground, but it was still a rough landing. Mahina, still chained, landed on top of me in a tangle of limbs and tires. I scrambled out from beneath her, shedding the tires as I went. Once free, I whirled around, looking for Turisas or the Leviathan or Tiamat herself.

No one was there, which should have reassured me but ended up only freaking me out more. I knew I was being watched and I couldn’t stand feeling like I was a bug in a glass jar. Or worse, one that was about to be smooshed and didn’t even see it coming.

I helped Mahina to her feet, lifted the tires off of her, then squatted to get a better look at the shiny chains around her ankles. I wasn’t sure what that shininess meant. Were we dealing with something completely different than Tarisus here, or had he been forced to upgrade when I ruined his fishing line?

What do we do now? whispered Mahina. I’m trussed up like a swordfish on a big game weekend and even you can’t do this alone.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I was too busy looking at the wreckage of a small pleasure cruiser only a few hundred feet away. I couldn’t be sure until I actually saw its name, but it looked an awful lot like the boat Kona and Mark had been on. If it was here and wrecked and they were nowhere around …

My blood froze in my veins, and for long seconds I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. And then I was rushing to it, forgetting Tiamat, forgetting safety, forgetting everything but my terror that they were in there. That they were dead.

I’ll be right back, I told Mahina.

Just find them, Tempest. I could feel her horror, nearly as overwhelming as my own.

I darted inside the wreckage, searching for any sign of Mark or Kona. My heart stopped as I ran across a body, a guy with blond hair dressed in blue board shorts. Omigod, omigod, omigod, omigod. I didn’t want to look. I couldn’t look. I was terrified it was Mark.

It was my turn to scream, a high-pitched, keening sound that probably carried for miles down here, since I couldn’t think well enough to shield it.

I approached the body slowly. I had to know, had to see if it was Mark, but at the same time I was terrified of what I would find. Omigod. Please, please, please. Please.

The body was semifloating, stopped from going higher by the top of the yacht. Though it nearly killed me to do it, I swam under, doing my best to get a look at the face. And that’s when I saw it. A huge, gray tribal tattoo that spanned most of the man’s chest, right above a huge gash that went straight to his heart. Not Mark. One of Kona’s guards instead. Andres, I believed his name was.

Nearly sick with relief, which made me feel like a terrible human being, I started to explore the rest of the wreckage. If there was one body here, it was likely there was more, and I needed to be sure that I hadn’t missed them. That I wasn’t leaving Mark and Kona in a watery grave.

As I swam through the narrow confines of the ship, I found four more bodies. Four more of Kona’s selkies dead at the hands of one of Tiamat’s minions. The place all but vibrated with dark power, the wounds they carried not made by a simple boat crash. There was no trace of him, however, or Mark, and I didn’t know if that should scare me or make me feel better.

Before I could decide, Mahina screamed again—louder and shriller than she had before. I darted out of the boat and raced toward her, just in time to see her being dragged along the ground by the chains. She was clawing at the ocean floor, trying to dig in, to hold on, but whoever was at the other end of the fishing lines wasn’t about to give her a chance. Every time she found purchase, she was just yanked harder.

I raced after her, aware the whole time that I was swimming straight into a trap—probably one that was designed specifically for me. But I couldn’t just let them take Mahina. Not without a fight.

I raced to her, grabbed on to her wrists, tried to anchor her where she was. But I only got dragged along with her.

The grenades, Tempest! Use the grenades.

I can’t! We shucked the backpacks to get through the net—I’m not even sure where they are now.

But I had to do something. I knew that. None of my powers were working on the chain. Not the electricity, not the energy pulse, not even the telekinesis, which made me wonder if it had somehow been charmed to withstand my powers.

For a brief moment I contemplated trying to tie Mahina to something, but figured out pretty quickly that all it would accomplish was to cut my best friend in half. Which meant I was out of options—except one. I would have to take this up with Tarisus, or whoever it was that had gone fishing for Mahina.

So though it went against every instinct of self-preservation that I had, I swam along behind Mahina, braced and waiting for the moment we came face-to-face with whoever was doing this.

It took longer than expected. Or maybe that was just because every second felt like it took an hour to pass.

And then we were there. In front of Kona’s underwater castle. While he usually lived on a small, aboveground island—selkies often preferred their human form, unlike mermaids—he did have a home under the water as well. It was used mostly for entertaining foreign diplomats from other clans, but Kona resided there sometimes.

Now, however, it looked like it had become Sea Monster Central. A ring of half-shark, half-human guards—Tiamat’s favorite henchmen—ringed the palace, looking feral with their bared teeth and bone spears. Behind them was Tiamat’s next line of defense, the bunyip, who looked as ugly and terrifying as ever. And free-roaming around the palace, acting as insentient guard dogs, was a trio of whirlpools sucking anything that got too close to them straight into an abyss. I watched in horror as one of the shark-men disappeared in the swirling water.

Needless to say, there was no way we could have snuck up on the palace even if we’d wanted to. So, while Mahina’s predicament put us at a disadvantage, it wasn’t much worse than it would have been anyway. Except, of course, that she was shackled. Helpless. Stuck.

Okay, it was just as bad as I had thought it was, but I did my best not to dwell on it. Just like I tried not to think about Mark or Kona trapped somewhere in the castle. If I did, I would lose focus, something I absolutely could not afford to do right now, not when the sea bitch finally had me right where she wanted me.

The huge, heavy doors of the underwater castle flew open and, to my surprise, I found myself face-to-face with Tiamat herself. I’d expected to have to get through a few of her faithful lap dogs before I had to take her down.

She looked different from when I’d last seen her. Oh, she was still beautiful, which meant that she’d been up to her regular tricks—killing mermaids and drinking their blood. Mermaid blood, combined with her most ancient spells, gave Tiamat a youthful appearance, even though she was thousands of years old. In fact, only her tail—which was black and split into two razor-sharp, curling sections—even distinguished her from a mermaid at all.

At least until she turned her head and I realized that half of her face was hideously burned—the flesh looking like it was literally melting off her skull. I had done that to her. Last summer when I had turned supernova, I had nearly burned her to a crisp. This must be the outcome of that last confrontation.

If so, it was no wonder that Tiamat was gunning for me even more than usual. The only thing greater than the evil that hung around her like a veil was her vanity. If I had permanently scarred her, I was half-amazed that I had been allowed to live this long.

Tempesssst. Ssssso nice of you to join ussss. She drew the s sounds out like the evil snake I knew her to be. I have a couple of young men down here who are very anxiousssss to ssssee you.

Relief flooded me. Mark and Kona were still alive. Or at least that’s what she wanted me to believe. To keep my sanity, and my resolve, I was willing to go along with it. What do you want, Tiamat?

She weaved her way slowly through the lines of soldiers, the motion semi-hypnotic despite my determination not to be enthralled by her magic. What do I want? she asked, tapping one scarlet-tipped finger against her mouth. What do I want? She threw her head back and laughed. The same thing I’ve always wanted. Everything, darling.

She moved even closer. But what I want most is to watch you suffer as I have these last long months. To watch as everything you care about is destroyed right in front of you. She snapped her fingers and Mahina was suddenly jerked off her feet. I tried to grab her, but it was too late. Whoever had control of the chains had strung her up, so that she was hanging upside down from one of the massive poles that lined the outside of the castle. Bunyip and small sharks and a few other creatures I didn’t recognize circled her, snapping at her hair and fingers and toes.

She didn’t scream this time, but I could sense her terror. I couldn’t do anything about it, though. Not now. I knew if I took my eyes off Tiamat for more than a second, she would make her move. And we would all be dead.

Another snap of her fingers and Sabyn appeared, looking a little worse for wear than when I had seen him last. He stared at me, and I could see he was cataloging the bruises left from his last session with me, bruises that Zarek had not healed completely because he’d been too busy healing my internal injuries and my hand to bother with them during that first healing session.

I looked at Sabyn for a moment, shifting my eyes from him to Tiamat and back again. He looked a little odd, a little shaken and remorseful, but I knew better than to buy that act. Sabyn didn’t care about anyone but himself, and he sure as hell didn’t care about me or Kona or Mark. Hell, he didn’t even care about Tiamat, or he would never have tried to betray her in Coral Straits the way he had. The fact that he was here now—more than a little bruised himself—shouted that she’d found out about what he’d tried to pull there. What I couldn’t figure out was after all that, why he’d allowed himself to be drawn back into service to her. He already had Coral Straits. What else did he want?

Another snap and I forgot about Sabyn for the moment as out came Turisas, looking as terrible and frightening as I remembered. His octopus eyes were fierce, his seven remaining tentacles whirling around his head like it was taking all his control not to reach for me. Which it probably was. He looked like he’d been mighty attached to that tentacle I had sliced off.

One final snap and there he was. The Leviathan. The most fearsome creature in the seven seas, or so rumor had it. This was my first look at him, and I could totally see why he had that reputation. He was a sea dragon, the only one of his kind, and he was the scariest thing I had ever seen. Long and winding, his bottom half was that of a snake with a razor-sharp tail and scales that looked like they could slice through anything. Numerous spikes came off his body at different places, all of which were sharp and pointy looking. His upper body was the spiky head of a dragon, with huge, jagged teeth and long, slit-like eyes. The top of his head was also covered with long spikes, and while he didn’t have arms, he didn’t look like he needed them.

He glowed silver, much like Kona did. But while Kona’s phosphorescence had a multicolored shimmer to it that was beautiful, the Leviathan’s looked cold as ice. I had the feeling that if I reached out and touched it, even without laying a hand on him, I would be frozen to the spot.

And then, in what was a surprise of epic proportions—but then, not really, because Mahina and I had already figured out that she might be working for the sea witch—Sabrina came out from behind the doors as well. Down here, she had a tail much like Tiamat’s, though hers was as green as my mother’s had been. And while her physical characteristics were much like those she had out of water, in the ocean there was a sinister look to her that was lacking on land. Or maybe it was just the fact that she was standing next to the Leviathan that made her so damn scary.

Just the mermaid I’ve been waiting for, she told me.

Why did you do this? Why did you go after my family and help Mark find me? What do you want from me?

The same thing we all do. She gestured to the sea creatures beside her. Freedom to do whatever we want, whenever we want. Hiding gets old fast and we’ve been doing it for centuries.

As I looked at Tiamat’s lineup of monsters, I was terrified. Not necessarily for me—I’d come into this knowing that I probably wouldn’t make it out alive. But Mark, Mahina, Kona … they didn’t deserve to die down here at the hands of creatures that most people believed were just myth. I was furious with Kona for doing this, for dragging Mark and Mahina into the middle of this battle, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do everything I could to get him out. I just wished this battle could have been fought on our terms, instead of Tiamat’s.

Then again, that probably wouldn’t have happened, no matter what Kona had done. She’d been planning this showdown for a long time, and after the debacle that had happened last summer, I was sure she had a contingency plan or twelve up her sleeves.

Okay. This was it. This was the confrontation that had been brewing from the moment Tiamat had tried to lure me into the water in Hawaii when I was ten. This was why my mother had left my family seven years ago and why I had done the same just weeks before.

I took a deep breath, thought of my father. Of Rio. Of Moku. Of my mother, beautiful and flawed and gone, because she’d tried to keep me safe. Tried to keep us all safe. That job was mine now, and I couldn’t afford to fail. Not this time. Not when the lives of everyone I cared about were on the line.

I knew I couldn’t wait for her to strike. Usually, I liked to be on the defense, but this time I’d be fending off five of the most powerful beings in the Pacific. Waiting for them to attack first would be tantamount to suicide. Then again, going after them might be as well.

Of the group of them, Sabrina and the Leviathan were the only two I hadn’t seen in action—which meant their powers were a mystery to me. Starting with them might very well mean ending with them. And while I was prepared to die, I needed to take as many of them with me as I could. I had to give Kona and Mahina and Mark, my Mark—just the thought of him almost brought me to the floor—the best chance to survive.

Taking my eyes off them for only a couple seconds, I glanced around. Tried to see what there was that I could use. Not much. Not enough. But I did find Mahina’s backpack, loaded with grenades, sitting only a hundred feet or so away from me.

It gave me the idea I needed. Focusing every ounce of power I could muster, I prayed that my telekinesis would be strong enough to do what needed to be done. The grenades were all tucked in the front pocket of the backpack, pins secured. If I could just get the pins out, I had a weapon of mass distraction. It might not kill any of them, but it would make a hell of a show. And maybe, just maybe, give me the advantage.

Well, don’t just float there! Tiamat screamed at the crew she’d assembled. Do something.

Shit. My time was up. Closing my eyes for one second—that was all I could afford—I threw everything I had at the backpack. Pins that I had been loosening, one after the other, sprang from the grenades. Thank God. I picked the backpack up with my mind and lobbed it straight at them just as Sabrina and the Leviathan, along with a huge group of shark-men, streaked toward me.

The backpack hit the center of their group head-on, seconds before it exploded. Pieces of shark-men went everywhere, and Sabrina cried out before crumpling to the ground. The Leviathan barely seemed to notice the blast, however, and I somersaulted out of the way just as he streaked through the place where I had been swimming only moments before.

Above me, Mahina was screaming my name, but I ignored her. I couldn’t let myself be distracted. Not now that all hell was breaking loose.

There was no chance I could fight them all, or even half of them. But if I could get to Tiamat, kill her, maybe the others wouldn’t be so eager to continue the fight. She was the glue, the one who held them all together. I’d seen from Sabyn that loyalties were already fracturing. He might be here now because he couldn’t hold Coral Straits alone, without me, but that didn’t mean he really wanted to work with Tiamat. Didn’t mean any of them did. If I could shatter the loyalties between them once and for all, my friends might have a shot of getting out of here alive.

The bunyip raced at me and I threw a blast of energy straight at them. It sent most of them reeling, but a few got through, spears raised determinedly. I ducked, dodged, weaved, managed to avoid most of the weapons aimed at me, but one caught me in the arm, slicing straight across my biceps. Blood leaked into the water.

It whipped the always high-strung shark-men into a frenzy and they raced in my direction. Terror gripped me. Dying at Tiamat’s hands was one thing; dying at the mercy of a bunch of blood-crazed sharks was something else entirely.

I zipped away, picking up the second backpack as I did and slinging it over my shoulders. My hope was that they’d had control of Kona’s palace for only a couple of weeks. If I was lucky, that meant they hadn’t found all the secret passages and hideouts that I knew about from months of spending time here and exploring the place with Kona.

I turned back, shot bolts of electricity straight at the shark-men on my tail. I zapped a few of them, but missed most of the others. They were closing fast when I zoomed around the corner and down. There was a tunnel right here. I knew there was. Kona had shown it to me months ago, when we’d still been dating. It was covered by a huge, red rock that—

There it was. I moved the rock with my mind and darted into the tunnel, swimming faster than I’d known was possible thanks to the adrenaline my body was pumping out in massive quantities. I slammed the rock back down after me, seconds before the sharks got there, then sped through the narrow corridor. The sharks were strong and I knew it would be only seconds before they moved the rock and followed me. I needed to make those seconds count.

Branching off the main tunnel was a series of minor ones that led to all sorts of different rooms. This area had been built as a kind of selkie bomb shelter/safe room centuries ago, and I knew if I could reach the main room that I could control a whole host of things that I couldn’t otherwise. I took the second-to-last tunnel on the left just as the water around me started vibrating—shark-men were entering the tunnel along with God only knew what else.

I swam through the smaller tunnel, through the main room at the end of it, through the tunnel that connected it to the palace. At the very end of the tunnel was a bed of oysters, abalone, and clams that was cultivated to feed the royal family. And to hide a trapdoor. Thanking Kona for showing me every cool trick in the castle, I slammed open the trapdoor and disappeared inside only seconds before the shark-men came swimming through the tunnel. I knew this because the room was equipped with state-of-the-art surveillance equipment that showed nearly every corner of the palace.

It had been upgraded years before and sealed off to make it waterproof. When I’d opened the trapdoor, water had rushed in, but not enough to cause damage to the equipment centered against the back wall.

I hit the button Kona had shown me months before, and the trapdoor locked down with an impenetrable iron gate so that even if the sharks found the entrance, they couldn’t get in. Then again, I couldn’t get out, either. There was no other exit.

Lying there in a pool of water, I shifted from tail to legs, gills to lungs. Then rooted around in my backpack for a pair of bikini bottoms. If the shark-men did manage to get in here, I didn’t exactly want to be caught naked.

After getting dressed, I raced to the control center, flipped the switch that brought up all the cameras instead of just the one aimed at the trapdoor, and watched what was going on all around the castle.

Which was a lot. The shark-men had stormed right past the trapdoor and were now combing the halls of the palace for me, spears raised and teeth bared. Tiamat and Sabyn were still outside with hundreds of bunyip. They were stationed at all the exits, just waiting for me to make a run for it. In the meantime, the Leviathan had entered the palace through the front door and was winding his way down the stairs to the palace’s lowest level.

Curious about what he was doing, wondering what he knew about this place, I watched to see where he was going. After he opened a door with his teeth and wound his way down a final staircase, I finally decided. He was headed to a dungeon-type place, much like what Hailana had at the merCastle.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that there was only one reason he was heading that way—they must have been holding Mark and Kona there. My heart raced as tension gripped my every muscle. I wanted to go to them, wanted to know for sure that they were still alive. And was desperate to see that the Leviathan wasn’t going to kill them right now, for spite.

As I waited, tensed up and terrified, I tried to console myself with the knowledge that it would be a stupid move for Tiamat to kill them now. Sure, it would torture me, but at the same time, any motivation I had for showing myself would disappear. They had set this trap well, had known that I would come to save Mark and Kona. Killing them before they got me wouldn’t make sense.

The Leviathan stuck one of his razor-sharp spikes into the lock on one door and it sprang open. Inside were Mark and Kona and Zarek, plus a number of Kona’s men, all looking the worse for wear. They were chained up, much like I’d been in Sabyn’s dungeon, and completely defenseless against the Leviathan. Which was awful enough to witness. But what startled me even more was the fact that Mark wasn’t wearing a scuba outfit or an oxygen tank. He must have drunk the potion supplied by Sabrina, or Tiamat had force-fed some to him. Either way, he was breathing underwater, but I didn’t know how long that would last. It was another bargaining tool in their arsenal, and an effective one at that.

Tempest. The Leviathan’s voice hissed in my ears. I know you’re out there somewhere. Come to me. Come to me and I’ll let them go.

I ignored him—I knew a line when I heard one—and concentrated instead on studying the dungeon where he was. There was only one door that I could see, and the Leviathan was currently in front of it. He also didn’t look like he was planning on leaving anytime soon. Not that I blamed him. It was a perfect trap, one he had to know I couldn’t resist.

He turned then, looked straight into the camera. I know you’re watching, he told me. I can feel your eyes. Never let it be said that I didn’t put on a good show. Then he whirled around and plunged his tail straight through the heart of one of Kona’s guards.

My knees buckled and I hit the ground, hard, as I stared in horror at the selkie who had been alive just seconds earlier. Before I could even catch a breath, the Leviathan whirled around again and plunged his tail straight through another selkie, this one between Mark and Zarek.

The water around them grew saturated with blood.

That’s two down, he snarled at the camera. Only eight to go. You’d better hurry—I might slip and hit your precious human next. He ran his tail slowly over Mark’s neck, and a small line of red was raised wherever he’d touched.

No! I answered him for the first time. I’m coming! Don’t hurt them.

No promises, he answered, slapping Kona in the face with his tail and raising a huge red welt. I’m getting impatient.

I’m coming, I told him. I swear, I’m coming.

Mark was looking at the camera with desperate eyes, shaking his head and mouthing the word No over and over and over again.

I ignored him. The Leviathan had called my bluff. There was no way I was staying away from that room.


Chapter 27

But just because I was suicidal didn’t mean I was stupid too. I took five minutes—five of the longest, most torturous minutes of my life as I watched the Leviathan circle the small dungeon room, his eyes taking in every prisoner in turn—to check out my backpack. I had ten grenades, which I couldn’t use unless I wanted to kill everyone in that room, a knife, and a specially formulated underwater pistol.

Then I did a sweep of the room, uncovering a weapons closet that contained every type of spear imaginable, as well as a flare gun and several other underwater-type guns. I grabbed two of the guns and some special ammunition, shoved one into my backpack and one into the side string of my bikini bottom. It wasn’t the best look, but at least it was easy access. Then I slung the backpack onto my shoulders and grabbed a spear.

The camera showed that the corridor directly above the trapdoor was clear, but I didn’t know how long that would last. I punched the button to raise the steel door, took one last look at the camera focused on the dungeon room. Nearly screamed as the Leviathan killed a third guard.

And then I was up and out of the room, swimming into the palace. There were two shark-men there, guarding the door, but I was expecting them. I drove my spear through the first one’s chest—much like the Leviathan had done to Kona’s guards—then pulled it out and went for the other guy. He got in a punch to my right eye, though I managed to avoid the knife he’d been slashing down with his left hand. I speared him in the throat, then whirled around, not even bothering to watch him fall over. I’d come a long way from the girl who’d puked the first time she’d killed someone, but not that far. They were evil and I knew they would have killed me if they could have. But that didn’t make it easier to take their lives.

I found another secret passage two rooms up, in the parlor, followed it to the staircase at the back of the house. When I got there, I peeked my head out but didn’t see anyone—thank God. I was a little surprised that the Leviathan hadn’t called in backup, but then again, he probably thought he could take me. Hell, I thought he could take me. My only goal was to take him out too—before he killed Mark and Kona.

I raced down the stairs, stumbled over a couple of bunyip. I hit them with an energy pulse that slammed them against the walls hard enough to knock them unconscious. Then I continued down the hall to the only dungeon room with an open door.

They were in there. Mark and Kona and however many guards were left. I couldn’t take on Tiamat and Sabyn and everyone else. But I could do this much. I would do this much.

Kona. I reached out to him on our private path.

Tempest. He sounded like hell.

I’m here. Where is he?

Don’t come in this room. Please.

You pretty much guaranteed that I have to. The words slipped out before I could stop them, my anger at him for being so petty, so selfish, boiling over. His jealousy, his blind rage over me being with Mark, had brought all of us to this point.

He’ll kill you.

I am well aware of that fact! I snapped. Now tell me where the hell he is.

He’s to the right of the door. He’s waiting for you.

Of course he was. And of course he was on the side that meant I’d have to make it all the way through the door to reach him.

I took another deep breath, refused to let myself hesitate. If I did, I might never make it through that door. And then, gun in one hand and spear in the other, I flattened myself to the floor and slid through the entrance.

I got off a shot before he could move, but guns weren’t my thing and it slammed into his tail instead of his upper body. He roared, his tail coming up to slam against my already injured ribs.

I went flying, slamming into the far wall. I glanced down, saw a chunk of flesh missing from my side, but didn’t have time to assess any more damage because he was coming at me, every spike on his body standing straight up.

I slid down the wall a second before he crashed into it, head-first, and rolled out from underneath his long, serpentine body. I glanced at the wall where Kona and Mark were chained, looks of horror on their faces as they strained against the chains binding them to the wall. Then I dismissed them from my mind. I couldn’t think about them now, not if I had any hope of defeating the Leviathan.

I made it to the far corner away from Mark and Kona, where I had the wall to my back and a good view of the room. The headfirst smack into the wall had seemed to stun the Leviathan for a second, but he had shaken it off and was coming for me again.

I blasted him with everything I had, sending an energy pulse at him that should have felled a roomful of elephants. It barely fazed him. I tried to gather electricity from the water around me, but there was too much blood in it. It messed with the viscosity, made it impossible to do what I needed to.

I hit him with another energy pulse, then jumped, somersaulting over him as he slammed into the wall again. But this time he was braced for the impact, because it didn’t stun him. Instead, he curled his tail upward and wrapped it around my waist. Then he started to squeeze.

I struggled for air. He was crushing my insides, while the razor-sharp scales of his tail were slicing into my flesh wherever it touched. I wanted to scream in agony, especially as he pressed against my already-injured side, but I didn’t have the breath to make a sound.

I fumbled for the gun at my waist, but my fingers wouldn’t work. I dropped it, watched as it fell uselessly to the ocean floor. I summoned up the strength for one more energy pulse, let it loose, but the Leviathan was ready for it. His head slammed backward, but his tail kept squeezing until I felt like I was being sliced in half. Then again, that was probably exactly what was happening.

Tempest! Kona was screaming my name, and I looked over at him. He was crying, yelling, yanking against the chains with every ounce of strength he had. Mark was doing the same thing, his face frozen in abject horror. I didn’t want this for them, didn’t want them to watch me die. Knowing that they would be killed next, because I’d failed, was even worse.

But the Leviathan was too strong and I was getting weaker by the second. Finally, I did the only thing I could. I sent a blast of energy straight at Mark and Kona, hoping it would be powerful enough to knock them out. They wouldn’t see me die, and if I were lucky they wouldn’t feel their own deaths either. But I was weak and off-kilter and the blast missed them. I’m sorry, I told Kona as the world around me grew dimmer. I’m so sorry.

Kona screamed, pulling as hard as he could against the brick wall. As he pulled, a couple of bricks began to tumble to the ground. My blast had knocked them loose.

Tempest! he yelled. Do it again. Hit the wall again!

I was fading fast, could barely comprehend what he was saying. But I tried to follow his directions, lifted my hand and sent a weak energy pulse his way. More bricks tumbled and then suddenly, Mark was free. Not Kona, who had powers of his own, but Mark. The human who had none.

Terror raced through me, woke me up. No, Mark! I yelled, as he looped the chain still attached to his wrist around the Leviathan’s tail and started to pull. Stop! He’ll kill you! But he couldn’t hear me. Of course he couldn’t—there was no path between his brain and mine. He wasn’t meant to speak underwater.

The Leviathan whirled around at this new attack, lashed out with his head and drove a spike straight through Mark’s left arm. I screamed, but Mark just reached up and grabbed on to the spike where it met the Leviathan’s head. I watched as he broke it off, leaving most of the spike embedded in his upper arm.

The Leviathan bellowed, slammed me into the ground as he unwound himself from me to go after Mark. I reached for my telekinesis, but it was gone. Everything was. I couldn’t even swim. I was too weak.

I tried to crawl across the floor to the Leviathan, but the thing must have had eyes in the back of his head because his tail came up and at me. I dodged the first time, but the second time it skewered me right through the abdomen, so hard that it slammed me against the wall. Held me pinned there.

Kona screamed, and at that exact second, Mark picked up the gun I’d dropped and started firing straight into the body of the Leviathan. The thing jerked, once, twice, over and over again as Mark emptied the gun into it. Then it hit the floor, face first.

His tail twitched, with me attached, before sliding slowly down the wall as he fell unconscious. I collapsed on the floor, pinned under the weight of the tail as my blood leaked into the water around me.

All hell broke loose. Mark ran to me while Kona and Zarek—who was chained to the opposite wall—screamed at him to let them go. Of course, he couldn’t hear them as he fell to his knees beside me. He reached for the tail, started to pull it out, but I could tell he was torn. If he left it in, I would die; if he pulled it out, I would bleed to death faster.

It didn’t really matter. I was fading fast. At least they were safe, for now. Kona could get them to the safe room. They would be okay. Mark would be okay. That was all that mattered.

I reached my hand up, cupped Mark’s cheek. I love you, I mouthed.

He shook his head. Don’t do this, he mouthed back. Don’t you dare leave me. Not like this. Not like this. He was sobbing, his chest rising and falling rapidly with the force of his grief, as was mine. He picked me up, stroked my hair back from my face. Rocked me in his arms. Kissed my forehead. Then pulled back so I could see his face. I love you, he mouthed to me. I love you, Tempest.

I closed my eyes, buried my face against his chest. There was no more pain. I just felt numb, cold. But there were worse ways to die. At least Mark was here.

Kona.

Tempest!

Make sure Mark tells my dad I died. I don’t want him waiting for me like—

Kona roared, the most inhuman sound I had ever heard him make. There was a crash of waves against me, and then he was there. And Zarek was too, pulling the tail from my stomach.

I blacked out.
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I woke up sometime later in the safe room. Mark was there, along with Kona and Zarek and the few other guards who were still alive.

Mark was the first one to realize I’d woken up. “Tempest?”

Kona and Zarek were by my side in a second. “How are you feeling?” Zarek demanded.

“Like I’ve been run over by the Leviathan.”

He nodded. “Seems reasonable.”

I glanced down at my stomach. There was a huge, jagged scar in the center of it, but the wound looked weeks old instead of hours old. Zarek had done it again.

“I’m sorry the scar’s so ugly. I had to rush. You’d lost a lot of blood.”

“I don’t give a damn about the scar.” And I didn’t. Not when Mark and Kona were safe and—“Mahina!” I struggled into a sitting position. “Where’s Mahina?”

“Still out there,” Mark told me grimly. “But we’ve been working on a plan to get us all the hell out of this death trap.”

“What is it?”

Kona gestured to the weapons cabinet. “Kill anything that moves and run like hell.”

“Good plan.”

He nodded. “Tempest, I’m s—”

I brought my fist up, slammed it into his face. It was a total sucker punch, but as he reeled back, I didn’t even feel bad. “Don’t you ever do anything like this again!”

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be.” I hit him again, this time in the stomach. Then wrapped my arm around his neck and pulled him in for a hug. “I’m glad you’re alive,” I whispered.

“Right back at you.” He kissed my forehead, then stepped away, leaving me with Mark.

“If you ever,” he told me in a voice choked with emotion, “ever do anything like that again, I will …” He paused. “I don’t think there’s a threat bad enough for what I’ll do.”

“Me! You’re the one who ran off with Kona.”

“To save you.”

“Oh, right. And how’d that work out?”

Tears flooded his eyes, and he looked away. Clenched his jaw. Blinked. “Not so well.”

“Exactly.”

“So maybe neither of us should ever do this again?”

I nodded. “I’m good with that.” I glanced across the room at the monitors. “After we kill Tiamat, that is. I am sick of her.”

“Me too. And I don’t even know her.”

I sat up, with Mark’s help. “So,” I asked, climbing unsteadily to my feet. “Are we going to do this?”

“We’re going to do this,” Mark told me. “You’re going to stay right here.”

I glanced at Kona, who was shaking his head. “Dude, do you even know her at all?”

“You’re not going out there, Tempest! You nearly died. You’re still weak. You’re—”

I put a hand over his mouth, stopping Mark midrant. “I’m as strong as I need to be to get this done. Tiamat is finished.”

I limped over to the weapons cabinet, grabbed a gun in each hand. “Let’s go.”
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In the end, we didn’t bother with a sneak attack. Didn’t bother trying to be stealthy or anything else. It was too late for that. Instead, the seven of us swam straight into the middle of Kona’s town square, lobbing grenades at the bunyip and shark-men.

Tiamat and Sabyn were nowhere to be seen. The cowards.

I thought the bunyip would run away like they had last time, but the grenades only stirred them up. They swarmed us, hundreds of the ugly little creatures surrounding us on all sides, jabbing spears as we dodged and weaved to avoid getting hit.

At the same time, the shark-men circled us from above, looking for an opportunity to strike. Mark was shooting at them while Kona used his own powers to hold them at bay. In the meantime, Zarek, the guards, and I concentrated on taking out the bunyip.

It should have been easy—Kona and I had powers that far outgunned those of our attackers. But there were so many of them that we couldn’t keep up. We took out fifty or a hundred of their ranks to every one of us that they got, but that wasn’t good enough. Not when there were only seven of us to begin with.

One of Kona’s guards—the one whose back was to mine—cried out, and I glanced behind me in time to watch his body go lax. A bunyip sword had pierced his neck, nearly ripping it clean off. Seeing the opening, and frenzied with bloodlust, several of the shark-men started to swarm. I threw my hands up, prepared to shoot a blast of energy straight at them. But Kona got there first, sending a shot of raw power right through the small group of them. One screamed in agony while the others quickly swam upward, all nursing horrific wounds.

Within minutes, we were down to just the four of us—Mark, Kona, Zarek, and me. I knew it was torturing the healer that he had been unable to help the fallen soldiers, but he had other powers that were aiding us in keeping Tiamat’s minions at bay. If he dropped his concentration even for a second and tried to heal them, all would be lost. We were under attack from all sides, and it was taking every ounce of strength each of us had to defend our given side.

The water around us grew red with blood. Selkie blood, bunyip blood, shark-shifter blood. It all blended together until the water was so saturated I could barely breathe through the thickness. The inside of my mouth was coated with the stuff, the sharp metallic tang of it fresh on my tongue. It was taking every ounce of concentration I had not to hurl. Or cry. Nothing that had ever happened to me had ever been this bad, this horrific, before.

Another wave of attackers came at me and I turned to meet them head-on. My barely healed stomach screamed at the sudden movement, barely healed muscles knotting at the effort. Desperate to get through this, to escape, I concentrated on building an orb of near epic power. It was difficult because I couldn’t concentrate on it—like Zarek, if I stopped fighting for even one second, we would fall. So I added to it slowly, in between blasts of energy and telekinetic movement, until it was as strong as I could make it. My own homemade bomb, as explosive as anything Mahina had cooked up in her laboratory.

I bided my time, looked for an opening. And when I saw it in a mixed swarm of bunyip and shark-men, I took it. I lobbed the energy bomb straight into the middle of them. Seconds later, the whole group of them blew up, vaporizing right in front of us. It terrified me even as it consoled me. Though I was grateful in situations like these to have this kind of power, it was horrifying to realize just what I could do if I ever slipped the leash. If I ever failed to control myself. People weren’t meant to have this kind of power—I wasn’t meant to have it.

The bomb, or more likely the vaporization of their friends, did what none of our other powers had been able to do. It chased our attackers away. As the hundred or so remaining creatures scattered in all directions, I relaxed a little. Bent in half and took a few breaths. We did it. We—

I glanced up in time to see Mark, Kona, and Zarek staring straight ahead. I followed their gazes, realized that it wasn’t my bomb that had sent the bunyip and shark-men scattering. It was Sabyn and Tiamat.

They were coming toward us, their eyes glowing with power and corruption and a bloodlust that had every nerve in my body lighting up in alarm. This was it. This was the moment that would decide everything. And I was so exhausted I didn’t know if I had anything left for what might very well be the last fight I ever faced.

Without thinking, I shoved Mark behind me. He squawked indignantly, then turned. Tried to do the same to me. I wasn’t budging, though. No matter what happened, Tiamat was mine. And like I’d promised Rio before I left home, I wasn’t going to take her shit anymore. I would die to stop her, would do anything I had to in order to keep the people I loved safe.

I glanced at Kona, saw him taking aim at Sabyn. Mark was doing the same thing, though he had no powers. But his gun was in his hand and leveled straight at Sabyn’s chest.

When their attack came, it wasn’t from the front like we expected. It was from the water itself, a burning, poisonous acid destroying the bodies of those around us and creeping inexorably closer to us with every push and pull of the ocean’s current.

As one, we tried to move backward, but Tiamat had cast some spell that had us totally surrounded by the hideous stuff. And at a respectful distance behind the acid were the bunyip and shark-men. They hadn’t been fleeing, just getting out of the strike zone.

I tried not to focus on it, tried not to think about what I was seeing. Or about how that acid would begin eating away at our flesh the second it came into contact with us. But it was easier said than done.

Still, I had to act now. Anything else would result in certain death, especially since Tiamat and Sabyn were waiting to tear our burning, disintegrating carcasses limb from limb. I racked my brain, tried to figure out what to do. I’d already used every weapon I had against the two of them in previous battles and had failed every time. What did I have left to try? What could I do that—

Suddenly, it came to me. I knew it was a long shot—both of them had strong mental and physical shields—but it was the only idea I had. The only thing that might not just injure Tiamat, not just imprison her, but annihilate her from the depths of the ocean once and for all.

Quickly, carefully, I tried to gather as much energy as I could. But pulling it from the water was difficult—it was so polluted with blood and acid that there was almost nothing left for me to reach for. But Tiamat was shifting, the bloodlust in her eyes growing sharper, and I knew we were out of time.

Desperate but determined, I did the unforgivable. I thrust every ounce of power I had into Kona and Zarek, Mahina and even Mark, raking psychic claws through their bodies as I harvested all the strength and energy I could garner from them. I wasn’t gentle and I wasn’t easy—I could hear them screaming on a psychic plane—and it made me sick. But I didn’t relent. I kept going, kept gathering everything I could from them.

When I was done, when there was nothing left to take, I turned on Tiamat. And using everything that I had inside me and everything I had taken from them, I launched a telekinetic attack straight at Tiamat.

I arrowed straight through her shields, grabbed on to a corner of her mind, and raked talons of power and desperation straight through her brain. She screamed, her hands coming up to clutch at her head. I didn’t relent. I couldn’t. This was the only chance I had to keep Kona and Mark, Zarek and Mahina, alive.

It was over in seconds, but it was the most horrific thing I had ever done. I shredded her brain until it looked more like confetti than a functioning organ. That one aborted scream—and a final blast of power that shot harmlessly by me—was all she got out before she died.

I glanced behind me to make sure Sabyn was the last threat, and that’s when I saw him. Zarek. He was lying on the ocean floor, hands clutching his stomach as he bled out into the water. That last blast of energy Tiamat had gotten out hadn’t been so harmless after all.

Kona! I screamed. Help him!

It’s too late. Zarek’s words were soft, disjointed, and I could tell it took every ounce of effort he had to force them out.

No! Kona and I raced toward him, but even before I got there, I knew he was right. His head was resting on the ground, his eyes closed, and his hands had fallen to the ocean floor beside him. Zarek was dead.

Nausea gripped me, followed by a hatred so black I could feel it in the depths of my soul. This man had saved my life more than once, had saved Kona’s, had even traveled thousands of miles to save my baby brother. And now he was dead because Tiamat, even in death, had to destroy everything she could.

Enraged, in pain, I turned on Sabyn. He’d been trying to slink away in the confusion of Zarek’s final moments, but there was no way I was letting him escape. Not after everything he’d done to me and those I cared about. When he realized I was once again locked on to him, his eyes grew wide in horror. He threw a hand out to ward me off, but I wasn’t who he had to worry about. The poison had dissipated with Tiamat’s death and Mark and Kona had broken free. The bunyip and shark-men scattered, just like they always did, which left Sabyn totally at the mercy of my boyfriend and my ex.

They slammed into Sabyn like a runaway freight train, began beating him within an inch of his life—and were taking great pleasure in it, from what I could see. I started to stop them, but a hand from Kona and a look from Mark’s suddenly cold brown eyes froze me in place. This was payback, pure and simple, for what he’d done to me. In this they were in perfect accord, and I knew there was nothing I could say to dissuade them.

They didn’t stop until he was a bloody, battered mess on the ocean floor. It didn’t take long—not with both Mark and Kona in towering rages. And without Tiamat’s strength to bolster him, Sabyn was a broken man.

When they were done, he was still breathing—barely—but he wouldn’t be a threat to another creature, ever. I started up to get Mahina out of her cage, but Kona beat me to it. I watched as he gently helped her out. She threw her arms around his neck, pissed and terrified and elated all at the same time. He looked surprised, then hugged her back as tightly as she was hugging him.

I swam to Mark, who was standing over Sabyn’s prone body, still seething. I’m sorry, I told him awkwardly. The psychic attack I’d launched at him had seemingly opened up a pathway of communication between us. I hadn’t planned on that happening, but I was glad it was there. Or I would be, if he could forgive me. About what I did to you—

He grabbed me with one bruised hand, pulled me flush against him. You saved me. You saved all of us. Never apologize for that.

I couldn’t help it. The full extent of the prophecy, and my power, had finally been revealed to me and it nearly swallowed me whole. Nearly destroyed everyone around me. I had done it for what I’d thought was a good reason, but it could so easily have gone wrong. So easily have gone bad. Like my mother when she’d murdered those innocent people, when she’d allowed Hailana to control her and use her as an assassin, I was shocked at how easily I could have been tempted to let my power take over my judgment. My sense of right and wrong.

I never wanted that to happen to me. Never wanted to be so full of power that I was intoxicated with it. These last few minutes had been close, and while it was amazing and invigorating and trippier than I could ever hope to disguise, it had also been terrifying. I never wanted to feel so power bloated again.

Mahina and Kona joined us, and for long seconds we just floated there, staring down at Sabyn. He was on the ground and he wasn’t moving at all.

Is he dead? Mahina finally asked.

Not yet, Kona answered grimly.

Good. She pulled back her foot and kicked him squarely in the ribs.

We watched as a few of Kona’s guards came out of hiding to take Sabyn away to the dungeon—karma really was a bitch—and Kona’s people slowly started pouring into the streets. They surrounded him, everyone wanting to thank him or touch him or apologize. As they did, four selkies took Zarek’s body away.

Mark and I stepped back to let him have his moment with his people. And took a moment of our own.

“I love you,” he said as soon as we made it to the surface.

“I love you too. Thank you for saving me.”

He laughed. “Thank you for saving me.” He paused. “I’m not going back to La Jolla, you know. You can’t be trusted to stay out of trouble on your own, so I’m sticking around.”

I nodded. I knew. “So, you think you’re up to being the first human merKing?” I asked.

“If not, I’m sure you’ll get me in line soon enough.”

“That sounds about right.”

It wasn’t going to be easy balancing his humanity with my merness. Our families and friends with our duty. My need for the water with his inability to live away from land. But this last year had been a long one. We’d come a long way from that cloudy La Jolla day when my legs had become a tail and I had nearly drowned. Mark had saved me then, I’d saved him since, and today we had saved each other.

It was enough. More than enough. Because I knew, when he was around, my greatest fear would never come to fruition. Deep inside, Mark was the best person I knew. He made me a better person. Gave me control over my darkest mer instincts, the ones that clamored for power and destruction and revenge. With him by my side, I could fight those instincts off, as well as the seductive lure of my power. I could be the merQueen Coral Straits needed instead of the one my powers would always tempt me to be.

I wrapped my arms around Mark’s neck. Pulled his face close to mine. “Thank you for sticking with me through all the horrible things that have happened. Thank you for taking such good care of me. And thank you for loving me when I wasn’t sure how to love anyone, even myself.”

“No problem.” He grinned, that crazy, cocky grin that had wormed its way into my heart all those years ago. “It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.”

And then he kissed me, and everything that had come before this one perfect moment just disappeared.


Chapter 28

Early-morning sunshine woke me as it came through the skylight over my bed, and I rolled over with a smile, reached for Mark, only to come away empty-handed. Panicked, I sat up and searched the room. When I didn’t see him, I slipped out of bed and padded down the hall, my heart beating like a metronome.

I knew it was stupid, knew that he was perfectly safe here on our private island. Deep in the middle of Coral Straits territory, it was accessible only to my subjects and those who knew about the secret passage. And these days my people were loyal to me, loyal to us. There was no way they would give up the secret and put us in danger.

Not that there was much danger left to speak of, with Tiamat dead and her minions vanquished to the far corners of the Pacific. Without her to unite them, they were all keeping a low profile—even the Leviathan had decided to give it a rest for a while. Thank God. I was ready for peace. I’d had more than my share of war in the last year.

When I got to the kitchen, I found that Mark had been there. The coffeepot was on, my favorite cup sitting next to it just waiting to be filled. So I did, and then wandered over to the bank of windows that stretched across one whole side of my kitchen. And that’s when I saw him, dressed in a wetsuit with a surfboard under his arm.

Not that this was exactly a surprise. Proclaiming the waves as excellent here as they were at home, Mark hadn’t missed a day of surfing since we’d arrived. But what was a surprise were the five merboys that were tagging along behind him, homemade surfboards beneath their arms as well.

The oldest of the boys was probably about fourteen, the youngest maybe eleven, but they listened raptly to Mark’s every word like he had hung the moon and stars and sun. Not that I blamed them. Most days I found myself doing exactly the same thing.

I had a million things to do today. Two Council meetings, a lunch with the Councilor of Education to bring me up to speed on Coral Straits’s school system, a tour of our military base just to make sure everything was in order after the battle, and a thousand other smaller tasks that pretty much guaranteed I wouldn’t be back here until late. Mark was doing the military tour with me, but that didn’t exactly smack of romance, so I had counted on these early-morning hours to do that. To hold him and kiss him and remind myself that we really had made it through to the other side of hell. But watching him with my young clanmates, so patient and big brotherly, made my heart melt for entirely different reasons.

After finishing the last of my coffee, I slipped back into my bedroom and into a purple bikini that matched the plethora of tattoos that decorated most of my upper body these days. Gifts from the sea for vanquishing Tiamat once and for all and warnings of the power I was very careful about wielding.

I brushed my hand over the belly chain at my waist. Mark had added two more beads—one for this island and one for the merCastle under the ocean. They were beautiful, but my favorite was still the one made with La Jolla sand. This was home now, but that would always be Home.

Then I was out the door, grabbing my own surfboard on my way to the water.

Mark was so engrossed in giving surfing lessons to his pupils that he didn’t notice me right away, but they did, their eyes growing wide. It was funny, though he was very obviously with me, Mark was their friend and playmate while I would never be anything but merQueen. Assuming that role, understanding it, had taken time, but I was finally beginning to think that I had gotten the hang of it. I just wished it didn’t mean that I lost my chance to be a playmate too.

But I couldn’t have everything, and I already had more than I’d had any right to expect. Mark with me every day and night. My family visiting a few times a year. Sabrina had disappeared when Tiamat died, slipping out of my father’s life as easily as she had slipped into it. He was dating a nice woman now, one I liked a lot and who took good care of all of them when they were away from me.

My two best friends had recently gotten married, their relationship blossoming after Kona had rescued Mahina from that terrible cage. Their marriage had only cemented ties between Kona’s clan and mine. And our subjects who had finally accepted me, really accepted me, as merQueen.

Yes, life was pretty darn perfect just the way it was. The only one missing was Zarek, I missed him, as I knew Kona did, though we both worked to do him proud.

Taking advantage of the fact that Mark was busy teaching one of the boys how to wax his board, I sneaked up behind him and covered his eyes with my hands. He stopped midswipe, dropping the container of Sex Wax on the sand as he reached over his shoulder and grabbed on to me, twisting me around so that somehow I ended up in his arms.

“I got you!” I said, right before I planted a kiss on his cheek.

“And here I thought I had you.” He gave me a much more thorough kiss, until I started squirming against him, conscious of our audience. It probably wasn’t proper etiquette for a merQueen to be kissed senseless in front of her subjects, but it was hard to remember that when I was in Mark’s arms.

Very aware of my dilemma, he let me down slowly, making sure to steady me when my feet hit the sand. My ankle was still giving me some problems, and being weak in the knees didn’t help the situation.

“So, what do you have planned for this morning?” he asked as he let me go to finish waxing the surfboard.

“I have a Council meeting in two hours, and then the rest of the day is pretty much booked.”

He grinned. “What about until then?”

“It’s been a while, but I thought I’d hit the waves with some of my favorite guys.”

Mark grinned, the boys cheered, and then we were running for the water, boards at the ready. And as Mark and I paddled out to catch the first wave of the morning, I knew that whatever it had taken to get right here, right now, in this one perfect moment, had been worth it.

I thought back to that day on the beach, when I’d known what I wanted—Mark and Coral Straits and being merQueen. Back then, I’d never thought I’d be able to have it all. Now … now I knew better. But that didn’t mean I would ever forget how lucky I was.
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The eerie feeling is back, along with an increasing uneasiness that has me glancing across the room at my computer and the words that have just started scrawling across it again. “Total annihilation in 10 days.” The 10 flashes.

I wait for the countdown, for the earth to blow up again, but nothing happens and I shake myself out of it. I can’t believe I’m letting a video game weird me out. Talk about ridiculous. Especially since the loss of service isn’t all that unusual out here.

Like I said before, I live by the lake, which has a lot of advantages—including the dock and boat right at the bottom of our property. But one of the disadvantages is that a lot of the time, coverage out here leaves something to be desired. If there’s a storm, or even just a really windy day, we lose the phone and sometimes even electricity.

I glance outside. The sky is growing dark, but without a cloud in sight. And the trees are barely moving. Still, that doesn’t mean anything. I’ll give whoever’s in charge of this kind of thing at the phone company a few minutes to figure it out and then try again. No big deal.

But just then, the fan on my laptop starts running full speed. The screen blinks off and on. It whirrs some more and then does the same thing again and again. I rush over, try to shut it down, but it won’t do anything. Won’t budge from Pandora’s Box. I try to force the game closed, but it doesn’t work. Nothing does, and I’m starting to get a little nervous.

What is going on?

I head for the stairs, for my mom’s office, with some half-formed plan of checking out her computer, making sure it’s okay. I’m halfway up before I register the unnatural silence in the house. Waste of energy or not, I always have something going, always have some noise around me. It helps me feel less alone. In this case, I know I turned on the TV as soon as I got downstairs, started streaming Supernatural.

But the TV isn’t streaming anything—instead, there’s just the bright blue AT&T U-Verse screen that usually comes up whenever I first turn on the TV.

Are you kidding me? Totally frustrated, I go back down the stairs. I push a few buttons, but nothing happens. No streaming. No regular TV channels. Nothing. The TV signal’s out, too. Terrific. Emily’s going to love that when she comes here tonight.

At that moment, the light over the stairs flickers off, on, off, on, off, on again.

I hate the dark and I panic, am out the front door before my brain even registers leaving as an option. Either the utility companies are having the mother of all bad days or the house is suddenly possessed. Whichever it is, I’m done trying to figure it out.

I pause at the end of my driveway, try to decide what to do. I’m being stupid, I know I am, yet I can’t bring myself to go back inside. Maybe I should check with the neighbors, see if they’re having the same problems I am. If they are, then it’s no big deal. I can go back home and get ready for the birthday dinner that suddenly feels like it’s a million miles off.

And if they’re not having the same problems? a little voice whispers in the back of my head. What then?

I ignore it, shove it back down where it came from. So not going to deal with that eventuality right now.

Instead, I try to figure out which neighbors to crash in on. To my right are the Hensons, but they’re both doctors and usually aren’t home until eight or nine. To my left are the new neighbors, the ones who moved in a couple of weeks ago. I haven’t even met them yet.

After a quick mental debate, I turn left, praying the new people are home and that they don’t mind answering the door to strangers. Especially strangers who are having a really, really weird day and look a little crazed because of it.

By the time I get to their front door, about five minutes have passed even though I came close to running the whole way. That’s because out here houses are a lot farther apart than in your regular suburban neighborhood. Most of the homeowners—especially the celebrities looking for a retreat from Hollywood and the crazed paparazzi that stalk them—are very big on privacy.

I ring the doorbell, and when no one answers in the first five seconds, I start pounding on the door. Please, God, let someone be home. I don’t want to go back to my house alone right now.

After another minute, the door flies open, and I look up, up, up … and straight into Theo’s eyes. I’m not sure which one of us is more surprised. He’s my new neighbor? But how has he lived here two weeks without me seeing him? Or Eli? We go to the same school, have the same schedule. Surely I would have noticed.

But I didn’t, and neither did he, it seems, as he looks as shocked as I feel. “Pandora?” he asks incredulously. “What are you doing here?”

He doesn’t exactly sound happy to see me, a feeling that I assure myself is totally mutual. Still, when I try to tell him why I’m banging on his door like a crazy woman, nothing comes out. It’s like the connection between my brain and my tongue has suddenly stopped working, and all I can do is stutter. “I—I—”

“Are you here for Eli?” His face changes as he asks the question, settles back into the cold, emotionless lines I’m used to seeing.

“No. I’m … I … It’s just …” I cough a little, rub my neck as I can’t help remembering what it felt like to have his hands wrapped around my throat. The memory irritates me even as it jump-starts my brain and I blurt out, “Is your phone working?”

“My phone?” Blankness changes to puzzlement, then concern. “Are you okay? Did you have an accident?” This time, when he looks me over, I can tell he’s checking me for damage, looking to see if my bizarre behavior is the result of hitting my head too hard.

“No, no, I’m fine.” I point back toward my house. “I live next door and I’m having some weird problems with my phone and utilities. I was wondering if you were having the same issues over here.”

“Next door?” he asks.

“Yeah. Small world, right?”

“Come on in.” He opens the door a little wider, waves me inside.

I cross the threshold but do my best to keep out of reach. No use tempting fate or anything. A smirk flits across Theo’s face, as if he can tell what I’m thinking. Then, almost before I can register it, it’s gone.

“So, what kind of problems are you having?”

The question jerks me back to attention and I tell him. He frowns. “No, I think everything’s good here.” He walks into the kitchen, gesturing for me to follow him. Picks up his landline, listens. “We’ve got a dial tone.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t have to sound so disappointed.”

“I’m not.” I turn all my attention to the phone in his hand, try to ignore how nervous I am around him. “I was just hoping the whole area had been hit by something. Then people would be trying to fix it, and I wouldn’t have to …” Wouldn’t have to what? Worry that my house has been taken over by demons? It sounds so stupid in my head, I can’t imagine saying it out loud.

“Wait around for a repairman?” He finishes my sentence. And since his interpretation sounds so much better—so much saner—than mine, I go with it.

“Exactly. A repairman.”

“You can call from here if you want.” He sits down in front of the computer resting on a small desk in the corner of the kitchen. “Do you need a number?”

“Um, yeah. AT&T.”

He nods, types the info into Google. I glance at the bulletin board above the computer and blink a little at the pictures there. Each one shows a small airplane in a different stage of construction, from beginning to end. Theo’s smiling in all of them, his face lit up with so much joy and satisfaction that I almost don’t recognize him. In each he’s standing next to a very tall man who bears a striking resemblance to him. His father?

I start to ask what it was like to actually build an airplane, but when I glance down at him—and the screen he’s scrolling through looking for the customer service line—the computer blinks off. Then on. Then off again. I freeze, because it’s almost the exact same thing my laptop did when everything in my house went nuts. From upstairs, someone calls, “Hey, is the Internet down?” And that’s when it hits me. If Theo’s home, Eli probably is, too.

I run a self-conscious hand through my hair, glance down at my shirt and jeans to make sure I’m presentable. When I look up again, I realize Theo is staring at me. He saw my whole little primping routine, subtle as it was. And even worse, he knows who it was for.

Ugh. I glance at the ceiling, wonder what the hell I’ve done to piss off the universe so completely. Because I have to say, this is the Worst. Birthday. Ever.

I brace myself for a snide comment or twelve, but he doesn’t say anything about my idiot behavior. Instead he starts to reboot the computer, and I spring into action.

“Wait! Don’t do that!”

“What’s wrong?” he asks impatiently, and I’m not sure what to say. How to explain what I’m thinking—particularly when I’m not even sure what’s going through my head. I only know that this whole thing is strange. Really, really strange.

Is it possible that some kind of virus attacked my house and is now spreading to my neighbors’? Maybe it’s working its way down the block, one house at a time … Just thinking it sounds insane, but what other explanation can there be? Laptop? TV? Phone? Internet? Electricity? Everything acting funky at once. I mean, I’m no computer expert, but everything I’ve ever heard says that isn’t possible—at least not without a major storm or disaster.

My gut, however, says that’s exactly what’s happening. I just don’t know how, especially since I have a Mac and I’ve always been told they don’t get viruses.

“I logged on to Pandora’s Box and everything went to hell,” Eli yells down.

At first Theo doesn’t answer, just scowls as he restarts the computer despite my warning. Only then does he call up the stairs, “Hey, come down here. Your little friend just showed up.”

I bristle at the words and the tone he says them in. Like I’m some kid and he’s the grown-up I’m bugging. It’s annoying and I start to snap at him, but I glance at the stairs just in time to see a pair of faded jeans and huge bare feet take the last few stairs in one giant step.

Eli has arrived. Big and strong and a lot more rumpled than he was during class this morning. The large kitchen suddenly feels stifling with both of them in such close proximity. I back up, try to get a little more breathing room. I mean, seriously, has the world been invaded by giants and I just didn’t get the memo?

Eli spots me before I move more than a few inches. “Oh, hey, Pandora. What are you doing here?”

“I didn’t know you guys moved in,” I blurt out, wanting to make sure he knows I’m not stalking him.

“Yeah. We moved in a couple of weeks ago, the same time Theo and I started school.”

Now they’re both looking at me, which makes me realize that I need to say something else. I clear my throat, try not to choke on my own spit—which, incidentally, is not as easy as it sounds.

I turn to Theo. “No Internet?” It’s not brilliant, but it’s the best I can manage.

“I don’t know. The computer won’t even restart.” He frowns at Eli. “What did you do this time?”

“Nothing.” Eli’s face is closed, his response surprisingly defensive. But there’s that whole undercurrent again, the one from earlier in class. It doesn’t feel any better this time around. “I told you, I logged on to Pandora’s Box and the whole thing just wigged out—the TV, my PlayStation. Everything.”

“Pandora’s Box?” I ask. “I logged on to Pandora’s Box a little while ago.”

“Oh.” Eli looks a little puzzled. “That’s cool, I guess.” Theo gets the connection right away. “You think there’s some kind of virus in the game?”

“I don’t know. I mean, nothing else makes sense.” I nod to the blank computer screen. “I got some weird message I’d never seen before and then everything went nuts.”

“What was the message?”

“You’ve reached the point of no return. Welcome to the real Pandora’s Box.” It’s Eli who answers, and I glance at him, startled. He smiles at me, dimple flashing, and I duck my head.

“What the hell does that mean?” Theo demands, yanking me back to our present dilemma.

“I don’t know. Then it just started with this strange countdown,” I tell him.

“To what?”

“Total annihilation.” Eli and I answer at the same time.

“Total annihilation?” Now it’s Theo who sounds like a parrot.

“Yep.”

He stares at me blankly for a moment, before rubbing his hands over his face and then up through his hair—the universal gesture for stressed out and a little pissed off. I know, because I was doing the same thing not very long ago.

“Okay,” he says after a minute. “Let’s think about this rationally. Did you have landline phone service before you logged on to Pandora’s Box?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I didn’t check it or anything until after my cell phone stopped working, too.”

“Your cell phone isn’t working, either?” Now he’s completely incredulous. But still, he and Eli reach into their pockets at the same time, check their own phones. From the looks on their faces, I’m guessing their luck is about as good as mine is today. “That’s not possible.” Theo turns his phone off and then back on again, frustration stamped into every line of his body.

“That’s what I said, but it’s happening—”

“No, I mean, really. It’s not possible. They run on totally different networks. There’s no way your landline and cell phone can be infected from the same virus—at least not this quickly. And not if it started from an MMO you were playing online.”

I don’t say anything, but then I don’t have to. Because it’s glaringly obvious that, whether or not it makes sense, it appears that’s exactly what has happened.

The million-dollar question is, what do we do now?
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