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Chapter One
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It was a damned poor day to die.

The fact that Azai was going to die because of an evil deed that he had not precipitated, one that he had tried to stop, only made his coming demise all the more bitter. His death would lead to even more suffering, and he was powerless to stop it.

The water was beyond cold, the bite of it making him gasp with effort, ensuring that he inhaled salty brine. His strength was failing, even as he desperately swam toward one of the doomed ship’s broken masts. He sucked in more water, and the resulting coughing took what little strength he retained. He knew with a sort of hopeless fatalism that he was going to drown if the mer didn’t kill him first. The sun was bright in a cloudless sky, and he was going to die here.

The screams and cries of the other men resounded in his ears, occasionally muffled as he sank deep enough for the water to block his hearing. He swam harder, his eyes fixed on his goal. The broken mast floated such a short distance before him, so near and yet so impossibly far.

Something brushed by his leg and he flinched, closing his eyes and muttering a brief prayer to any deity that was listening. The screams he heard from the others were not from drowning. The revenge of the denizens of the sea was brutal and, in many cases, drawn out. Blood drifted in the swirling waters.

His desperate movements began to falter. He dipped beneath the waves, eyes wide with terror as he managed to struggle to the surface a last time. Wet clothes slowed him, dragged him down.

Azai’s strength finally failed him. His gasping and panting ended in silent gurgles as he sank for the final time, one hand still reaching for the light of the world above.

Something bumped his body, lightly, then harder. He waited for the death it promised. Whatever the creature, it would hold no love for those who had sailed aboard the “Sally Anne,” those who had murdered one of its own.

The bump turned into teeth settling into his arm. He jerked in pain, a silent scream making him release the tiny bit of air remaining. The teeth swiftly released his arm to sink into his shirt sleeve, then he was towed forward at tremendous speed, helpless in the grip of something that felt so much larger than him. It was a dark shape, and he thought he caught a flash of red, but perhaps it was only blood in the water.

His senses began to fade, his surroundings growing dark, then the creature surfaced, bringing him with it.

He barely had sense enough to choke and gasp, struggling for precious air, before he was pushed up against something hard. His hand flailed—and he felt wood beneath his fingertips.

His eyes flew open in disbelief. He was floating against the very mast he had sought with such fervor mere moments ago before his strength had failed.

Accident surely, but the teeth left his shirt. He had barely a glimpse of red scales before his attacker—or was it savior?—flashed away back into the depths.

Azai was not fool enough to wonder or linger. He tried to haul himself up onto his salvation, but his own exhaustion rendered him weak as a child, and his bitten arm throbbed unmercifully. He was bleeding, but the wound wouldn’t kill him. The cold water might. Or the mer might decide it liked the taste of him. He had to get out of the water.

He tried again to pull himself out of the frigid water and onto the mast and failed.

A sob of frustration left his lips, and he floated there, one arm over the bulk of the mast, searching for a way...

Several feet away, one of the smaller sails still stretched between the mast and spar, billowing in the water. If he could just use the sail as a raft or even as a starting point to get up onto the mast itself...

He floated awkwardly down along the mast, expecting at any moment to be snatched from below, to meet the same fate as his fellows. He became increasingly aware that the screams were fading, the bloodbath ending. Surely they would come for him soon.

A sob of relief left his lips as he managed to half float, half pull himself onto the partially submerged sail. Trembling, he lay there, feeling a false sense of safety now that open water did not yawn beneath him. He was not foolish enough to believe his own thoughts but managed to edge up onto the mast itself, lying down on his stomach and stretching his length upon the solid, welcoming bulk.

He could not stop shivering from shock and the time spent in the frigid water. He was still going to die today. Only exposure would take longer than drowning.

But for now, he clutched desperately at life. Each minute. Every second. He was stubborn. People were counting on him. His countrymen from his own country of Nargina and those from Hathlinden, the enemy, as they hovered on the edge of war.

Laying his aching head down upon his crossed arms, he closed his eyes, trying to shut out the horror of his position and the likelihood that he would soon be snatched from his perch. Those that had destroyed an entire ship would hardly find it difficult to pick off one exhausted and wounded man floating so close to their realm.

His panicked breathing slowly began to die down into something resembling normal, though he could not cease shivering, his whole body vibrating.

The sudden, deep silence weighed upon his nerves. The scene of such destruction should not now be so tranquil. The sound of the waves lapping against the wood seemed almost benevolent.

Yet, there was nothing benevolent beneath the ocean on this horrible day. Mer, more than he had ever imagined existed, had begun swimming along the "Sally Anne" faster than dolphins. Then as the mer began to sing, the sea began to churn around the ship, before a gigantic creature bearing powerful tentacles had burst from the ocean as though the mer had summoned it. The huge being ripped the ship apart with unimaginable strength. The mer had found anyone who had survived the initial attack and had attacked without mercy. The creature they’d summoned had descended back into the deep with most of the ship in its tentacles.

The sailors of the “Sally Anne” had brought this upon themselves, but Azai’s gentle heart could not stop regretting the manner of their deaths.

Still, it was justice, brutal and in kind.

At the dawn of this cursed day, the sailors had netted a young mer while fishing, and were fascinated with their catch. If things had stopped there, if they had returned the boy to the sea, it all would have ended so differently. But they had brutalized the boy, cut him open to see how he was made, and then eaten him as though he had been but a fish.

Azai, the sole passenger upon the vessel carrying him back to the king, fresh from his vital diplomatic mission, had tried desperately to save the mer child. He had fought against the sailors with the desperation of conviction in the wrongness of it all. But he was outnumbered. He was unarmed and unable to stop the sailors who defied his commands and scoffed at his threats.

When it was all over, the men released Azai with jeering laughter. He had stumbled to the prow of the ship and wept, beating his fists against the railing until he drew his own blood.

Both tears and blood had dripped down into the foaming waters that passed under the ship’s hull. He had whispered a fervent apology to the children of the sea, the merpeople that sailors referred to as the mer. He was shamed by his own kind, by their heedless conviction of their own superiority. By their uncaring brutality. Haunted by the young mer’s cries of fear and pain...

Now, only hours later, it had come to this.

He heaved out a shaky sigh, raising his head slightly and scanning the waters.

There was little to show what had happened, no sign of bodies, no blood slick upon the surface, only the occasional ragged piece of the shattered ship. It was as though the ocean had cleansed itself already of the tragedy, and Azai and his little raft were one of the few remnants left.

A trill made him freeze in place, his fearful eyes taking note of several heads bobbing above the waves, watching him, their strange, large eyes with enormous vertical pupils staring at him. Their faces were human-like but also not. They were hairless, with delicate fins along their heads, and skin of colors he had never seen upon any human. Some were pure white, others black, some red, and even a singular purple could be seen. Large gills were prominent upon their necks, nixing any thought of humanity.

Mer. Creatures of legend. Of story and song. There were whispers among sailors that they were very real, very present in different regions of the ocean, but he, personally, had never seen one.

There were so many...

Dear gods.

He shivered harder, feeling helpless. His fingers tightened upon the wood under his touch. He swallowed with difficulty, keenly knowing his position as prey. This was the mer’s world, and he was the intruder here.

Another trill sounded, then another, the sounds both haunting and terrifying to Azai’s shocked mind.

Then a deeper sound, more powerful, that seemed to echo through the water, vibrating against the mast.

Azai whimpered, imagining it had to be one of the creatures that had crushed the ship, the huge tentacled monster that had done the will of the merpeople.

A large form slowly slid to the surface, mere feet away from Azai’s perch. He stared, his terror almost overcome by awe.

He had never realized that mer could be this size. So much larger than Azai. Red scales flashed in the sun, and the large golden eyes were fixed on Azai with frightening intensity.

He could only shiver, unable to tear his gaze from the apparition.

The merman came higher out of the water, his massive chest coming into view, the sleek musculature evident in the sun’s light. The dark, almost black skin of the torso contrasted sharply with the vivid red scales that rose over his chest and down his arms, which lazily sculled in the water with webbed fingers. His face was faintly human-like, but sharp in its lines, with the dark skin dominating there. Any resemblance to a human ended though with the frills that lay alongside his face, red with black tracery and a hint of orange and yellow in the delicate-looking skin.

Azai took it all in, wondering when the strike would come, or was the creature just playing with him, taunting him?

Its bass voice rumbled again. Azai shivered at the force of it, primal fear gauging the power behind such a sound.

He froze as the large form surged forward, coming right up to the mast, a huge, long-fingered, webbed hand emerging from the sea to lay over the wood.

Those odd eyes, golden-rimmed with black, pinned him in place, as the merman tilted his head, more curiosity in the gesture than any sense of threat.

Perhaps he meant no harm...

The mer began to sing, deep and powerful, his voice vibrating into the very wood Azai lay on. Azai himself had only a moment of terror before his mind shut down, his fears disappearing into a strange, deep calm.

The mer came closer, reaching out a massive hand to touch Azai’s cheek, cold and wet against warm human flesh.

Azai merely blinked at him, smiling, leaning towards the source of that amazing song that seemed to turn his bones to liquid, his thoughts to need. His shaft hardened, and he unconsciously rubbed it against the hard wood, a small whimper escaping his lips.

The merman tilted his head once more and smiled, a fearsome show of thin, razor-sharp teeth.

Azai saw only a smile, nothing fearsome at all.

The mer moved closer, reaching out to grasp Azai’s arm and pull him off the mast so that he sank down upon the sail, half floating.

Azai did not struggle, only stared at his captor, fascination foremost in his thoughts.

Dimly he felt his clothing being cut from him with the help of a deadly looking spine that lay against the mer’s forearm, but it all seemed so dim, so fantastical, that he could not rouse himself to true fear.

When he lay utterly exposed, wind and water cold against his naked flesh, he tried to curl up, protect himself from the elements, but the mer held him firmly, one enormous hand upon his arm and the other around his thigh, the fingers touching without strain.

Azai pondered dazedly on how large the whole merman must be for his hand to be larger than Azai’s own thigh, but his thoughts veered as that same hand released him, eyeing him over. The mer tilted his massive head again, curiosity quite evident in his expression. The merman leaned closer, looming over Azai, and a tongue, much longer and narrower than any human’s, flicked out and lapped over Azai’s cheek. The mer drew the tongue back and seemed to consider the taste, a low hum of sound seeming to indicate approval.

Azai thought in some small part of his mind that fear should be present, some sort of sense of self-preservation, but his thoughts refused to coalesce into anything sensible. All he could see was those teeth—those terrifying teeth, long and sharp and far too many...

His eyes rolled back, and at last, his body took him into blessed darkness.

His last thought was gratitude that he would not have to face his own demise.
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Chapter Two
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He woke to unrelenting sunlight, his naked skin feeling tight and...

Blinking, he attempted to raise his head, groaning at the pain of his stiffened muscles. He rolled to his back, hands flung wide, feeling the bite and rasp of sand beneath his flesh.

Sand.

His vision grew less blurry. He was staring at the cloudless sky above him. Slowly, almost fearfully, he turned his head, wondering if he was fevered. Was this some dream? He’d been the last survivor of the destroyed ship, and the mer had been moving in. There had been a song...and he couldn’t remember...

To the side of him lay a long, unbroken beach, white sand stretching out of his limited sight.

With great effort, he rose to an elbow, staring disbelievingly. Flashes of memory came to him.

The merpeople, the touch of a cold hand, his body floating in a vast sea at the mercy of the creatures that surrounded him. The sense of doom—and then nothing at all.

How had he come to be here?

He sat up, hunched and weak, scrubbing a little at the crust of salt that had dried upon his face, itching and beginning to burn. His arm throbbed with dull pain. He looked at it, seeing the bite mark of the mer, the gashes from those sharp teeth beginning to scab. At least he wasn’t bleeding. But his pale skin, always kept from the sun, would burn if he remained where he was. Groaning, he struggled to his feet. His head swam, and he almost fell.

He was alive. He was naked, but his mind barely registered his shame because he was alive. He seized upon that and used it to give him strength.

Water. He needed water desperately. His tongue felt swollen and dry, and when he swallowed, there was a click in his throat and a sensation of near choking. The lure of water drove him to stagger toward the wall of trees and leafy plants at the edge of the sand, swaying precariously as he moved.

Palm trees leaned close to the sand, their fronds rustling in the wind. Inland there was lush foliage, a promise that water must be at hand, or, at the very least, that rain fell here.

He left the sea behind, using the sturdy tree trunks to brace himself once he reached their shelter. Here it was cooler, shielded from the harsh glare of the full sun.

The wind faded for a moment, and in the lull, he could faintly hear a trickle of water. He followed it desperately, half falling in his haste.

In the end, he literally tripped over the edge of an earthen bank, falling to his knees in the small stream that wended its way through the undergrowth and down to the sea.

The stream was so small he could barely scoop up any water in his trembling hands, yet he blessed the gods for its presence, letting the sweet liquid trickle down his throat. It was finer than any wine he had tasted, even in the courts of his homeland, known for its vineyards.

He sated his thirst only after many handfuls, and only then did he use the water to wash away the stinging salt and the sand from around his healing wound and the rest of his body. It took time, and often he stopped to rest, but at last, he sighed and rolled away from the tiny stream to lie in the foliage.

Sleep was swift.

* * *
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HE WOKE, COLD AND WET, rain falling upon his crumpled form, dripping down from the trees.

He licked his lips, already thirsty once more. He crawled closer to the stream and drank deeply, but without the desperation of before. When done, he blinked rain from his lashes and peered through the downpour, wrapping arms around himself in a futile search for both comfort and warmth. His nudity was shameful to a man who had been raised with extreme modesty, but like on the beach after he’d woken, he could not say he cared.

He was alive. That fact was slowly becoming more real to him. If he was alive, then he had to make the effort to stay that way.

But first, he wanted out of this downpour.

Azai took a deep breath, rising unsteadily to his feet and staggering a few steps to the shelter beneath a thick, tropical shrub. He half burrowed into it, feeling relief as its
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