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      Hudson Clark didn’t believe in mermaids. Surely no one in the twenty-first century could… but if he did, he would have to face the fact that mermaids had killed his parents. But mermaids were a myth. The dark, turbulent waters of the Atlantic always made people see things that weren’t there, like shapes just beneath the water that looked too much like things that weren’t real.

      He peered into the black waters while he guided his yacht through the churning seas, attempting to get back to land. He was seeing things that shouldn’t be there. Unable to shake the feeling that something watched him from the obsidian waves. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, warning him that he wasn’t alone. The chill in the air and the darkening evening skies seemed heavy with a danger of another kind. Hudson regretting going out so late in the day, not when he’d had a sailor’s sense the wind would shift and the skies would darken.

      It was easy to get turned around and become lost in the North Atlantic when one lost sight of the shore during storms, especially at night. His eyes had started to play tricks on him in the last half hour. One minute he’d see a flash of silver upon the water or hear a piercing wail from beyond the glow of his boat’s electric lights. A few times he could swear he heard his name echo across the water. But the sea played tricks upon men, and had been doing so since mankind first looked out across the endless blue ocean and asked themselves: What if...

      His yacht hit a wave hard, and the impact jarred through him, making his very bones ache where he stood on the bridge.

      “Hudson…” His name came as a whisper despite the wind howling across the deck.

      His uncle had warned him never to sail in the dark, not after the storm and wreck that had taken his parents and nearly claimed his uncle’s life.

      They’re out there, Hudson. Waiting, watching. If they call your name, It’s already too late.

      He could still see his Uncle Jason’s dark-brown eyes glinting with a hint of madness as he whispered those words, lying in a hospital suffering from dehydration and exhaustion. Jason had been on the sailboat with Hudson’s parents the day a nor’easter struck the coast. The sailboat had been pushed too fast toward shore by the storm and struck a rocky area where it sank.

      Jason had been unable to get the cabin door open to save Hudson parents, barely managing to escape himself. He’d floated on a piece of wreckage for two days before the Coast Guard found him. By then he was suffering from delusions and screaming about mermaids. That had been seven years ago, but it felt like a lifetime to Hudson. He was twenty-nine now, and losing his parents at twenty-two, just when he’d gotten out of college and was supposed to have a bright future ahead of him, had aged him and changed the trajectory of his life. He’d given up the investment banking job he’d been offered by one of Manhattan’s top firms and instead took his inheritance from his parents and returned home to Shell Harbor be near his uncle and the sea which had taken so much from him already.

      Jason refused to go anywhere near the ocean now. He’d left his job catching lobsters and bought a restaurant in town to run during the tourist season. Jason never went to the beach anymore and certainly didn’t get on anymore boats. When storms blew in, he hunkered down at his restaurant or at his home, practically barricading himself against the raging winds as if he could escape his past.

      Hudson on the other hand, hadn’t avoided the water. Something about it filled him with a blinding rage, yet it drew him in, whispering briny apologies upon a gentle breeze. To make a living, he gave coastal tours on the yacht he bought with some of his trust-fund money. It kept him out on the water, every day going back to the place where his parents had died. And while that rubbed some salt in his wounds, it also kept his parents present in his memory.

      The wind changed and he held onto the helm, holding his boat, the Splash, as steady as he could. Something hit the boat hard, in a repeated thudding, too quick and too steady to be waves.

      His training perked up his senses and his sailor’s experience provided him with an answer and in a breath he was cursing as he realized he might have hit rocks. A blast of rain lashed the decks, blinding as the water reflected off his boat lights. He strained his eyes through the sheets of moisture outside of the cabin, looking for the lighthouse lantern that he’d been charting towards, but the conditions had obscured it completed now.

      Suddenly the lights on his ship flickered, the moment’s quiet as the buzz of electricity halted serving only to heighten the sound of a wail as it rippled across the dark waters beyond the bridge.

      Thud!

      Before he could interrogate himself over what the wail could have come from, a black mass swept over the decks and deposited something hard on the bow ahead of him.

      He cursed as a sudden blast of rain lashed the deck in blinding sheets. He couldn’t even see the lighthouse anymore through the windows on the bridge. The lights on his vessel flickered suddenly and a lone wail rippled across the dark waters just beyond the bow.

      Thud! A black mass swept over the deck with the next wave, and something landed on the bow ahead of him. When the water receded and the boat righted itself, he glimpsed the shape again. It was still there on the deck. Had a large sturgeon landed on the boat? It wasn’t entirely impossible. They did prefer the cold water, and right now the Atlantic was like ice given it was late September.

      Whatever it was, he couldn’t put it back in the water until he found his way back to shore. Whatever it was could wait. Another wave had him regripping the wheel and pushing against the swell that was tipping his yacht to the right, forcing him to face the fact that he had more important matters to attend to, like not getting capsized. Hudson turned the wheel of the ship, fighting for his life and the life of his vessel. Suddenly the wind and rain railing against the yacht began to ease off. And through the thinning storm, he saw a flash…was that a light? He squinted through the rain.

      Yes, it was a light! It appeared on the horizon through the lessening rain. It was the lighthouse. The harbor was less than a mile away. Tension bled out of his stiff shoulders, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He steered the helm a little to the port side and aimed directly for the shining beacon of light. The rain and wind began to fade and it wasn’t long before he found his way back to the harbor. Now that the seas had settled, he felt like he could risk leaving the helm to go push the fish back overboard. He killed the engine, knowing the boat would drift a little but he could correct it soon enough. The waves here were soft and normal, nothing like the swells far back out to sea.

      He grabbed a flashlight from where it was strapped to the wall by the yacht’s controls. Then he left the bridge and walked toward the bow. He shined a light ahead of him to illuminate his path. Seaweed was scattered on the deck and formed a large pile. Had that been what he’d seen? Just seaweed?

      No, he glimpsed a soft slash of something pale in the middle of the blackish-green mess of the watery plants. It was a face. A human face.

      “Oh God,” he gasped. A body had washed up on his yacht. He ran toward it, praying he had a chance to save the person, but knowing the odds were slim to none. He hadn’t seen any other boats nearby, so it was unfortunately likely that the body had been floating in the water a while. The horrifying sorrow that knowledge invoked made his stomach churn. Whoever it was … had drowned just like his parents had. Hudson fought off a violent shudder and forced himself to focus.

      He crouched and began peeling away the lanky bits of seaweed to expose a woman’s face. Her features were delicate, beautiful, and lacked the swollen appearance of a body that had been in water for a long time. She looked young, so damned young it broke his heart. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen, if he had to guess. He removed more of the seaweed and cursed at discovering her upper body was bare. She was naked.

      What the hell had happened that she’d ended up in the ocean without clothes? Cuts marred her pale luminescent skin. He took note of each wound—one along her cheek, another over her breastbone, and a bleeding gash several inches long across her ribs. She was still bleeding … But dead bodies didn’t bleed. That meant she was alive.

      He hastily dragged more seaweed off her so could see the rest of her injuries. But his fingers froze as they encountered the slick, silky feel of something foreign where her hip bone should have been. He moved the flashlight down her body to her lower half. His fingers rested not on skin … but scales. They were a greenish-blue color that seemed to shimmer and change in the light. Fish scales … beginning at the girl’s waist.

      What the fuck?

      He scraped more seaweed away and stared at the large pale green-blue tail that stretched along the deck where the girl’s legs should have been. A dull roar started in his ears as he stared at the girl—er, fish—on his boat.

      They’re out there, Hudson … mermaids. They’ll drown you. Again

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-9.png





OEBPS/images/stranded-ebook-updated.jpg
ST” ’\N“ED

A
MERMAID
ROMANCE

'j USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LAUREN SMITH







