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      SURRENDERING TO THE SEA LORD
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      SECRETS OF THE SEA LORD

      Harmony is terrified when she awakens on a raft in the middle of the ocean with a deadly, tattooed Lord of the Sea hulking over her. But she quickly realizes he’s the one who saved her from the storm—and that joining his undersea world is the only way she’ll survive.
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      SPELLBOUND BY THE SEA LORD

      Bella has a knack for outrunning trouble, but lately, trouble’s been catching up. She can’t stop herself from responding to the hard-muscled warrior Balim, even though her secrets might get them killed…This is the 2025 Revised Edition.

    

  


  
    
      Hello!

      Is this your first time diving into the Lords of Atlantis series? That’s awesome. I’m one of those flexible readers who likes to pick up a middle book in a long-running series and give the world a go. If I fall in love, I’ll read everything I can get my hands on, and I don’t mind spoilers.

      If that’s not you, then you might want to start with the first boxed set in the Lords of Atlantis series containing books 1-4 plus a few bonuses. You can get it here: Lords of Atlantis Boxed Set 1.

      My newsletter subscribers always get my most awesome bonuses first and free. Right now, I’m giving away a steamy prequel novella called Sea Lord’s Castaway. It takes place twenty years before the entire series, so there are no spoilers. It’s just fun!

      Escaping from a marriage gone wrong, Bex sails into unexpected danger and a mysterious, tattooed prince deep in the Bermuda Triangle…

      Get it free at https://starlanight.com/loa-newsletter.

      I hope you love immersing yourself in the vivid, sensual world of Atlantis with three full novels plus five bonus stories containing extra romance! Follow these passionate tattooed warriors as they claim their soul mates and save their race.

      ~ STARLA
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      Milly balanced at the top of the dramatic beach-side cliff and trained her antique spyglass on the lockbox a quarter mile away.

      She’d gotten permission from the Azores equivalent of the Parks & Rec Department to install the silver box in the long sea grass above the red volcanic sand. It was the size and shape of a US mailbox.

      And like a US mailbox, someone had been driving by and bashing it.

      The first time, the cell phone inside had survived. The second time, vandals used a cherry bomb. A ragged chunk of wood post remained.

      She had to stop it.

      The mermen were counting on her.

      Black flies and fuzzy honeybees buzzed across her bare shoulders in the overcast summer heat. Milly waved them toward the clumps of blue wildflowers cushioning her hiding spot.

      She switched the heavy brass spyglass to her other eye.

      Her elbows ached on the folded fleece jacket she used as a cushion. Her contacts stuck to her eyeballs; she’d had her eyes open too long. Her throat was scratchy and her tongue was a dry lump in her mouth.

      How did detectives endure stakeouts? Cross that occupation off her “possible future” list.

      Milly trained her spyglass on the lockbox again.

      As she well knew, a couple thousand years ago humans and mer had lived in harmony. Atlantis had been the mer-human ancient metropolis. A great catastrophe had sunk Atlantis and driven the mer into hiding on the ocean bottom. Humans forgot they existed except in legends.

      Two years ago, mermen were rediscovered.

      Blame the GoPro.

      Secretive, tattooed, heavily muscled mer warriors could shift between normal feet and scuba-like fins at will. Females had died out after the catastrophe and so they were now all male. They surfaced only to woo “sacred brides” on isolated islands sworn to secrecy. They carried their sacred brides to the bottom of the ocean, their brides produced a child — always male — and then the brides were returned to the surface to live out their lives as if the oceanic interlude had never happened.

      A generation ago, the sacred islands had emptied. Modernized. Climate change had swept them away. Or the lure of TV, washing machines, and fast food had.

      The mer population had crashed. They risked dying out.

      Rebel warriors wanted to woo modern brides. Traditionalists enforced their ancient, secret covenant.

      Then, the GoPro incident forced the issue.

      Two years ago, a rebel mer warlord had pursued and married a modern treasure hunter named Lucy. Their courtship — and the ensuing mer battles — were recorded on her cell phone and posted to Facebook.

      The warlord was exiled. Traditionalists would kill him on sight.

      But Lucy discovered oceanic super powers after transforming. Powers thought to belong only to the mer “queens” of legend. Together, she and her husband survived all assassination attempts and escaped to the new rebel city “Atlantis” reborn in the shadow of the old mecca. It was a beacon for mer who wished to flee their traditionalist rulers — and, someday, meet a modern woman bride.

      Someday.

      Few rebels made it to the surface. Traditionalists still ruled the oceans and enforced their covenant of secrecy.

      Milly knew all this in great detail because her older sister, Zara, had been one of the last sacred brides. She’d lived in a mer city known as Dragao Azul in a deep trench below the Azores Islands. During the height of the controversy — and just before the mer were exposed to humans — Zara gave birth.

      She and her husband, Elan, had sided with the rebels.

      They lost.

      Zara was forced to the surface. She nearly died. Her husband and child were held hostage within the city. All hope for being a family faded.

      A year later, rebellion engulfed Dragao Azul and the ruling All-Council laid siege. Zara learned about her queen powers. She braved her old captors to rescue her husband and child. While doing so, she drove off the army and saved the city.

      The new rulers had begged her to stay.

      Now she was their queen.

      Talk about a dream job!

      Zara didn’t see it that way. She was less interested in ruling and more interested in seeking other “lost brides,” women like her torn from their mer families and forced to the surface. Her mission was to bring justice — reunions or restitution — to these women.

      But the lost brides weren’t coming forward, so Zara was going to them. Seeking them out, taking statements, offering counseling. Right now she was in California.

      Her absence left the city vulnerable to more All-Council attacks.

      So, when the emergency came, a warrior would surface and call Zara. She would fly back to the Azores, dive beneath the waves, and once more save them.

      Milly had to protect the emergency cell phone in that lockbox.

      She trailed her spyglass across the few visitors on this isolated beach.

      Elderly historians argued over the jagged cliffs of the former caldera. A family of young naturalists collected red volcanic rocks, seashells, and drift wood in buckets. Tourists moseyed away from the parking lot and down the beach.

      All showed no interest in her lockbox.

      Good.

      Milly had rigged a trap.

      Any vandal who dared to plant another bomb right now would get a major surprise.

      The only problem would be if a warrior surfaced instead.

      But that wasn’t likely. After Zara had broken the siege and dispersed the All-Council army, large-scale violence had abated for the last year. No other cities had rebelled. Atlantis and Dragao Azul had been left alone.

      What were the odds of an enemy army appearing right now?

      Milly dropped the heavy spyglass and rubbed her aching elbows. She should have borrowed binoculars.

      But if she’d insisted on binoculars, her Vaw Vaw’s overbearing relatives would have forced her to explain why. Then they would have stolen her stakeout, pushed her out, and made her sit uselessly at home.

      She picked up the spyglass again.

      A new tourist emerged from the ocean. Barefoot. Tanned. Muscular.

      Ooh. He was a yummy one.

      She cataloged his broad shoulders, taut pectorals, and all-too-lickable abs. A treasure trail disappeared beneath the band of tight orange swim shorts. His thighs bulged.

      Long-distance runner? Body builder? Whatever. Her body reacted to his primal strength. She couldn’t look away.

      Dark hair plastered his head. He left it dripping, concealing his face. He traversed the beach with single-minded determination. His fists swung at his sides. Ready for action.

      A spicy thrill shivered up her spine.

      He was dangerous.

      It was the tattoos. Barely visible at this distance. As her mystery man approached the parking lot — and, a hundred feet up, her vantage point — she traced the complex designs.

      The tattoos covered his whole body.

      Wow. They must have taken forever. Her secret tattoo had taken way too long in the painful, yet cathartic, artist’s chair.

      Where had her mystery man come from? Was he a Portuguese local? Or⁠—

      Wait a minute.

      Tattoos? Heavily muscled?

      Barbarian?

      She focused on his fists.

      Did it hold the lockbox key?

      Uh oh.

      Milly stumbled to her feet and waved both arms. “Hey! Wait! Stop! It’s a trap!”

      He didn’t hear her. Or know she was screaming at him. Or understand English.

      She dropped her arms.

      Of all the times for an emergency!

      Milly grabbed her jacket and spyglass. She ran across the rounded headland, weaving between masses of blue hydrangeas, and raced to the windy cliff road. Her trusty, middle-aged, maroon sedan parked on the shoulder. No other cars dotted this isolated stretch of Faial Island.

      She jumped in, fastened her seatbelt, and started the engine.

      Her heart thudded in her throat.

      What if the warrior got hurt?

      Zara would kill her.

      Milly pulled onto the road and wound down the cliffs to the beach. She obeyed all traffic laws. There, the parking lot. She pulled in and parked.

      Where was…

      There!

      The warrior crossed the beach a few yards from her car.

      She killed the engine, unbuckled her seatbelt, and scrambled out of her sedan. “Stop!”

      The merman didn’t stop.

      She shut her car door. “Don’t step on the grass!”

      His head whipped to her direction.

      In person, his skin appeared a dark olive tinted with actual green. The tattoos she’d identified were a shimmery, iridescent purple. Strange and beautiful.

      How did they create their incredible colors and intricate designs? No one knew.

      Between the long, wet tendrils of black hair, his mesmerizing green eyes pierced hers.

      She stumbled on the even parking lot cement.

      He jerked his gaze away and waded into the long sea grass.

      She ran. Her tennis shoes crunched the volcanic gravel. “Watch your step! We set a⁠—!”

      BWWWWAAAAAAAAAAA.

      Her air horn deafened the beach.

      She slammed her hands over her ears.

      The warrior stumbled back. His toes lifted off her artfully-concealed, grass-covered pressure plate. The air horn stopped.

      Her ears rang.

      She dropped her hands. Silence stuffed her ears like cotton.

      Everyone on the beach stared.

      So much for secrecy.

      The merman was stunned.

      “I’m sorry!” She hurried to him. “Sorry. I can explain.”

      The warrior pressed his fists to his chest.

      Had she given him a heart attack?

      He staggered. The lockbox key dropped from his lax fingers.

      She ran. “Hey! Are you okay?”

      He fell to one knee.

      “Hey!”

      The warrior collapsed.

      Had she just killed the merman she was supposed to protect?
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      Uvim floated on a black sea of pain.

      Something stroked his forehead. Long and cool. Tender seaweed? Kindness. Her soft touch soothed and comforted. Healed.

      The pain receded.

      A sweet voice was speaking. What? Unusual tones.

      “…and I’m so, so sorry. I wanted to stop the vandals by myself. Please don’t be dead.”

      The blackness faded.

      His body floated...

      A concerned face hovered over his. Light obscured her features, shining from behind her, blinding.

      …and then he whumped onto the gritty rock. He shuddered. Everything ached. But he lived.

      Her hand stilled. “Are you okay?”

      The light eased and he saw her.

      Dark tendrils of flowing hair. Narrow pink lips, a slender nose, an oval face, and brown eyes shimmering with tender concern.

      A clear, bright light glowed in her chest. Resonance. She had a strong soul.

      Her fingertips stroked his cheek.

      His skin tingled.

      She smiled. “Hi.”

      Warmth glowed in his chest.

      “You’re alive. Thank goodness.”

      Words. Familiar words. His least-proficient human language. English.

      English?

      His stomach dropped.

      He was exposed. To humans!

      Uvim grunted and tried to rise. Escape.

      The horizon rotated. A giant fist pressed his chest to the ground.

      “Whoah.” The human female hovered. “Take it easy. You had a shock.”

      Someone called out to the female.

      “He’s fine!” She turned and waved at someone over her shoulder. “Just surprised. Huh? Oh, no, he’s a tourist.”

      Panic squeezed his chest.

      “Exotic tattoos,” a voice said.

      “You can get ink done in Horta. Just off the main street.”

      “Ooh, so cool,” another voice chimed in.

      More humans! Approaching!

      “Yep. Okay, have a great night.” His female’s voice lowered to a gentle murmur. “Don’t worry. I’ll hold back the crowds.”

      Crowds!

      He opened his mouth. No sound emerged. Only a hiss.

      “Don’t speak. Er, unless you want to.”

      He had to escape.

      Uvim tightened his abdomen and rolled upright.

      The horizon tilted. Sky plunged into surf. He reeled.

      “Oh! Sitting up.” She slid her slim arm around his back, steadying him. “Next time, warn me.”

      But he couldn’t.

      He mustn’t touch. He mustn’t speak. He mustn’t be here.

      Uvim had to return to the ocean. Crawl or slither. Now. Before another moment passed and another human saw him.

      She tightened her arm. “Relax.”

      No. He mustn’t. He⁠—

      Her touch disabled him like a potent toxin. He had no choice but to obey.

      He sagged.

      She stroked his shoulder with her long fingers. “Good.”

      Her soft breasts pressed his shoulder. The twin points of her nipples hardened into small pearls. Hardness and softness tantalized his over-worked senses.

      Heat flooded his cock.

      Strange.

      “I’m so sorry.” She lowered her healing fingers to rub his flexed shoulder blades. Her hands splayed across his bone in a soothing, enticing pattern. “I set the trap this afternoon. You must be extra sensitive to noise.”

      Yes. Noise.

      Earlier today he had hidden his trident and daggers in a shallow sea cave, camouflaged himself with an orange waist-thigh covering the humans called “swim shorts,” and watched the beach empty.

      Then, he’d emerged.

      He’d crossed to dry rocks and nearly reached the lockbox when this female had called out to him. His foot had depressed a flat plate. A loud pain had blared in his ears.

      Then, a whale had crushed his chest. Colors had faded and the sky had plunged into the sea.

      He rubbed his chest with a flat palm.

      Humans had developed terrifying weapons. No wonder the tyrannical All-Council ordered the mer away from the surface.

      “I was trying to protect the lockbox.” His human lowered her eyes. “You must be so mad.”

      He was not angry.

      “I’ll make it up to you. Will you let me?”

      Uvim opened his mouth. No words rolled across his leaden tongue.

      He must reach her. He must communicate.

      Uvim shook his head.

      Her soul light darkened. “You won’t let me?”

      No! That was not what he meant. He shook his head harder.

      “Oh, you mean, you’re not mad?”

      He nodded.

      Her soul light brightened. “Thank you. That’s generous. You’re nice.”

      Nice?

      Heat pooled in his chest and in his strangely hard cock.

      She sighed. Her soul light dimmed again. “I feel like an idiot.”

      Curse his silence!

      Uvim forced the foreign English words. “You … are … kind.”

      There. He had done it! He had spoken to a female. In her own language. With his tongue.

      “Sitting with you is the least I can do.” She lifted her head. “The Sea Festival starts next week. I wanted to stop the vandals before someone got hurt. Oh, the irony! If Vaw Vaw’s sons had set the trap, it would’ve worked.”

      Vaw Vaw. An affectionate name for a grandmother in Portuguese.

      But this female predominantly spoke English.

      He rehearsed his sentences.

      “Your bravery … is honorable. Your trap … is effective.”

      “Effective. Yeah.” Her soul light brightened.

      He had comforted her.

      Success!

      “I’ll pick up the trap before anyone else gets hurt.” She released him and jumped to her feet.

      Cold unease seeped into his skin.

      Without her distracting touch, his reasons for surfacing slammed into him: His city was under attack.

      He rocked to his knees.

      The horizon rotated.

      “Oh! You stay here.” She eased him onto his knees. “You’re trying to call Zara, right? I’ll get the cell phone.”

      See? Kindness.

      He closed his eyes. A headache pressed on the back of his skull.

      Around him, Milly — for if she was protecting the lockbox, she must be Queen Zara’s sister Milly — waded into the long grass. She unearthed heavy-looking planks and dragged them away. She scooped up the lockbox key from where he’d dropped it and returned with the cell phone.

      The “cell phone” was a smooth silver rectangle. It was heavier and smaller than the carved stone he’d practiced with in the city.

      He pressed the side button. A “screen” flickered. Once it steadied, he traced the “triangle” pattern.

      Nothing happened.

      “Oh, did I set up the replacement wrong?” She leaned over his shoulder and drew a square. The cell phone flashed the expected colors. “I didn’t know how Zara set up the first cell phone.”

      He pressed the pattern to contact Queen Zara. The cell phone emitted a strident ring.

      Milly knelt facing him.

      Zara’s voice emerged. “I’m not answering the phone right now so please leave a message.”

      Silence.

      He stated the message his elders had composed. “A Newas hunting party camps at the edge of our territory.”

      Perfect. Every syllable enunciated. He had practiced endlessly on his long journey to the surface.

      He waited.

      Milly whispered, “Why does Zara care?”

      Why? Because it was an invasion.

      Milly frowned. “How big is this hunting party?”

      He splayed his hand. Five.

      She wrinkled her brows. “Five warriors are a threat to your city?”

      He nodded.

      “Okay… Well, hang up. Zara will call you back. Oh, you know what? Tell her to call me back,” Milly said. “Go ahead. Say, ‘call your sister.’”

      “C-call your sister,” he repeated, stumbling over the unpracticed words.

      She leaned over and swished the screen. The light turned to black. Then she took the cell phone and fixed the operations to match his training.

      “Zara will call back soon. It’s morning in California.” Milly locked away the cell phone and brought him the key. “She must be driving or interviewing someone.”

      His fingers closed around the toothed metal.

      Delay cost lives. His warriors needed the answer now. The defense of the city rested on his shoulders. He must give his elders an answer.

      Milly chewed her lip. “Is a little hunting party really an emergency?”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t get it.”

      He measured his words. “Raiders…”

      “Raiders? I thought you said it was a hunting party.”

      The foreign warriors appeared to be hunting. But they might scout for an All-Council army or be terrorists intent on maiming lone patrols.

      He shrugged.

      “So why don’t you force these potential raiders out?”

      A hunting party must be treated with respect. The laws of honor required it.

      She sighed. “I guess assigning a patrol to them is not an option. You have a vast territory and a shrinking population.”

      Milly understood. If even this human understood, then Queen Zara would rule wisely.

      He willed Queen Zara to call now.

      “So … I thought your king normally decides stuff like this. Why ask Zara?”

      Because Queen Zara had said the king could no longer rule unopposed. Elders and warriors must agree with his ruling. She called it a special name. What was it?

      He remembered. “Democracy.”

      “In a democracy, everybody votes.”

      Yes. Everybody had “voted.” But they could not agree. And since their king was no longer allowed to issue the final decree, Queen Zara must do so.

      Milly blew air, pushing her lower lip so short tendrils of dark hair at her crown danced. “Well, Zara’s going to love that.”

      Would she? Good. Queen Zara clung to much anger. And she had a strong reason to hate Uvim.

      If she loved this question, her feelings would soften. She might forgive the elders — and forgive him.

      “Mermen don’t get sarcasm.” Milly’s lips pulled to one side. “Sorry. I was kidding. She’s going to be pissed.”

      Pissed?

      “Angry.”

      His stomach dropped. Another reason for her anger. Did she not have enough reasons already?

      A family of humans carried sand buckets past. They gawked.

      Queen Zara had also ordered the mer to avoid humans.

      Uvim rose to his knees.

      The horizon rotated.

      He bent over, braced, and pushed up.

      The world whirled.

      He fought nausea and staggered to his feet.

      “Hey!” Milly wrapped her arms around his torso and braced him upright. “I said to give me some warning.”

      Sweat broke out on his chilled body. “The ocean…”

      “Hold on to me.”

      Milly was a small woman. Her soft breasts cushioned his hard torso. One curvy thigh braced his damp waist. Her dark hair slid across his fingers like ribbons of sea-silk.

      Uvim sucked in a breath and tried to straighten.

      She squeezed him. “I’ve got you.”

      Her voice teased his ear and her soft breath tickled his lobe.

      His cock strained.

      Why? Her chest glowed. Brighter than sunlight, brighter than stars, and brighter than any soul on this beach. Why did her light affect him so?

      Knowledge teased his unsettled mind, probing for a way in.

      But he could not think. He leaned too heavily on her small frame.

      “I will … crush … you…”

      “Nah. I’ve been power-lifting Snuba gear all summer.” Her fingertips traced his hard vertebrae. The tender strokes deeply comforted. “Anyway, I’m lucky you don’t want me fired.”

      “Fired?”

      “Relieved of duties. Voted off the island. Exiled to a dreary fate.”

      Exile?

      His throat tightened.

      Even in this injured state, he would fight to the death to protect a bright-souled female like her — a bride — from exile.

      “Never a bride,” he vowed.

      Never again.

      “That’s a relief. But I’m not anyone’s bride.”

      Of course she was. A soul this bright belonged in the sea.

      Milly pulled back. “Did you hit your head?” She stroked his forehead. “Let’s go to my place and rest.”

      Desire warred with duty. Her warm soul light bathed him with soothing radiance.

      He resisted. “Humans cannot see…”

      “You’ve already revealed yourself to me.” She eased a step forward. Her soft hip grazed his hard cock. “Nobody’s at my house. I promise.”

      “I must … report.”

      “Report what? That you left a message? You can barely stand. How can you swim?”

      “My duty...”

      “I’d feel terrible if you got hurt worse.”

      “I must not…”

      “Right? So rest.”

      She eased him toward a slab of smooth, black stone covered in rows of metal-glass boxes. She angled him to the maroon metal-glass box she had called out to him from. The heavy plates were stacked beside its thick wheels.

      “If you’re not better by the time Zara calls, I’ll grab my scuba gear and try to help.”

      This small human was offering to help him go to the echo point? Underwater?

      The echo point was far. Surrounded by predators. Deep.

      He shook his head violently.

      She laughed. “I said I’d try. Not that I’d actually do you any good.”

      “Too dangerous.”

      “Oh yeah? If it’s too dangerous for me at full health, it’s definitely too dangerous for you now.”

      Curse it. His duty…

      “Don’t stress out. Zara will call tonight. Rest at my place until you’ve got something to report.”

      He set his feet, resisting her movement. “Here.”

      “You can’t rest here. See that sign? No camping.”

      He shook his head.

      “Vandals are trying to blow up the lockbox.”

      Then he would remain to protect it.

      She eyed him sideways. “You’d rather stay here and expose yourself to the human vandals? In this state? All alone?”

      “You…”

      “I ‘faced them’ from that cliff.” She pointed at a distant, grassy headland. “With a spyglass. And a half-baked idea about reporting their license plate to the policía.”

      Human justice.

      Hmm. He did not wish to interfere with human patrols.

      They staggered to the slab and he collapsed against the sun-warm maroon metal. She stowed the heavy plates in the rear and fitted a toothed key into its body.

      Going to Milly’s private castle was improper. Wrong. Only partly because he wanted it so much.

      “Your husband…”

      “Huh? I told you I’m not married.”

      “Future.”

      “Future husband?” She cocked an amused brow. “Let me tell you. My future husband, whoever he is, will understand. I got you into this mess. I’m going to get you out.”

      “Milly—”

      “And if you won’t come to my cozy, safe house, I’ll stay here. Then I risk getting in trouble with vandals or the law or both and I spend an uncomfortable night on the beach with rocks jabbing into my back.”

      He shook his head. She must not remain here.

      “I have to.” She smiled with an edge. “You’re my responsibility now.”

      He ground his teeth.

      She swung the door open and took his elbow to help him enter.

      He stopped her.

      “In the past … they cut off…” He wiggled the fingers of his hand. “For touching … another male’s bride.”

      “Well, that was the past.” She wedged her shoulder under his arm again. “Zara doesn’t remove body parts.”

      Fine.

      He had violated her future husband’s rights many times on this beach. Leaned his full body against Milly. Savored her curves.

      And he wished to caress the swell of her breasts beneath her lavender covering. Touch her more.

      Strange.

      What was the meaning?

      He pined over this attractive female and her bright soul light.

      But his fascination was impossible.

      It was not his turn to pursue a bride.
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      Milly folded the weakened warrior into her passenger seat.

      He dwarfed the space. His broad shoulders and powerful thighs sucked out the oxygen. Intricate amethyst tattoos crinkled across his tantalizing dark olive skin.

      She stretched across his lithe, muscular torso to fasten the seatbelt.

      It took all her will not to slide her sensitive palm across his unyielding pectorals.

      An addictive scent of musk, tempered by earthiness and sea salt, teased her nostrils.

      How would he taste under her tongue?

      Delicious heat filled her belly.

      Danger.

      Milly breathed through her mouth to cut off the scent. She clicked the belt and pulled back.

      His intense sea-green eyes followed hers. Threads of amethyst hid within the sea-green like flecks of gemstones buried within secret depths.

      His face rotated, decisive jaw inches from her parted lips.

      Temptation.

      Her pussy throbbed.

      She avoided his gaze, closed his door, and stepped away. Milly sucked in a deep breath, flushing the addictive scent from her mouth. She turned to the rugged volcanic beach, heavy sea grass, and crashing waves.

      This warrior did not affect Milly.

      Threatening clouds tightened around the island. She tasted the low buzz of rain.

      Still breathing through her mouth, she got in on the driver’s side, started the engine, and drove onto the island highway.

      Her heart pounded.

      She was strangely excited about driving this merman to her house.

      Calm down.

      He wasn’t the first merman at her house. He wasn’t even the first merman in her car. Her sister’s husband, Elan, held that honor.

      She obeyed all traffic laws while curving around small Faial Island.

      Across the cloud-shrouded strait, Pico’s dramatic cone-shaped caldera silhouette darkened the sky. The archipelago, of which only nine islands were occupied, was filled with tiny fishing villages and vineyards. Four hours’ flight from Boston and two hours from Lisbon, the abandoned island group had been settled by Europeans in the 1400s. Today it belonged to the Portuguese.

      Atlantic sea birds trilled to escape the swelling winds. This far north and outside of the Gulf Stream, temperatures rarely exceeded the 80s in summer and never froze in winter. But that mildness came with a price.

      In the Azores, the weather changed in a heartbeat.

      The late July pressure meant a storm, if it was coming, would whip the ocean into a tourist-excursion-wrecking frenzy.

      “Oh, I’m Milly,” she said, realizing they’d never exchanged names. “I’m Zara’s sister.”

      He nodded and gazed out the window.

      Not the most talkative.

      She slowed for a stop sign. “What’s your name?”

      “Uvim.”

      “Oooo-vim.”

      He chuckled.

      She tried his name with different inflections, but that only made him laugh harder.

      She would never be a translator. Or an interpreter.

      Above Faial’s main city, medieval Horta, she turned inland.  Blue hydrangeas muffled the road as they drove deeper into the rugged, sparsely populated, dense green volcanic terrain.

      “I appreciate you coming to my house.”

      “Because.” He gestured in the direction of the beach. She would have remained with him in the open.

      “Right. So I appreciate your flexibility. You don’t speak much, do you?”

      He frowned.

      He did not speak much, but when he did, his voice was quiet yet compelling. The kind to murmur hot promises into her ear and then bite the lobe.

      She shivered.

      Even his accent was calm.

      Calm. Controlled.

      Seductive.

      “It’s okay,” she continued. “Better to stay quiet than to chat people up with lies.”

      His frown deepened.

      “Really.” She lifted her hand off the steering wheel to…

      Wait.

      What was she doing? Had she intended to reach over and rub his olive-amethyst knee? To reassure him … and enjoy his solid muscle?

      Luxuriate in his power. Trace the intricate tattoos. Feel the heart-thumping desire once more filling her core with liquid heat.

      Um, no.

      She returned her hand to the steering wheel.

      He stared at her chest. Grass blades stuck to her loose lavender T-shirt. She brushed them away.

      His gaze focused.

      Her breasts tingled.

      Calm down.

      He wasn’t savoring her curves. He was doing the merman thing: Invading her privacy and sensing emotions she didn’t wish to share.

      She called him on it. “Is my ‘soul light’ interesting?”

      His gaze flicked to her face and then away. Out the window. “Humans fluctuate too much.”

      “We lack biofeedback.”

      He looked her direction again. Biofeedback?

      “It means we’d have better control if we could see our own lights.”

      He grunted.

      Milly turned in to her driveway.

      Her house was a comfy two-story, two-bedroom in white adobo and a red terracotta roof nestled into the lush side hill. Very Azores. She’d gotten it after selling Zara’s Sea Opal engagement gift. The precious gemstone — with rare healing properties — had paid for her tuition, car, house, and this transitional period after university where she decided what to do with her life.

      As queen, Zara possessed an entire Life Tree full of rare Sea Opals now. She didn’t need the first Sea Opal or its bitter memories from her year as a sacred bride.

      A red Volvo parked in Milly’s spot.

      Her stomach dipped.

      Milly parked next to the Volvo and tapped her hands on the steering wheel.

      No one was supposed to be here.

      Uvim leaned forward. “Problem?”

      Brody sauntered out of her fenced patio and closed the gate behind him.

      Anger surged. Trespass.

      Milly shut off the engine with a vicious jerk. “Stay in the car.” She exited and closed the door.

      Brody was her coworker at the dive shop. He’d been her classmate at the university. And once, she’d almost let him kiss her.

      Almost.

      “Hi, Milly.” His blond dreadlocks bounced on his lanky, tanned shoulders.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His smile arrested. “I wanted to check on you.”

      She folded her arms.

      “How did your stakeout go?”

      “Fine.”

      “The pressure plates worked?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ty assured me they would.”

      She pivoted to her trunk. “You want them back?”

      “You caught the vandals?”

      “No.”

      “Later is fine.”

      He lingered by the front door, friendly blankness on his easy-going face like he was waiting to be invited in.

      Milly jerked her chin at her patio. “Were you waiting long?”

      “Half an hour. I figured you’d be home soon.”

      “My cell phone accepts texts.”

      “I didn’t want to disturb your ‘operation.’”

      “So you disturbed my home.”

      He twitched. “Why are you so touchy about visitors? You’re normal at work. But nobody’s ever been to your house. You never let anyone in.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      He stepped closer.

      She stepped back. “Sorry to bother you.”

      He stopped. “I want to help you, Milly.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      Wind shivered through the green foliage above her house. A low rumble of thunder echoed across the hillside.

      The passenger door opened. Uvim stepped out of the car, his bare feet flat and human on the sparse dirt. He gripped the door.

      Uvim had sensed her emotional distress. Despite his fear of exposure, he revealed himself to help.

      Her chest warmed.

      She rubbed her chest. No tender feelings for the attractive male. He was far too dangerous.

      Brody gaped. “What’s that?”

      “He’s my guest,” she said, drawing the line in her heart.

      “Is he safe?” Brody echoed her own thoughts.

      Anger surged again.

      No one got in her head. Not again.

      Milly struggled to keep her tone light. “Go home, Brody.”

      “And leave you?”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      Uvim eased around the car door, closed it, and lurched.

      Brody dropped into a defensive pose. “Stay back.”

      She hurried to Uvim’s side. “I thought you were staying in the car.”

      Uvim grimaced. “That male … he dims your light.”

      Brody raised his voice. “Milly, what are you doing?”

      “Go home, Brody.” She wedged her shoulder under Uvim’s thick bicep. Together, they staggered to her door. His intimidating muscle snuggled her like a security blanket crossed with a loyal pit bull.

      Brody backed away. “Don’t let this guy in.”

      “Don’t you come to my house.”

      “Are you kidding? Jeez. Sorry.” Brody edged around them and scuttled, hurt, to his car. “I’ll see you at work. Maybe.”

      “Bye.”

      Brody’s Volvo backed out of her driveway. He drove off.

      Infuriating.

      She braced Uvim against the white adobo, fitted her key in the deadbolt, and let them into the kitchen. Milly eased the hulking warrior into one of her kitchen chairs.

      It creaked but held his weight.

      She strode through the house, opening windows and airing rooms, then returned to the kitchen and inspected the contents of her avocado green refrigerator. Not all her appliances dated from the seventies but most shared the color scheme.

      It gave her a much-needed chance to breathe.

      Calm.

      “Are leftovers okay?” She pulled out the Tupperware of pecan-dijon halibut and rosemary potatoes, divided the portions in two, and heated hers in the microwave. Milly set the chilled plate in front of Uvim. “Elan eats everything cold.”

      Uvim dipped his head in thanks. “You will not hunger?”

      “Hunger? Oh. No.” She handed him a fork and poured half a cup of chilled café au lait. “I keep making too much.”

      The microwave beeped.

      She carried her steaming plate to the small kitchen table, just large enough to fit both their plates and coffees, and sat in the other chair.

      Milly clinked his cup. “Cheers.”

      He sipped the coffee, rolled it across his tongue, and drank the rest in one gulp.

      Approval.

      Maybe her warrior didn’t talk much, but she knew what he meant to say.

      Er, her warrior?

      She lit into her food. Crisp, creamy potatoes and thick savory fish steak with a delightful crunch.

      He watched her eat. Then, he stabbed his fish and conveyed a too-large forkful to his mouth with trembling care. Her sister’s toddler had more confidence with his dinner playset. Had Uvim never used a fork before?

      Maybe not.

      Elan had used a fork. Zara had made him practice when she’d told him about her modern life.

      Uvim ate silently.

      Her brother-in-law had also been quiet. He’d kept Milly at a polite, welcome, distance.

      Uvim was different. Injured but not soul-sick. Controlled but not on the brink of losing his mind.

      Calm.

      That’s what Uvim was. Calm. His presence stilled her swirling thoughts.

      And his hard body evoked forbidden desires.

      She focused on her food.

      He finished his meal and rested the fork on the side of his plate, mirroring her.

      “Done? I’ll show you where to sleep.” She rose.

      “I … patrol.” He made a fist. “Defend against … your enemies.”

      How honorable. But Uvim would not defend her against a cockroach right now.

      She sat. “Brody’s appearance tonight was a misunderstanding.”

      He lifted a brow. Disbelief.

      “We almost dated.”

      His questioning expression remained.

      “Tried to start a relationship.”

      Surprise and then a dark shadow crossed his face.

      “It didn’t work out,” she assured him.

      Wait. Why did she have to assure Uvim?

      Her chest burned hot and cold, which meant her soul light was probably setting off fireworks.

      Uvim struggled for words. “You … did not … touch.”

      “Stop looking.” She covered her traitorous chest. But Uvim was right. It was hard to date a guy if she couldn’t bring herself to touch him. “How did you know?”

      “You are … not … his bride.”

      Mermen and their brides. She dropped her hands. “I may be no one’s bride.”

      “You are a bride.”

      She smiled. It was easier than arguing.

      “You … allow no males … near your home.”

      “I allow no one near my home. Male, female. Nobody.”

      But you brought me.

      He didn’t say it aloud. She heard the statement in her mind.

      Uvim was special.

      So was this house.

      “I love my house. It’s mine,” she defended herself. “No one can make stupid rules or threaten to kick me out. I can live my life as I like. And it’s where I retreat when I get overwhelmed.”

      Overwhelmed?

      “With life. It’s tough after you graduate. I have a degree and I’m still trying to find my place.”

      “Your place … is the sea.”

      “I wish.”

      His brows lifted.

      She held up her palms. “But not enough to pay your price.”

      His frown returned. He didn’t like her calling the mer marriage ceremony a transaction. Even though it was.

      Here’s how it worked:

      A bride accepted a merman’s offering – aka, Sea Opal – and he “claimed” her with his kiss.

      She drank the nectar from a blossom of his city’s Life Tree. If her soul truly resonated with his, then she transformed into a mermaid.

      Transforming took stages. First, she saw and heard and breathed underwater – passive traits. Second, she could speak and shift her feet into fins. Third, and only if she truly embraced her new identity, she could wield their mystical soul-connecting resonance into a super power.

      The super powers only worked underwater. But they were still pretty amazing.

      Zara and the first bride, Lucy, could project a shield. Another bride, Aya, could push others away. Aya’s cousin Elyssa could lay her hands on any mer and heal.

      Milly wanted to join their ranks. She wanted to heal or shield or push. Save cities? Sign her up.

      But there was the hitch.

      Despite her dreamy fantasies, she’d never kiss Uvim.

      Kisses led to more kisses. Nakedness. Yielding control while desire swept her away.

      She liked her feet under her, thank you very much.

      “I can’t have a normal life,” she finished. “I’m going to be an awesome aunt to baby Zain. I’ve got no interest in getting close to a guy or making my own children. None. Zero. Zip.”

      She was not imagining how Uvim would taste. If his mouth was as addictive as his scent. Or tracing the crinkly amethyst tattoos under Uvim’s orange waistband — with her tongue.

      His smooth, curved olive skin. The weight and shape of his male member. Hard or soft? How it would plunge into her throbbing feminine⁠—

      “None,” she said firmly.

      His gaze dropped to her chest. He sensed her truths and her lies.

      She splayed her fingers across her breastbone. “If you weren’t a merman, your attention to my breasts would be flattering.”

      He lifted his gaze as if to ask, I am not flattering?

      “I don’t share my feelings with strangers.”

      “I am Uvim.” Not a stranger.

      And he thought she had shared many feelings.

      “Mostly anger.” Milly picked up her empty coffee cup. “And my commitment to lifelong celibacy.”

      “Your husband … will change you.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He looked smug.

      “I hate to blow your mind, but I’m probably the only college graduate in this archipelago who didn’t hook up with at least three, four other coeds.”

      He frowned. Hook up? Hit on?

      “‘Hook up’ means sex.”

      Uvim flinched.

      “Sorry. I know mermen only get one shot at finding their brides.”

      He blinked suddenly as though smacked by an unwelcome realization. His forehead creased with unhappiness.

      “What?” she asked.

      “A warrior cannot…”

      “Hook up,” she supplied.

      “…embrace any female.”

      “You said that. He could get his hand cut off just for touching.”

      He shook his head. “Only his bride makes him react.”

      “React?”

      He gestured to his damp swim shorts.

      The bulging crotch.

      His bulging…

      Oh.

      Ohhhh.

      She’d seen a few multi-colored merman cocks in her day. Loud and proud, they’d swung loose. Relaxed. Because she wasn’t their bride?

      Huh.

      “You only get hard for one woman? Ever?”

      He nodded.

      She leaned back in her chair. “If humans were the same, it would solve a ton of problems.”

      “You are a bride.”

      That again.

      “I’d love to be a mermaid. I’m not going to lie.” She popped out of her chair and carried their dishes to the sink. “Live underwater. Develop mystical super powers. No one would ever trap me again.”

      “Trap?”

      She scrubbed the dishes. “Just as an example.”

      “Milly.”

      She shivered and increased the water, loud, to drown out her own heartbeat. “Uh huh?”

      Silence.

      She shut off the water and turned.

      He’d slid out of his seat and knelt in front of her.

      Her stomach flip-flopped.

      This male attracted her. Bad. She would melt in his arms.

      He stared up at her as though he could read the secrets in her heart. In her soul.

      She should have knocked out a less tempting warrior.

      But that was okay. She’d be rid of him by morning. As soon as he came to his senses, she’d⁠—

      “Milly.” He took her hand. Enveloped her in warmth. “You are my bride.”
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      Uvim observed Milly.

      His pronouncement — You are my bride — led to nothing. No reaction.

      Then, heat bloomed in her chest.

      Bold. Fierce. Brilliant.

      She accepted his claim.

      Relief filled his heart.

      He rose.

      Her gaze followed. Clear brown eyes flecked with gold and copper. She reflected awe and hope. “Me?”

      “Save our race.”

      Her soul light burned even brighter. The light wrapped around his heart and drew him in.

      He leaned down.

      Her lips parted.

      He tilted to seal their promise with his kiss.

      She blinked and jerked back. Her soul light flared, darkened, flared. “I — no, I can’t.”

      Milly couldn’t become his bride?

      Uvim’s stomach dipped.

      “I mean!” Her voice rose with panic. She ripped her hand free and backed against the ledge. “I told you. I can’t touch or kiss.”

      Yes, but the compulsion to kiss her had come from her soul.

      He wished to seal their promise. Unite their lips and join their bodies. Her soul had reached out and his had responded.

      Now she repelled him. Her arms crossed. Panic shrilled her voice.

      Yet her soul pulsed with hunger. Desire. Need.

      Confusing.

      And bitter. The pain of her rejection was sharp as a poisoned blade stabbing into his unguarded side.

      His balance wavered. He rested a palm on the ledge beside her elbow. “You do not desire me … for your husband.”

      Her soul flared.

      She desired him.

      His tension eased.

      Hers increased. She tightened her arms, denying the hot pulse of longing even now reaching out to him. “I can’t desire. Sorry.”

      The pain stabbed deeper.

      How could she say one thing while her soul denied her words?

      A new realization eased the bitter tang poisoning his heart.

      Perhaps she could not feel her soul’s wish. Perhaps she was ill or injured. Perhaps she could not sense her hunger.

      Then, the transformation elixir would heal her. It healed all wounds. It would heal hers.

      He knelt once more. Careful not to touch her. Holding the formal position of supplication. “Become mine.”

      The tangle of needs tore at her inner light. “I’ll never touch you. Never kiss. I won’t bear your son.”

      He understood her conditions.

      Her brows wrinkled. “Why doesn’t that push you away?”

      “You are my bride.”

      Her expression cleared. She looked down at his hard cock straining the orange fabric. “You react.”

      He could not lie to his bride. “Only you.”

      Her soul flared. She liked thinking about his hard cock. Her soul wished to use it to bring herself pleasure. Her lips parted, exposing a delicate, pink tongue.

      His cock pulsed.

      She jerked her gaze away. “Uh … well, I’m the first woman you’ve ever seen, right?”

      He shook his head.

      “So maybe you’d ‘react’ to other women too. You don’t know.” Then, she blinked. “Wait. You have seen other women?”

      He nodded.

      “When?”

      He had seen Queen Zara before she became a queen. He’d seen females today on the beach. And he had seen females on the road, and inside other metallic boxes, while they traversed the island.

      His connection to Milly had snapped into effect.

      He hadn’t understood his body’s reaction. Her comments just now had forced him to face the truth.

      It was a problem. He was not allowed to claim a bride.

      But Milly was his bride. He could no more turn away from her than he could turn aside the incoming tide.

      “You are my bride,” he repeated.

      “But I can’t be.” She rubbed her glowing chest with one palm like she wanted to contain the light or hide it away from him. “You need a woman who will treasure you. Or, at least, your body.”

      He shook his head.

      A new fear flashed across her face. “You can’t accept me like this.”

      He accepted her.

      “You can’t. I will never give you, uh, satisfaction.”

      He understood.

      Panic raised her voice again. “You don’t understand.”

      “Milly.”

      She caught her breath. Her hands clasped in the echo of an ancient prayer. “Don’t say it. You don’t understand.”

      He had said nothing aloud. She understood his intention with no words passing between them.

      They connected.

      And her fear for him was evidence of her kindness. Perhaps the Life Tree elixir would not cure her illness. Perhaps she would never heal. Perhaps she would endure as two people, body severed from soul. That horrible thought made a hard lump in his throat.

      He could not accept that fate.

      No, he must try to heal her. She deserved to know her own radiance. To experience wholeness.

      Only the Life Tree could heal.

      Uvim would take her as his bride even if she never in her whole life shared his body’s desire. Even if someday her soul turned against him and she darkened with hatred.

      The elixir was her only chance.

      “Accept my claim. Become my bride.”

      She closed her eyes and mashed her fingers against her forehead. “You can’t live a life without intimacy.”

      “Your kindness⁠—”

      “It’s not kindness. I’m trying to stop you from being victimized.”

      “I am no victim.”

      Her eyes snapped open. She fixed on him. Her gaze trailed across his bare torso, focused on his ready cock, and continued its perusal while her soul glowed with desire, need, acceptance.

      But her voice was flinty. “You will be.”

      She had explained her conditions. “I accept.”

      “I’ll use you!” She slammed her hand to her chest. “I want mermaid powers more than anything. If you tell me I can have them scot-free, with no strings attached, it’s not going to be my fault if I take you up on it.”

      He nodded.

      She huffed with irritation. “Don’t you get it? We will never have sex. You’ll never have a ‘young fry.’ You’ll be one more merman who’s not contributing to your dwindling gene pool. The whole race will end and it will be my fault.” She wiggled her hand at him. “Save yourself for an undamaged woman.”

      So even she recognized her soul’s injury.

      He had to heal her.

      “I will not touch,” he promised.

      “Don’t.”

      “Have your powers. ‘Scot-free.’”

      She held up her hand. “No.”

      “I accept, Milly.”

      “Stop!” She clamped her hands over her ears. “I’ll use you to get those super powers and leave you with nothing.”

      “Our souls⁠—”

      “You have to stop tempting me!” She pleaded. “You don’t know how much I want those powers.”

      He stepped closer. “Accept.”

      “You can’t sacrifice yourself. I won’t let you.”

      “Binding my life to my love is no sacrifice.” He hooked her hand and meshed their fingers. Hers were soft and slender. “Our souls already entwine.”

      She tore her worried gaze to their interlocked fingers. Her voice trembled. “You don’t deserve this. What crime did you commit?”

      The knife twisted.

      He sucked in a breath. See? Their souls were synced. She asked about his crimes. The shame that tortured him. Drove his blind obedience. Forced his strict observance of duty.

      No longer.

      Claiming a bride violated Dragao Azul’s law.

      The stones he had placed around his heart would tumble and reveal the monster within.

      His bride shunned his kiss? He risked an eternity unable to embrace the one he most desired?

      Yes.

      He deserved this.

      Milly lifted their entwined hands. “You want me to become your bride even knowing I might never get closer to you than this?”

      He nodded.

      “All right.” She hardened. Square shoulders. Icy tone. “Where’s your Sea Opal?”

      His heart leaped in his chest.

      She accepted.

      But there were new problems. “The mating gem is in my city.”

      “Days’ journey away.” Her soul light brightened, and a relieved smile curved her lips. “Why are we talking about this now? You’ll recover, swim to your city, come to your senses, and by the time you get back, I’ll be long gone. Uh, I mean, we’ll both think things over and make the smart decision.”

      She pulled her hand free and stretched her fingers.

      Cold seeped into his empty hand.

      And her soul light faltered. She did not enjoy this solution. She felt scared.

      If separation scared her soul, he must keep her close. “There is another option.”

      “What?”

      “The sacred island.”

      “Ilha Sagrada?” Her soul light fluctuated dangerously. She hugged an elbow. “There’s nothing left. Just a lonely island and an empty cave.”

      “Beneath. There is a pool of elixir.”

      “You’re serious.”

      He nodded.

      “God, I’ll regret this.” She pulled out her cell phone.

      Her hand trembled.

      “I will go to the island,” he vowed. “When I am recovered.”

      “Why wait?” She clicked a button. Tinny ringing sounded in her phone. A harsh light shone in her eye. “Let’s go tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Uvim wanted Milly for his bride. Even knowing they would share no intimacy.

      He must have screwed up in a past life.

      Milly waited for the call to connect.

      “Tonight?” His gaze smoldered. Keeping his distance made his green eyes snap and his hard jaw clench. “I cannot swim.”

      “We’re not swimming.”

      And her haste wasn’t eagerness.

      His heat crossed the too-small kitchen. Her heart cartwheeled in her chest.

      This was a dangerous plan.

      Her warrior consented to keep his hands off her. How long would that last?

      It took all her will not to tease him. Rub up against his body. Accidentally stumble into his arms and see his control crumble.

      Allowing herself anywhere near this gorgeous male, who unleashed her suppressed hunger, was like pouring gasoline next to an open flame.

      His addictive fumes filled the warm kitchen. She suffocated in need. Her lips begged for a taste of his mouth.

      She must not give in.

      “You know Ilha Sagrada?” His gaze smoldered. “It is secret.”

      Her stomach panged. “Not⁠—”

      The phone connected.

      “You better not call off.” Her boss Nicolette’s Australian accent twanged, making her threat sound cheerful. “Tomorrow’s the big meeting of the Sea Festival committee and I promised you’d pitch your ‘Snuba Like A Merman’ experience.”

      Milly took a deep breath. “I’m calling off.”

      “Milly!”

      “And I need to charter your yacht.”

      “This experience was your idea!”

      “I know and I’m sorry.”

      “You can’t make it up. We need this experience to promote the desperate plight of those sexy, tattooed mermen.”

      “Want to meet a merman?”

      Uvim stilled.

      Yes, she offered him up on a plate for her boss. That’s what dating Milly would cost him. He asked for this torture.

      Maybe he’d wise up and reconsider.

      Nicolette paused for a long beat. “At the Sea Festival?”

      “As soon as you get to the harbor.”

      “I’m still at the office and I can see the harbor out my window.”

      “Okay, then as soon as we get to the harbor.”

      She tsked. “Roberto’s expecting me for dinner.”

      “I have leftover pecan-dijon crusted halibut with rosemary potatoes.”

      Her boss laughed. “You have an answer for everything.”

      “Only when I’m asking for a favor.”

      “Okay. I’ll help.” Her boss worked out the conditions of the charter and hung up.

      Uvim’s low voice carried a note of protest. “No humans.”

      “You’re only exposing yourself to one human.” She dumped the rest of the dishes in the sink. “And it’s the price of our passage.”

      His expression resisted, but he did not protest.

      She gathered an overnight bag and closed up the house again. They drove to the harbor in silence. She fought the flutters in her stomach.

      This was crazy. Utterly crazy.

      She parked in her usual spot. The dive shop was dark; her boss’s yacht at its slip in the public marina was lit. The sun had long dipped beneath the horizon, the clouds had magically cleared, and stars glittered on the pale night sky.

      Couples, mostly tourists, strolled the quiet cobblestone walks beneath the moth-spattered street lights.

      Milly unbuckled her seatbelt and opened the door.

      Uvim remained in his seat unmoving.

      Silent protest.

      She paused. “Now or never.”

      “No humans.”

      “Walking past a few people is the only way to go through with this terrible mistake. If you’ve changed your mind, great.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “You have ten seconds before good sense reasserts itself and I call the whole thing off.”

      He rested his fists on his knees. His knuckles turned white.

      “Look. I asked my boss for help. I hate asking for help.” She pulled her leg back into the car and shut the door. The dome light went off, returning them to darkness. “What matters to you more? Duty or me?”

      His silence was his answer.

      Duty.

      Disappointment captured the flutters in a “reality” net and dragged her down.

      It was his fault she’d started to dream.

      Not just for the offer of mermaid super powers.

      Like her reactions to him meant she was ready to heal. Her past could stay there. Like, if she asked Uvim for help, he’d give it without strings attached, and he wouldn’t come after her later saying he’d made a mistake or she was wrong to have asked.

      Like she could finally be free.

      And that possibility was why she’d planned this sudden departure. Why she would terrify herself by returning to Ilha Sagrada. Why she was about to dredge the darkest hours of her past into her present.

      It was why she pushed him now. Even though good sense said she should drive right back to her house and acknowledge it was the merman concussion talking.

      “You can stay in the car. I’m going to chat with my boss. This is your last chance.”

      She exited, pulled her bag from the back seat, and ambled to the darkened dive shop.

      Her passenger door clicked. Uvim emerged.

      The tension in her chest eased. Whew. She’d almost felt small and helpless.

      Never again.

      Once she transformed, she would always take charge.

      He closed the door and followed her down the docks to her boss’s yacht, the Sunny Adelaide.
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      Uvim trailed his bride across the narrow, bobbing slats of wood constructed over the still ocean.

      Other humans strolled past.

      Their gazes flayed his skin.

      Many humans walked here. His orange covering did not disguise him well.

      He padded barefoot. His torso was bare. His skin and tattoos, his bearing and his broad height, set him apart like a flounder in a school of herring.

      Every muscle in his body tightened in protest.

      Milly stopped beside a large white boat. “Here we are. Get ready to pay the price.”

      He had not already paid it? Uvim braced.

      A petite woman crossed a plank to their dock. “G’day, how ya going mate? I’m Milly’s boss Nicolette.” Her short, gray-streaked hair bobbed as she smiled. “Will you do the foot there?”

      Foot there?

      Milly nudged him. “Change your foot. You know.” She flexed one foot up and down.

      Shifting.

      His gut clenched.

      Yes, the modern world knew of mermen. Yes, Dragao Azul no longer followed the ancient covenant restricting mermen to secrecy.

      But little had changed. Even Queen Zara, the ultimate rebel, had ordered them to remain hidden.

      Milly would not accept his claim unless he paid this price.

      His heart thudded. Sharp air scratched his throat.

      He lifted his right foot and flexed. His toes elongated and spread. The skin between his toes stretched tight, transforming his stubby human toes into a large mer fin.

      “Ta. That’s convenient.” She aimed her cell phone on his fin. “Now, stand next to my ship and smile.”

      She darted to touch his side.

      He stumbled sideways away from the woman.

      She hesitated. Her smile died. “Huhhh.”

      He had offended her.

      But she must understand — she must know — he must not touch⁠—

      “He can’t touch another man’s wife,” Milly told Nicolette. “It’s a warrior thing.”

      “Why? I won’t shrivel.”

      “He’d expect your husband to cut his hand off.”

      She rocked back onto her flat foot coverings. “Ew. He’s touching you.”

      “I’m not married.”

      “Bugger! I’ll stand on your unmarried side.” The petite woman cozied up to Milly and lifted her cell phone. It reflected their faces. “Cheers!”

      The image froze.

      She reviewed it, froze a few more images, and then touched many buttons.

      “That’s going on the blog,” Milly said under her breath.

      “Blog?”

      “Er, never mind.” She led Uvim across the plank onto the bobbing boat.

      Milly’s boss picked up the plank. She and Milly untied ropes. The boat rumbled and moved backward, cutting across the quiet harbor. She twisted a wheel. The boat pointed toward the opening in the sea wall to the more violent surf.

      “How about doing a meet-and-greet at the Sea Festival?” the petite woman called to him. “You’d be the highlight of the show. Offer a selfie station. Thousands would take your picture. You’d be famous.”

      Nausea roiled in his belly.

      He pursued a bride out of turn and exposed himself to many humans. Exposure to thousands? Nightmare.

      Milly touched his forehead. Concern filled her eyes. “You’re unwell. Why don’t you lie down?”

      Nausea welled higher.

      Milly did not know of his shame. She had agreed to become his bride. He was not worthy.

      When she knew, she would not be so kind.

      The boat rocked.

      He gripped the rail.

      “Are you all right?” The petite woman looked over at him. Her face was lit from below. “Is a merman going to be seasick?”

      He shook his head.

      “Is this your first time on a boat?”

      He nodded.

      “What?”

      “Yes,” Milly translated. “It’s his first time.”

      “Take it easy!”

      “Come on,” Milly insisted. She put her arms around his shoulders.

      The boat dipped, rolling him into her.

      She led him down steps inside the body of the boat to a small chamber. The growl of the boat vibrated in his bones and the air tasted strange. She eased him onto a bunk — soft — and helped him lie down, then rested a thin fabric over his body.

      “Feel better soon.” She pinched his big toe. Her lips curved into a teasing smile. “Your fame awaits.”

      “Queen Zara...”

      “I’m working on Zara now.”

      He shook his head.

      Queen Zara said the undersea world was too deadly for new brides. War endangered them. The mer must safeguard their city and avoid exposure.

      She focused on the brides of the past. Brides who understood their world and their risks. Brides who possessed untapped powers.

      After the old brides returned, the mer could forge new relationships on the surface.

      Even though it had been a year and the city had not seen any brides, old or new, join them.

      Milly spoke with the authority of her sisterhood with Queen Zara. “The Sea Festival celebrates the relationship of the Azores islanders with the sea. They want to honor our new friendship.”

      “Our ancient covenant … connected us to Ilha Sagrada.”

      “In the past.” She rested both hands on his ankles. A bright fire burned in her soul. The energy matched her clear brown eyes. “Make a new connection.”

      He shook his head again.

      She shrugged and withdrew her hand. “If you won’t show yourself, then when I’m a bride, I will.”

      “Do not expose yourself.”

      “I’ll wear clothes.”

      “That … is not⁠—”

      “I know, I know. I’m teasing.” Her amusement changed to firmness. “You’re fighting an underwater war with a dwindling population. You need all the friends you can get.”

      He understood her point.

      She leaned back. “A hands-off bride like me won’t do you any good.”

      “Milly.” He rested his big hand on her small one. “You do much good.”

      Her soul light flared.

      He enfolded her cool fingers in his warmth.

      Her lips trembled. “I wish I could believe you.”

      “The Life Tree will heal … your illness.”

      “What illness?”

      “Doubt.”

      She blinked. “Wait. My doubts are an ‘illness’?” Her soul light darkened. She jerked her hand back. “I’m not sick.”

      She was sick, but he did not mean to hurt her. Uvim rose.

      “Stay down.” She stood and backed away, her gaze focused on anything but him. “Rest. We’ll talk in the morning.”

      No.

      How could he explain himself? What words would make her calm and bright?

      Her soul light fluctuated.

      It reflected the panic in his heart. “Milly⁠—”

      “Go to sleep.” She exited, closing the door behind her. “Goodnight, Uvim.”

      She would not become his bride.

      His soul contracted with her rejection.

      Her footsteps echoed in the dark hall.

      Like the hollow in his chest where he was supposed to have a heart.

      Because his words would never reach her.
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      Milly’s blood boiled.

      She stormed up to the deck. “Turn the boat around.”

      “That was fast.” Her boss peered into the darkness, sailing on instruments. “Is your warrior going off?”

      “Yeah,” she lied.

      He’d called her ill. And yes, she was irritated. Taking offense was an excuse.

      In the close quarters, his addictive scent had curled around her nose. Heat had flushed her cheeks and desire had throbbed between her legs. She’d fallen toward him like being sucked into the growing wave of a tsunami. His wave would sweep her away and she would never come up for breath.

      She’d had to run away.

      He’d called her ill. She was ill. A sick, desperate control freak.

      If the Life Tree cured her of being able to control herself, then she wanted nothing to do with it. Not even mermaid powers were worth losing her will.

      “He’s impossible.” She waved her fingers.

      Her boss lifted one brow. “You didn’t convince him to become the new Sea Festival ambassador?”

      “I’ll go to your committee meeting tomorrow and pitch the Snuba experience like you wanted.”

      “Milly.”

      “What? You were fine with the ‘Snuba experience’ before.”

      “Before you dangled a live, muscular, gorgeous merman in my face.”

      “I’m not. Not really.”

      “Second thoughts about the island?”

      “No.”

      Her boss quieted for a beat. “Your therapist was a real ding bat.”

      “There were no others. And I wasn’t flying to the States.”

      She tapped her
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