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      As the program assistant at MerMatch, Hazel should be helping her boss find the gorgeous, tattooed, desperately endangered mer warriors their human soul mates. But after another long rant about how easy it should be to stop their stupid undersea war, she’s suddenly in charge of a lot more than filing.

      Which is a bit, um, exciting. Her projects tend to fall down around her ears, and if this one collapses, a lot of mermen could die.

      Then the warrior in charge of carrying out her grand plan surfaces.

      This deadly shark-whispering shifter is off-the-charts hot. But he needs a clever, diplomatic human partner to complete his mission.

      There’s only one problem.

      It looks like Hazel is his soul mate.

      

      If you like sexy shifter romance, feisty heroines, and wounded heroes with a dark past, this is the book for you. Go on the undersea road trip of your lives in this super fun aquatic adventure! One woman learns just how much she can accomplish when she’s partnered with a warrior who believes.
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        Newsletter subscribers enjoy bonus stories plus a  steamy prequel novella,  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.
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      Today, Hazel Green was quitting her job.

      Just as soon as she got the chance to turn in her notice.

      Hazel raced up to the customs desk at the Brooklyn Marina, heaved the tote of men’s clothes onto the service desk, and panted, “Sorry I’m late. I’m here to pick up my merman.”

      The customs agent paused her typing. She had the dark brows and unimpressed gaze of a Latina action star.

      “I was ready to pick him up yesterday, but I guess the undersea currents pushed him off course.” Hazel fumbled her iced nonfat triple-shot caramel latte with whip onto the counter, quested in her documents bag under her neatly printed two weeks’ notice, and yanked out the paperwork. “You know how that is. Or maybe you don’t. I don’t. Anyway, here is his customs application, the verification card from when he was last in the country, his ID, his measurements, his blood type, clothes⁠—”

      “You are?”

      She straightened. “Hazel Green, program assistant at MerMatch.com.”

      The reflection in the tilted mirror behind the desk showed a big chunk of arugula from her tofu curry quinoa wrap stuck to her front teeth.

      Crap.

      She rubbed her finger over her front teeth. “I was supposed to be here an hour ago, but the express stopped, and I didn’t get my boss’s call until⁠—”

      “Hazel Green?” the customs agent repeated.

      “Did you want my ID?” Hazel pulled off her mini backpack—so stylish last season—and searched among the lip balm, sunscreen, aspirin, facial tissue, earplugs, second earplugs, mini notebook, erasable pens, third earplugs, and a hundred loyalty cards that had escaped from her bursting wallet.

      The customs agent took her ID and typed.

      Hazel texted her boss she’d made it to customs, then scrolled through Slack messages about her Young Entrepreneurs meetup. Gah, it was past one. Could she grab the merman, stash him at a hotel, and get home with time to change before the meetup? There was nothing wrong with her work blazer, but⁠—

      Was that a splotch?

      Hazel set down the iced coffee that she didn’t remember picking up and sipping—although her hand was wet and the ice level was undeniably lower—and smoothed her blazer.

      It was a splotch.

      How long had that been there?

      She rummaged in her mini pack and dabbed the mystery substance with a depleted tube of Miracle Off Stain Remover. The splotch bled out. This was not as miraculous as the ads would have her believe. Of course, she was the one who insisted on an eggshell blazer over a taupe ribbed tank and matching skort, which was asking for trouble.

      As a little girl, she’d dreamed of leaving grubby Idaho behind for clean, light, shining wood floors and sipping coffee while wearing a white linen dress. Apparently, she wanted to live in Iceland.

      Instead, she lived in a 400-foot square box studio in sweltering New York a few blocks from a market where she could buy, among other things, langoustine, dried fish, and skyr.

      It was almost the same.

      The customs agent ran a metal detector wand over Hazel’s bags and stepped around the counter. “Place your hands on the desk and spread your legs.”

      Hazel did as she was told. “Um, I’m just picking him up. I’m not a terrorist.”

      The customs agent waved the wand lightly over Hazel. It beeped at her belt buckle.

      “I’m harmless. I swear.”

      The customs agent returned behind her desk. “Leave everything on the end of the counter.”

      “Okay, but he needs his clothes, right? The mer usually swim naked.”

      The agent did not grace her question with an answer.

      Right.

      Hazel finished her coffee and tossed the empty container, then did as requested. In front of her was a door covered with frosted glass.

      “Including your phone,” the customs agent said.

      What? Augh.

      Hazel tucked her lifeline into her mini pack. Her empty hands hung weirdly at her sides. “We’re the good guys. I promise.”

      The customs agent gave her a stony glance. There are no good guys.

      “We are,” Hazel said.

      The frosted door clicked and opened. A stout, unsmiling agent looked her up and down. “Hazel Green?”

      “Yep.”

      “This way.”

      The second agent led her through a narrow maze of fabric-coated walls and into a small conference room. He shut the door to seal her in, then sat and thumbed through his files like a harassed clerk looking through old fines to find the one she’d forgotten to pay.

      Hazel perched on the edge of her seat. “I’m really just here to do a pickup.”

      The agent put on reading glasses and perused her application.

      A small window gave a view into another conference room.

      Inside, a shirtless man sat facing away from her. He emitted a deadly aura.

      The merman.

      Shaggy timber wolf-gray hair brushed the base of his neck where it met bulging, capable shoulders. A cord was tied around his neck. A necklace? His angular back rippled with muscles. Iridescent gray tattoos slashed his body in geometric, tribal lines.

      She’d met a lot of mermen in this job. The all-seafood swimmer’s diet toned their warrior physiques to the peak. And this guy? Whoa.

      He turned slightly as though hearing her breathe through the thick glass. The angle of his jaw was sharp, and his nose was honed like a blade.

      A frisson of awareness uncoiled in her center.

      She held her breath.

      Something about this one was different.

      The customs agent lowered the application and looked at her over the rims of his reading glasses. “Hazel Green.”

      She jumped. “Yes, that’s me. I’ve never had another name, except when I was a kid and my softball coach called me Green, which is still my name. Yes.”

      He blinked.

      She laced her fingers. Relaxed. She was totally relaxed. “Anyway, how can I help you?”

      “What’s he”—the customs agent jerked his stubby thumb at the merman in the other conference room—“doing in New York?”

      “Oh, didn’t my boss tell you? It’s no secret. He’s here to find his soul mate.”

      “Soul mate?”

      “You know the story. The mermen are endangered?”

      He looked at her like he didn’t know the story.

      Which was insane because everybody knew.

      “Like, a thousand years ago, the mer and humans lived in harmony, but this mysterious Great Catastrophe sank their ancient city, Atlantis, and made the mer go into hiding,” Hazel said. “All their mermaids died out, so they had to make a secret pact with women on isolated ‘sacred’ islands, and everything was fine again until the islands sank or modernized or whatever. Five years ago, the mer got to the brink of extinction, and so the one warrior, Torun, broke their secrecy pact. He claimed a woman from Oregon who was on a treasure-hunting expedition in Cancun.”

      The customs agent pursed his lips.

      “As anyone would,” she said. “And that sparked this whole underwater revolution. Most of the undersea world still clings to their secrecy pact, but the rebels founded a new Atlantis by the wreckage of the old and sent up their warriors to meet modern brides. That’s where I come in.”

      “You come in how?”

      “I, or really my boss, introduce the warriors to women until they find the one whose soul resonates with theirs. The merman gives his bride his Sea Opal. She drinks the elixir and transforms into a mermaid.”

      “You ever tried it?” he asked.

      “The elixir? My boss gave me some for a headache. It tastes like tap water.”

      “Tap water?”

      “Well, they originally made elixir in the sacred island churches by steeping Sea Opals for centuries, and somebody figured out how to make it a lot faster in an Instant Pot using New York’s finest.”

      “And you drank it.”

      “Yeah. They sell it as a health drink, you know? Like the Sea Opal powder? They put it in cosmetics, supplements, you name it. The FDA is reviewing miracle cures for cancer and all sorts.”

      “And you didn’t turn into a mer person?”

      “Yeah, because it only gives you a health boost unless it’s activated by your merman soul mate.”

      “Activated how?”

      “He claims you with a kiss.”

      “That’s it? You get a gem, chug some tap water, smooch a guy, and you get fins?”

      “Did you want to try the elixir?” She reached for her missing backpack, then folded her hands again. “I had a bottle in case we run into Lotar’s soul mate on the subway home.”

      “You’re carrying it around to shove on some innocent commuter?”

      “Only his soul mate. Their souls have to resonate. Otherwise, it’s just tap water.”

      The agent frowned at his paperwork. “So how does that work?”

      “Resonance? Your souls vibrate, you know, like a musical instrument or something. Honestly, you should ask my boss about this stuff. She matches people on dates. I just do the grunt work. Filing. Coffee. Grunting.”

      He did not crack a smile.

      She ran her tongue over her front teeth. No more lettuce.

      The customs agent tapped his file. “You’re sending off the citizens of New York with these mermen from another race and you don’t know how any of it works?”

      “It’s like love at first sight. How does that work? Nobody knows, but it happens.”

      He didn’t look like he believed in love at first sight.

      “Well, trust me, it happens all the time at normal dating agencies.”

      “So you know this MerMatch isn’t normal.”

      “Okay, I said normal, but I meant human-only. The mer aren’t that different.”

      He blinked slowly.

      “They’re not,” she insisted.

      God, why hadn’t Dannika waited a few extra days to go on her cruise? She’d have already assured the agent that everything was fine and even convinced him to pledge his support for their cause.

      “Even underwater, the mer have two legs. They look like free divers with gills. And they shift to real humans on land, you know?”

      He thwacked the file. “What I know is that a couple thousand years ago, they pissed us off and we shoved them back in the water. And that’s where they stayed⁠—”

      “Except for their secret covenant with brides on sacred islands to keep their population going.”

      “—until five years ago, they popped out of the ocean and started applying for green cards.”

      “Well, that was because their sacred islands emptied, and they had no more brides. It’s all over Facebook. You can read about it anywhere.”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “You know what else you can read about anywhere? That they’re monsters who kidnap women.”

      “That’s fake propaganda to make you hate mermen.”

      “It’s not propaganda. It was my morning memo.”

      “But it’s from the Sons of Hercules, right?”

      He did not confirm or deny.

      “So first of all, the Sons of Hercules are a terrorist hate group. They’re being investigated. They started out as a bunch of disgruntled college boys who’d rather blame mermen for their lack of girlfriends instead of washing their clothes and taking a shower.”

      “Unwashed college kids didn’t shut the borders to mermen.”

      “Right, they switched from sniping to lobbying, and that’s been way more successful.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “Lotar was here before they stopped the visas, so his paperwork is still valid.”

      The customs agent leaned back and crossed his arms.

      “Look.” She spread her hands. “This is probably the last time you’ll see him. The Atlantis mermen are building a big platform in the mid-Atlantic right over their city. When it’s done, we’re going to have a giant welcome party. Everyone’s invited. All the mermen, any potential brides. Even you.”

      He squinted.

      “And then they won’t have to come to the US to meet humans. That’s good, right?”

      “It’s good unless I let him in and he goes and does something on my watch. Then, I’m the schmuck who let him in.”

      “I won’t let him do anything, and I’ll be around him the whole time. In fact, I won’t take my eyes off him.”

      The customs agent puckered his lips and scribbled a note on the application.

      She patted her pockets for her…no phone.

      Ugh.

      These conference rooms sure were basic. Industrial carpet, soundproofed walls.

      The pen scritch-scritched against the paper.

      His wristwatch ticked.

      She did not turn and obsessively study the merman in the other conference room.

      “You can blame me for him being here,” Hazel said. “The party was my idea, although I never thought my boss would actually go for it.”

      He kept writing.

      Hazel rubbed her sweaty palms on her skort. “Traditional mer cities hate that their secret existence was revealed. Even after five years, they’re mad at Atlantis. So I thought, why not show them what they’ve been missing? We’ll have a big party, invite everyone, and the traditionalists will see how great it is to have families and kids again. So now Lotar has to swim all over the ocean to deliver the invitations. It’s an ancient pilgrimage called the ‘All-Cities Gyre.’ That’s gyre with a ‘g,’ not a ‘j.’ Like gyrate. Gyre.”

      He didn’t look up. “And what’s this guy Lotar doing in New York?”

      “I just said. Oh, do you mean literally? Well, I’m going to give him pants.” She gestured over her shoulder at the bag she’d abandoned at the counter. “We’re going to leave here—hopefully the express is running again—and we’ll look over potential brides, set up a couple coffee dates, I’m going to turn in my two weeks’ notice, and then⁠—”

      “Two weeks? You’re quitting?”

      “Uh…” Way to derail the conversation, Hazel! “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      She was going to screw up.

      Her boss had been urging Hazel to take over the New York office, but Hazel couldn’t fill Dannika’s Louboutins. She couldn’t lobby senators or enchant diplomats. She couldn’t even reason with customs agents.

      But she was no coward.

      And saying she was afraid of being promoted to her boss’s position kind of sounded like a coward.

      Which she wasn’t.

      So…yeah, she wasn’t cowardly, she was quitting to pursue her dreams. This merman thing was supposed to be a temp job. She was a future independent businesswoman, not an office worker at a dating agency.

      Yeah.

      But she could imagine what the customs agent would think if she said, I’m quitting a perfectly fine job before a big promotion so I can be poor and desperate when I start a business. Any business. With no prospects, no safety net, and no ideas. I’m going to be an entrepreneur. Somehow.

      “The Sons of Hercules are a huge reason,” she said instead. “When you think the mermen are monsters, remember that the Sons of Hercules sabotaged my boss’s airplane. She nearly died. Who wants to work a job where you have to fight terrorists all day?”

      The customs agent stared.

      Oh.

      “It’s not for everyone.” She laced her fingers again. “So… Is there anything else you need to know?”

      “You left his ‘leaving’ date blank.”

      “Because it’ll be the instant he meets his bride.”

      “The instant?”

      “Oh yeah. Mermen see their brides and then?” Hazel snapped. “They act. If his soul mate can go, he’ll leave the next day.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      She shrugged. “The All-Cities Gyre takes two years. The platform’s supposed to be finished in two years. You do the math.”

      The agent scribbled and muttered. “And if he doesn’t leave, it won’t be your problem.”

      Well, that was true.

      Huh.

      The door to the merman’s room opened. The desk agent emptied the shoulder tote on the table. Her mouth moved, but no sound penetrated the thick glass. She carried away the empty tote and closed the door again.

      The warrior pulled out red Bermuda shorts, a blue button-down shirt, and yellow flip-flops. It was the standard uniform for a merman, but he handled the clothes Hazel had folded like an NBA pro palming a basketball. His ordinary-looking hands were actually the size of dinner plates.

      Wow.

      And every motion was precise. He had a predator’s grace. Like how he stood and stepped into the shorts. His lower back rippled and his buttocks flexed with concealed power as he slightly turned and revealed his⁠—

      Ooh.

      She jerked her eyes away.

      Her heart raced.

      The mer were totally comfortable nude.

      But she had a little respect for privacy.

      The agent led her out of the small room, through the maze, and left her at the front counter. “Good luck with your resignation.”

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks.”

      The agent departed.

      Hazel collected her backpack, document bag, and the empty shoulder tote. Now that the interview was over, her stomach growled. She was starving. Her phone! She ordered another latte from the nearest coffee cart while she waited outside the frosted door for her warrior.

      Was it almost three? Already?

      Maybe she could skip the office and boot Lotar out at a hotel⁠—

      No.

      She had to submit her notice today, and she had to do it in person. It would go through their secure office courier and be recorded by the Mer-Human Foundation before Dannika could talk her out of quitting.

      Again.

      And Hazel shouldn’t feel bad about it. She wasn’t leaving them in a lurch. They’d have two weeks to find a new program assistant.

      She’d work until the very last minute. She’d even work from home. She’d already spent free time she should have used to start her new business reviewing bride applicants and picking out the perfect candidates for Lotar.

      Dannika had said he didn’t talk much, so his bride would have to be smart, gorgeous, and articulate to convince a bunch of enemy kings to let go of their old grudges and RSVP.

      Hazel had poured over the profiles with three highlighters starring communications majors, corporate sales leaders, and marine biologists. There were so many highly qualified women trying to depart from Hazel’s dream jobs to seek an adventure—and of course true love—that she had her pick.

      Their accomplishments alternately inspired and demotivated her. So many women had made their dreams come true. Why not Hazel?

      So, with this two weeks’ notice, she was reaching for her dreams.

      This was it.

      This time, she was serious.

      No one would stand in her way of quitting MerMatch.

      Yep.

      She was leaving the fascinating world of the deadly, gorgeous, tattooed warriors behind her.

      Forever.

      Hazel took a deep breath and pep-talked herself as the door to the customs office opened.

      A rugged wall of tattooed masculinity filled the doorway, angular and powerful. He fixed on her like a shark scenting blood in the water.

      She froze.

      A shocking wave of heat rolled through her body.

      Gray irises evaluated her. Iridescent threads the same color as his tattoos glimmered like secrets only she could see.

      He ambled out like a lone wolf, his gray eyes flitting right and left, seeking and dismissing threats. Capability oozed from his pores. The dark and light streaks of gray hair made him look older and younger at the same time, and his guarded lips concealed mysteries.

      He stopped in front of her.

      Looked down.

      And emitted total, silent dominance.

      Throbbing awareness pulsed into her veins. Could he sense it? His eyes caressed her body, and the heat of his nearness prickled her with a strange desire. Hunger licked across her skin with icy fire.

      She swallowed. “Hi. I’m Hazel. You’re expecting me.”

      He nodded.

      She started to reach out her hand to shake his.

      But the mer didn’t touch. They had a thing about only touching their brides.

      She brushed her hair, her nape, the splotch on her lapel. “Um, nice to meet you.”

      His gaze softened on her, then fixed on a passing customs agent with sharp awareness.

      To her, he was a friend.

      To enemies?

      He would tear their throats out.

      Her phone buzzed.

      She jumped and upset her document bag. It tilted, still open, and papers cascaded out.

      He moved faster than her eyes could follow. Bag in one hand, spilled documents captured in the other. One paper fluttered past him. He switched hands and snatched the escaped document out of the air.

      The whole save was smooth, silent, and took less than a second.

      “Whoa.” She fumbled the bag and documents from his deft fingers, never brushing even by accident, and cinched it down. “Thanks. You saved me twenty minutes. Oh.” She took the last paper from his hand.

      Her two weeks’ notice. Still crisp. His midair catch hadn’t even creased the paper.

      She slid it in with the rest, crinkling it slightly, and snapped the bag closed.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      He focused on it.

      “My coffee order is ready. I skipped lunch.” She coughed awkwardly. “Did you want something? I owe you, seriously. I’m running so short on time right now. I could buy you a croissant or a bagel.” Or a slab of caribou…

      He shook his head.

      “Right. Okay.” She backed away, tripped on a chair—wow, could she be less cool right now?—flipped around, and stumbled over a garbage can. She hustled toward the exit. “The subway is this way.”

      He followed.

      “Wait, no.” She looped away from the stairs. “Never mind. The coffee cart is this way. Haha. Ha…”

      He paced her, silent and watchful.

      Her heart pounded in her throat.

      She was supposed to quit her job today.

      She was supposed to leave the mer behind.

      She was supposed to find a bride for Lotar who was smart and suave and articulate.

      This storm of feeling swirling inside her set off warning sirens.

      And one thing was clear.

      Hazel wanted the party to succeed.

      She absolutely, positively, definitely could not be Lotar’s soul mate.
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      Lotar was a hunter.

      And he had come to New York to hunt.

      He was silent and effective. Relentless and unstoppable.

      Focused and immune from⁠—

      “So.” The small female, Hazel, swiftly crossed the hard stone floor, her bags swinging as a kind of defense system. “How was the swim? Pretty exciting? Pretty normal? Just pretty?”

      Hazel was pretty.

      Bright, fierce. Pure, innocent. Attentive, and yet somehow able to avoid the other humans without looking at them.

      No, no. Do not focus on her. He had to hunt.

      The enemies of the mer grew bolder by the day.

      He must remind them that the mer were not peaceful or defenseless.

      They would⁠—

      “You’re so tall. I’m like five-four. What are you? Six-two? Six-three?”

      She was small but strong. If she swung those bags, she would give a trained warrior pause.

      “Six-four?”

      Lotar stretched longer than a juvenile great white shark, stood comfortably in the mouth of the oldest basking shark, or fairly fought the longest conger eel. He had never stolen a trident balanced for a larger mer, although he had taken many who had a shorter reach.

      But in human measurements?

      Hazel glanced back at him.

      Her eyes were a tawny brown shade, similar to the fluffy silk of her hair, and long locks teased her cheek. Her black pupils grew luminous. The longer she gazed at him, the brighter her soul burned.

      Almost as if…

      He jerked his gaze away and shrugged one shoulder.

      “Huh. Wait here.” She wove through lounging humans, collected an amber iced drink from the end of the cart, and stopped at a counter to dust it with powders and pierce the foam with a straw.

      Her absence was a relief.

      How strange that he should tense, coiled, in her presence.

      She was not his enemy, although she was an unfortunate distraction.

      He focused again on his surroundings.

      The Brooklyn Marina was a soaring open space like a clear cavern. Sunlight beamed through the tall windows and reflected off the hard, smooth floors.

      Schools of humans pulsed across the space. Their souls shone brightly in their chests. They chattered about boats, sailing, and vacations.

      Dim-souled humans scattered here and there. A woman pushed a wet, mossy stick across the floor. A man stared at a folded print paper and checked a strap on his wrist. The woman at the coffee cart rushed to put food into sacks for the customers.

      The Sons of Hercules humans would certainly have dim souls.

      They had no affinity for the sea. No love for the mer.

      And so it would be easy for Lotar to observe them, hidden, until he identified who, exactly, had attacked his friends and deserved his wrath.

      “Ready?” Hazel popped in front of him. “I’m ready.”

      His heart thudded once. Hard.

      Strange.

      Hazel did not frighten him.

      But she caused a startle reaction. A tingling warning from an electric eel about to paralyze its prey.

      “Let’s go.” She turned on her heels, sipped the cylindrical iced coffee, and simultaneously stabbed her phone with both thumbs. “I’m checking the status of the metro. We’ll stop at the office first. I’m on kind of a tight timeline.”

      Lotar trailed her through the crowds like a hunter weaving through long strands of eelgrass.

      “Wow, the Manhattan skyline looks amazing today.” Hazel pattered down the steps and through the glass orifice to the outside. “Welcome to New York.”

      Human machines roared.

      The sky was blue. Rock-and-glass dwellings soared for puffy white clouds. Metallic containers called cars growled and rumbled, making his feet vibrate.

      And there were humans.

      So many humans.

      Dim-souled, bright-souled, fast and slow. Angry, aggressive. Slow, avoidant.

      The assault on his senses was like trying to wade through a collapsing cliff. He dodged contact, balanced on the low stone ledge close to the growling cars, and stopped with Hazel at the back of a crowd.

      “So, what do you think?” she asked.

      This city housed his enemies.

      And more humans than polyps on a coral reef.

      The farther they moved from the marina, the more dim-souled humans mixed into the crowds. Far too many. His plan to observe and stalk them until they led him to the Sons of Hercules needed a change. He had a limited time to deliver his warning before he must leave on the All-Cities Gyre.

      Alone.

      “Of New York,” Hazel pressed. “How is it?”

      A car emitted a grating squeal. It pierced his sternum.

      He rubbed his chest. “Loud.”

      “Oh, it was so overwhelming when I first arrived. And I didn’t know how to walk fast.”

      The surrounding crowd pressed forward.

      They crossed in front of growling cars and stepped onto another low stone ledge. Her short legs pumped to keep at his pace. “You’ve got long legs, so you’re fine.”

      He did not feel fine.

      How foolish of him to expect this to be easy.

      His strength was not in strategy. It was in reconnaissance. He should have grilled the warriors who had visited New York.

      But they might have guessed his plans.

      His superiors wanted him to find a bride. Together, they would be ambassadors on the All-Cities Gyre.

      If his superiors had known finding a bride was the last thing Lotar would do, they might have denied him the chance to come to New York.

      His plan might have been forbidden.

      “You’ve been to the mainland before, right?” Hazel strode brightly at his shoulder. “My boss said you were in Florida for the very first bride matchmaking event, long before they founded MerMatch. A bride pageant. What was that like?”

      He did not want to talk with this compelling female.

      He had to think.

      But she waited for an answer, and he could not fully drag his attention away. “Strange.”

      “I bet.” She smiled like he’d told an amusing story. “Are you excited to meet your future bride?”

      “No.”

      “No? Isn’t that the whole reason you’re here? To meet a bride to travel with you on the All-Cities Gyre?”

      Ah.

      This was why he rarely spoke. He was not clever like some warriors. Any words risked revealing his intentions, as dishonorable as they were.

      And he tried very hard not to reveal to the Atlantis warriors who had welcomed him and trusted him just how dishonorable he really was.

      He tried to fix the problem with more words. “The ocean is dangerous.”

      “So’s the subway, and I ride that three times a day.”

      Human dangers had nothing on the ocean.

      His skepticism must have shown on his face, because she sighed. “Okay, so there are fewer sharks, enemy warriors, krakens, and all that, but I got mugged three times last year! Check this out.” She lifted a pink canister clipped to a loop on her back bag. “It’s a mace-taser-air horn. I wouldn’t use the air horn around you because mer are sensitive to noise, but the next mugger who even looks at me wrong is going to regret it.”

      Hmm.

      The other brides had not ensured their own safety. They had clung, helpless and crying, reliant on their warrior husbands to defend them from the deep.

      But Hazel did not seem helpless.

      She was small, but she used her bags for a shield and carried a hidden weapon. While texting, she expertly led him down steps and into a tunnel, avoiding hazards without glancing away from her phone.

      Perhaps, if she were a warrior’s bride, she would handle the dangers…

      She suddenly frowned. “Wait. If you’re not here to meet your bride, why are you here?”

      If he told her, would she help him?

      But he could not reach his goal on his own.

      She had devised the plan for the All-Cities Gyre. So she had strategic skills and experience.

      And what other choice did he have?

      He stopped in a quiet corner of a large area with clanking machines.

      She swung back, out of the flow of humans, to listen.

      “The Sons of Hercules nearly killed second Lieutenant Ciran and his soul mate.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “I know! Oh, God. Give me five minutes with their leaders in a room and…” She gripped her pink canister again, then her shoulder slumped and she sighed. “I’ll prosecute them to the fullest extent of the law.”

      “I will not.” He clenched his fists. “I have come to deliver that warning."

      She nodded. “So what’s your plan for delivering the warning? You want to make a video?”

      “I want to look into their eyes.”

      They must understand him. He would not allow them to escape a second time.

      Hazel pursed her lips. “There’s the problem. If we could look the leaders in the eye, they’d already be in jail. All we’ve found are low-level interest groups and a couple of area lieutenants on notice.”

      “Take me to them.”

      “But it won’t help. There’s a group that meets at the college down the street to drink craft beer and talk about how great they are. Until the government classifies those yahoos as a terrorist group, they can have meetings and advertise, no big deal.”

      “They will convey my message to the leaders.”

      “But how? They don’t know who their leaders are either.”

      How was that possible?

      “Ever since our security consultant, Starr, began looking into them, the leaders pulled way back,” Hazel said. “They don’t issue orders or commands. Somebody’s running their website, but all that person does is post news and opinion articles to get people angry. It’s a real problem.”

      “They are all the enemy.”

      “Well, I agree, but it’s complicated.” Hazel checked her phone. “Everyone arrested for a crime against a merman has called himself a member of the Sons of Hercules. But in comparison to the number of people who attend the meetings, that’s like, one crazy person per thousand or something. It’s really low. Most are getting together to drink and rage. Only one or two are crazy enough to hurt somebody.”

      “With no leader, how do they accomplish anything?”

      “Well, that’s why I said the leaders pulled back. They do have one. Several ones. Somebody’s funding the surveillance equipment and the lobbying. Starr has been trying to follow the money, and she’s not the only one. When they brought down Ciran and Dannika’s airplane, a couple of peons got arrested with incriminating evidence of a bigger structure, and that was a federal crime. We’ll get them eventually. It’s just a matter of time.”

      His fellow warriors did not have time. They were being hurt now. “Humans are not taking enough action.”

      “I feel you. One hundred percent.” She pressed her hand to her heart. “Dannika says the only way to stop a group like this is to expose the leaders. Show how crude, small, or ugly they are. The mystery disappears and the organization crumbles. I don’t know if that’s true, but I hope she’s right.”

      How infuriating. “One member must know something.”

      “I thought so too until I sent a friend to record a meeting. It was chaos. I couldn’t watch the whole thing. My friend told me I’d stopped before the lowest point.”

      Despite the setback, a meeting was his best starting point. Lotar often noticed small things other warriors missed. He would identify and stalk the members until they revealed the leader. And then he would decide whether to wait for human justice.

      “I will go to the meeting.”

      “Okay.” She swiped on her phone. “You just missed the last one. It’s New York, though, so there’s going to be a meeting somewhere… Huh. Oh. Because it’s summer quarter, they’re down to once a month, and most are on a long break, so…yeah.” She shook her head. “It’s going to be, like, a month.”

      A month?

      Impossible.

      Impossible!

      Hazel shifted her bags from one arm to the other. “That’s a long wait considering you need to get on the All-Cities Gyre. I’m going to see that friend tonight, and if you want, he could tell you about his experience. He might still have the recording.”

      Lotar could not sense souls via a recording.

      But perhaps he would catch something useful. Participants’ features. Distinctive voices, gaits. Then he could patrol the area until their currents crossed.

      “I want,” he said.

      Her smile flashed.

      His body throbbed with awareness.

      …Throb?

      He was not supposed to throb.

      Hazel rummaged in a bag and passed him a small, thin rectangle. “Here’s a crash course on how to ride the subway. Keep walking, swipe at the right speed, don’t talk to anyone, don’t make eye contact. And do. Not. Stare. Got it?”

      He nodded.

      “Take a deep breath. Let’s go.” She veered for clanking metal bars, passed her card over a red light, and pushed through.

      He mirrored her, and they descended beneath the city.

      The sheer volume of humanity made him want to reach for his daggers.

      Which he’d stored under the marina per the agreement to climb onto the United States land.

      Hazel stopped at the confluence of two tunnels. The other humans waved air at their sweating faces and tugged on their sticky, damp clothes.

      All averted their gazes except one young fry. “Look, Dad. His tattoos are shiny.”

      The father, who had adorned his own skin with multicolored honor markings, closed his hand over his young fry’s finger. “Don’t be a tourist.”

      The young fry leaned against his father, trusting in him, and stared at the iridescent gray tattoos recording Lotar’s history and accomplishments.

      A second, older young fry stood on the father’s other side.

      Two young fry.

      The father kept his hands on both, protecting them equally.

      A sliver of pain embedded itself in Lotar’s chest.

      He sucked in a breath of warm air—calming techniques were so different above the water—and released it slowly. His heart pulsed in a steady beat.

      Most warriors would smile at this display of fatherhood. And two young fry. Such abundance! They would ache for young fry of their own.

      Not Lotar.

      Only days ago by surface time, Second Lieutenant Ciran had summoned Lotar to a human yacht. “King Kadir and Queen Elyssa have adopted the human tradition of a welcome party. You will convey the invitation personally to all cities.”

      He had stilled. “All cities?”

      “Across the oceans, yes. For too long, we have isolated in our dwindling castles, a slave to the information shared via the echo points or by the All-Council. Now, an Atlantis warrior will spread hope and offer friendship. To reopen the All-Cities Gyre, knowing that no one has completed it in generations, King Kadir has chosen you.”

      Electricity had sparked in Lotar’s heart.

      His king had chosen him.

      He was worthy.

      Or, at least, one king thought him so.

      “You are closest to the MerMatch offices in New York,” Second Lieutenant Ciran had continued, his green-and-brown irises focused on strategy as always. “Go there first and seek your bride.”

      The yacht had slanted at an uncomfortable angle. Sunlight had burned Lotar’s eyes. “I swim alone.”

      “Yes, I know.” Second Lieutenant Ciran had guessed his discomfort. “A bride will reduce your ability to observe and scout. But consider. Even the most conservative cities will hesitate to attack a warrior with his bride.”

      “I fear no attack.”

      “Yes, but on this mission, you must not only deliver the invitation to each city. You must also become King Kadir’s ambassador.”

      “And only your bride can soothe the kraken.” Queen Dannika had slipped her arm around her husband’s waist and rested her head against his shoulder. Her belly had swelled with young fry. “Since Ciran and I accidentally freed her from her prison, she’s dangerous to everyone underwater, even when she doesn’t mean to be. She can cause a tidal wave by turning too fast.”

      Lotar had easily avoided the kraken so far.

      “And once your bride embraces her destiny, she can develop the power to heal, shield, or push away danger,” Queen Dannika had continued. “You’ll even swim faster. The more warriors I match, the more convinced I am that mer are designed to travel as soul mate pairs.”

      Second Lieutenant Ciran had gently rubbed her belly. “As am I.”

      Their souls had glowed in unison. Their resonance had been nearly blinding.

      Lotar had seen queen powers before. Once, they had been legends. Everyone had assumed them to be lies of ancient times. But queens in Atlantis had performed such feats, healing warriors from impossible injuries and defeating armies by channeling the Life Tree.

      And finding their soul mates had made the warriors faster, stronger. More determined.

      But he was different.

      Lotar had never encountered a situation he was not better suited to handle alone.

      “Hey.” Hazel glanced up at him, breaking him out of his memory. “Is it true that you know your soul mate as soon as you set eyes on her?”

      Her question riveted him.

      As did her open face, her cascading hair, her friendly eyes. Her slim shoulders, the curve of her neck he wanted to curl his fingers around, the glistening pink of her lips. Her soft breasts and the hints of curves, from his memory of walking behind her down the stairs—her bare knees, calves, her ankles he wanted to bite. Mark for himself. Claim.

      His heart sped.

      Until this moment, he had avoided looking at her for very long.

      Or very directly.

      And now?

      Heat pooled in his groin, and his heartbeat localized, thudding with anticipation.

      He must close the breaths of distance between them. Tear her bags out of the way, shred her coverings. Press his lips to hers.

      Mine.

      The brilliant light in her chest resonated with his glowing brighter and brighter. I am your soul mate. I am your bride. I am your one.

      He had not come here for a bride.

      Lotar tore his gaze away. “Sometimes.”

      “But you have to be face-to-face, right? You can’t figure it out over the phone or by video.”

      He dipped his head in assent.

      “And the sacred islands used to have a few hundred brides? But you came to Miami, a metropolis with half a million, and never found yours?”

      It was true.

      And a reason he’d thought he’d be safe in New York. So, he must be mistaken about Hazel.

      His chest throbbed.

      He was not mistaken.

      Sweat beaded on her upper lip.

      He wanted to taste it.

      He wanted to taste her.

      But he must not.

      Because unlike the other warriors, Lotar’s heart was not pure. His soul was not honorable. And if he claimed her, their union would not give her strength.

      He would take her, drain her, consume her until she collapsed and cursed his name for her terrible fate.
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      Lotar’s thoughts were thankfully interrupted. High pitched screeching grated on his teeth like the squeal of a wounded kingfish.

      Air whooshed and the tunnel filled with connected metal cars. They slowed to a stop.

      Doors opened. Humans flooded out, and suddenly the line waiting to enter stampeded away from the car in front of them.

      Good.

      He ambled forward.

      “Oh, no.” Hazel grabbed his shirt covering and tugged him back. “Never enter an empty car on a crowded subway. Trust me.”

      He studied the car as they pushed forward onto the crowded car.

      A dim-souled man shouted at a blank wall and clawed at a seat.

      Ah.

      He stepped over the gap onto the subway car. Hazel kept a hold of his shirt hem and pulled him down the aisle, squeezing between rows of seated and standing humans. She ducked and compressed her many bags like the eight-tentacled cave guardian squeezing itself into a tiny cave.

      Hazel released his shirt and hooked an elbow against a metal pole, rebalanced her many bags, pecked at her phone, and sipped her sweating iced coffee.

      The doors closed, and the subway rumbled. Its movement pressed his weight into the metal. A thub-thub-thub pressured his ears.

      So many heartbeats echoed around him in the small space. An entire mer city’s worth of souls glowed in this one car. And although he sensed gazes on him, the other humans diligently avoided eye contact. No one spoke or moved.

      Then the car slowed and stopped.

      “The subway is experiencing a delay,” a disembodied voice announced, and the humans in the subway groaned. “We apologize. Please remain in your car as we may move unexpectedly.”

      “Of all the days.” Hazel tapped her forehead against the pole. “I should have known.”

      Several more stops and starts followed the delay. At one station, Hazel was near the door when it opened, and a waft of scratchy, irritating air gusted in. Everyone covered their mouths. Hazel coughed, backed away, and waved her hand. “Ugh. That’s the mace I was telling you about.”

      An attack right in the lungs? How effective against humans.

      Another passenger passed out small wet squares with a liquid called milk of magnesia. The white substance removed the irritant from her skin and bags but was not effective on fabric. She removed her outer coverings and placed them in a bag.

      By the time they reached their destination and exited, Hazel faced him on the busy street with a dilemma.

      “I’m off in five minutes. Did you want to go to the office? Pick up bride profiles?”

      “No.”

      “Right, because you don’t want to meet any brides. Too bad for them.”

      For them?

      Not for her?

      Her thumbs flashed over the phone screen. “Okay, I think we can get a rideshare over here.”

      He strolled after her. “You have no wish to become a bride?”

      “Oh, I work for MerMatch. I’m not a candidate.”

      Good.

      But instead of relief, a squiggly sensation of alarm awoke deep in his abdomen.

      “Ugh. Why are all the ride shares disappearing?” She pivoted. “Try this way. I think we can catch one more easily up here. Oh, there is no way I’m getting across town in this traffic.”

      He followed her across the streets. “Why not?”

      “Hmm? Because it’s—wait. You mean, why am I not a candidate? Look at me.” She stopped at a corner, standing slightly apart from the crowd, and gestured at her body. “Do I look like a bride?”

      Yes.

      With her soft brown hair brushing her cheeks, her strong arms easily carrying heavy weights for hours, and her chest glowing with fierce devotion, she looked overwhelmingly like a bride.

      Mine.

      The urge to claim her welled in his soul, flooding his body with heat. He needed to grab her arms and tear the weights off. Unburden her, strip her, kiss her. Start at her crown, work down to her toes and up again, until he knew every inch and she knew he was hers forever.

      You are mine.

      Her smile faded and brown eyes unfocused. Her lips parted and her chin lifted. Readying herself for his kiss.

      His claim.

      His heart thudded. Faster and faster. His fingers twitched at his sides.

      Their bodies communicated what their mouths would not. And if she looked at him for one moment longer, he was going to forget himself and⁠—

      The crowd suddenly strode away from them.

      She shook herself and whirled, hurrying to catch up. “Well, even if you wanted to marry me, I wouldn’t say yes. You can’t start a business underwater.”

      Huh?

      Even if…

      But he was not looking for a bride.

      Why was he upset?

      Everything was wrong. Everything was upside down.

      “Ooh, and here’s my rideshare!” She hurried to a car sliding perpendicular into a spot a few feet from them. “Get in before someone steals it.”

      He should not spend more time with her.

      Even though watching her friend’s video was the only way to proceed against the Sons of Hercules.

      He stopped beside her.

      “Are you coming?” She waved from the open door. “Hey. Are you all right?”

      No.

      Definitely not.

      Absolutely no.

      “Yes,” he said and entered the car.
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      Hazel was one hundred percent not excited to bring Lotar to her meetup.

      Even though her heart wanted to burst from her chest, she nearly bounced out of her mules, and she kept humming the opening to the Sound of Music, which was currently showing on Broadway.

      Definitely not excited.

      Not for the whole rideshare, with her pepper-sprayed blazer tucked into a plastic shopping bag (secured with a twisty tie, both from her mini backpack) and a little tingle in her nose.

      Their driver sneezed. “So, you guys new in town? Or what?”

      “I’m not. He is.” She texted her meetup friends plus Dannika to give updates.

      “Yeah? Where you from? Those tattoos—you like an albino Maori or something like that?”

      Lotar’s gray eyes fixed on her.

      Sizzles of awareness fizzed in her belly. “He’s from Atlantis.”

      “Yeah? That ocean city, huh? That makes him one of those mermen. I watch the news. I know about stuff.” He sneezed again and rubbed his nose. “Allergies are bad today.”

      Yeah, his allergy to mace.

      Aw, poor guy. “You can let us out here.”

      “Here? Right here? You got it.” He sneezed a third time and pulled over a few blocks from the restaurant.

      She tipped the driver hazard pay through the app and set off.

      Lotar ambled after her. His gaze was constantly moving, and he missed nothing. He fixed on her with an acuteness that set the butterflies in her stomach aflutter.

      But unlike her usual hookups, a merman didn’t fall in and out of love. He stayed, pinned by devotion.

      Forever.

      Goose bumps crinkled up her arms.

      She rubbed them down.

      Hello. Getting ahead of herself much?

      Yes, his iridescent gray gaze sent little licks of fire through her veins, but when a merman found his bride, the whole world knew it.

      Ciran had emerged on the docks, back when there weren’t as many rules about mermen coming onto land, and he’d moved on Dannika within the first minute. While Hazel had been busy juggling shorts and shirts and flip-flops for the nude warriors and trying not to get too big of an eyeful—and the emphasis was on big—he’d declared to the world that Dannika was his soul mate.

      It had been kind of funny to watch her serene, suave boss blush and drop her pens. Dannika had the same capacity to be awkward as Hazel, yet she was usually an articulate, well-put-together, amazing director who dined with senators and spoke with CEOs.

      How could Hazel ever go from frumpy wannabe to Dannika-level grace?

      But anyway, the other warriors had nabbed their brides right away. If more than five minutes passed, the speed date was over. No match.

      She’d finally point-blank asked him. Hey. Is it true that you know your soul mate as soon as you set eyes on her?

      No one had ever accused Hazel of being subtle.

      But a desperate need required an immediate answer.

      And Lotar had stared at her for a hot, gorgeous, intense minute and uttered a meaningless answer. Sometimes.

      But he kept looking at her.

      Even now. As she dragged him across town because she’d felt guilty about subjecting an innocent driver to a chemical irritant. “At least there’s no pepper spray underwater. Right?”

      They stopped at a light.

      His quiet voice sounded dangerously close to her ear. “There are worse things underwater.”

      If he was trying to scare her, he’d have to do it in a voice that didn’t sound like it belonged in her bedroom—followed by the sensual graze of his teeth. “Like what?”

      “Poisons. Traps. Predators.”

      “Like sharks?”

      His gray-with-silver gaze focused on her. He was the only shark. So near she could almost feel his breath over the humid evening. Wet like his tongue on her. “Worse.”

      Mm. Teeth.

      The light changed, and they crossed with the crowd.

      “You are not afraid,” he commented.

      “About worse? Well, no. It doesn’t really affect me.”

      His lips flattened as if she had confirmed some prejudice.

      “What?” she pushed.

      “Brides rarely think of defense.”

      “Beneath the water? Well, yeah, because we’ve never lived there. Just like nobody knows how to ride the subway at birth.”

      Hazel led him off the sidewalk and into the aperture of the restaurant, texting her friend they’d arrived.

      Pia rushed out and hugged her. Her brown dreadlocks, secured in a Moroccan scarf, smushed Hazel’s cheek, and
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