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      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.

      Mer warlord Faier dreads his bride’s terror as she stares on his wrecked body. A lifetime of honorable service has destroyed his ability to woo a mate.

      …Or can the pure-hearted female look past his scars when she willingly takes his muscled arm?

      This star-crossed pair is stranded deep in forbidden territory. Their foe has no compunction about killing Faier and taking Harmony. Because, according to the ancient laws, Faier is the true enemy. Until a long-buried secret changes everything…
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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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      The sea was hot and rough. Blue sky extended in every direction. Choppy waves sprayed her storm-torn raft.

      She’d survived.

      Harmony’s mouth tasted sour, and gunk crusted her eyelashes. Salt powder? It stung. She hung her head over the side of the rotted wood, cupped a handful of seawater, and washed her face. Then she stared out.

      The sun baked the ocean into a watery desert. Miles and miles of gummy, bleary, Caribbean desert.

      She was alone.

      Dread pooled in her stomach.

      Harmony pulled herself back into the raft and ducked her head against the glaring sun. Her dry throat hurt. She tried to swallow.

      She was alone in the middle of the ocean. No food. No water.

      No protection.

      So, she was vulnerable to the monstrous Sea Lords.

      She had to⁠—

      What was that?

      A shadow moved on the other side of the raft.

      Shadow?

      Harmony rubbed her eyes again. Her vision sharpened.

      A humanoid creature crouched on the far side. Dark, wet hair obscured his face. Sloping shoulders betrayed a broad back and tough, muscular limbs. Purple marks slashed his rubbery skin.

      Her blood ran cold.

      Monster.

      He halted and rose. Towering.

      A dead fish hung in one knotted hand. Bare bones reflected white.

      The monster tilted his head to profile. Torn flesh dangled from his teeth.

      She sucked in an endless breath.

      Between the wet locks of hair, a dark eye fixed on her, stopping her heart. Strange iris. Brown with mauve threads. Like fish scales, the mauve threads gleamed, mesmerizing.

      Her belly tingled with warning. The monster had hunted. And now, she was his prey.

      He dropped the dead fish and turned on her.

      Harmony screamed.
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        Twenty-five hours earlier…

      

      

      

      “This is the spot.”

      Harmony pointed to the nautical chart. Rough waves plunged the yacht up and down. Her finger roved over the chart. She peered out the skinny galley window and tried to swallow back her sour throw-up.

      “And today is the date. The date and the spot. Yes, this is definitely the spot.”

      “Then where is your sea monster?” Her ex-boyfriend, Lifet, flicked ash onto his wildly rocking metal tray. It missed and tumbled to the grimy floor. “Where is his sea pearl as big as a man’s head?”

      “Sea Opal.” She forced the throw-up down.

      “Yes. Where is it?”

      “We have to wait. My great-grandmother’s tribe said he’ll come here.”

      “To these exact coordinates. Right near the Florida islands. Where the Coast Guard likes to chase little fish. Eh?”

      She swallowed hard. This wasn’t about her life anymore. Her life was over. One way or another. “We have to wait.”

      Lifet threw his twisted stogie into his ashtray and leaned into her space. “If you are wrong, your cousin dies.”

      Sour acid pushed like a fist against the back of her throat. Her throat muscles worked. She must be as green right now as her little eleven-year-old cousin, Evens, had been when Lifet’s lieutenants had dragged him out of class while his teachers had looked on, helpless.

      In the Haitian ghetto, the local gangster was king.

      “Understand me?” Lifet’s hot breath sprayed her with spittle.

      She nodded tightly.

      Lifet’s cheeks grayed to the ash color of his marijuana. The last shipment’s drugs had made him angry and paranoid. He had been smoking so much recently.

      She got only an instant’s warning.

      His dark aura changed from dangerous to deadly.

      Lifet lunged out of his seat and clenched her throat. He screamed so loud, her ears rang. “Understand me?”

      She squeaked.

      “Understand me?”

      If she opened her mouth to answer, she would projectile vomit in his face.

      “Understand me? Konprann!”

      “Lifet…” His second-in-command, Jean-Baptiste, shifted in his gold velvet seat. A Panamanian beer sweated in his diamond-adorned hands. “You told me to say something…like, you need to calm down…”

      “She’s not answering me!” He shook Harmony. “You are betraying me. That’s it! You are lying and betraying me. M ‘pral’ touyew!”

      “I think she’s seasick.”

      “Leading me into a trap. Eh? I’ll kill your cousin. I’ll rip his little head off. You want that?”

      She clawed at his hand, tearing up as he squeezed. “Nnn. Pleehee. Nnn.”

      “She’s seasick, Lifet. Seasick.”

      “And then I’ll kill you. Throw you into the ocean where you meet this mythical, money-bearing sea-beast. You know the only reason I don’t kill you right now? For running away? And lying to me?”

      The room went fuzzy with her tears.

      “Because of that.” He jutted a stubby finger at the massive white Sea Opal locked in a velvet display box bolted to the wall. “Because your stick-wielding jungle tribe had that. In a shrine. To your mythical sea-beast.”

      She tried to nod her understanding.

      He leaned in and whispered, “If you lie to me, I will chop you into pieces and feed you to him. You think he will eat your body? He’s already planning to eat your soul.”

      “Nnn—”

      “Don’t lie!” He shoved.

      The floor fell away beneath, and then the cabinet door slammed into her forehead. Her head rang like a bell. She collapsed onto the gritty wood.

      Lifet moved in and out of her range of vision. He lifted the thick, metal ashtray over her stunned body. His lieutenant seized it. They wrestled out of her vision again.

      Once, Lifet had been nice. Smooth. A player to end all players, and he’d made her smile with his pickup lines cribbed from American movies. He’d been a bright spot in the hell that had increasingly defined her spinning-out-of-control life.

      His boss had a boat, he’d said. Maybe one day, he could smuggle her back to America, he’d said. They could eat a Sonic Burger and shop at Walmart and never run into Customs and Immigration. He’d said.

      And being the girlfriend of a gangster had had benefits. An American who couldn’t speak a word of French or Kreyòl in Haiti stuck out. She’d been in real, daily danger. Lifet had kept her safe.

      Until the years had passed. His eyes had grown dull. His aura had turned dark. He’d risen from carefree gang member escaping his own hell to an unstable, backstabbing, deadly gang leader.

      Beating her offered him more stress relief than sex.

      Evens had gotten so scared for her. He’d convinced her to flee into the jungle to shelter with the mysterious great-grandmother Customs and Immigration officials had found in Haiti, the whole reason she’d been deported to there rather than to any other Caribbean island.

      Her great-grandmother had been only too happy to meet her. With long flaring hair and wild eyes, shrieking like a voodoo priest, she had foretold a prophecy to curdle Harmony’s blood.

      You will restore our tribe to its rightful glory by sacrificing your soul to the all-powerful Sea Lord.

      She’d thought that terrible prophecy was her darkest hour.

      But now, Harmony was stuck between two horrors. One, that Lifet would lose to impatience and kill her and Evens.

      Or two, that the monster Sea Lord would appear to exchange his gemstone for dragging her to the bottom of the sea and consuming her soul.

      Lightning streaked the dark sky, and torrential rain beat the windows. The radio growled in French. She picked out the few words she had learned. She was so wretched with languages.

      …pluie…danger…orage…alarme…ouragon…

      “Ouragon” sounded like “hurricane.” A word she’d learned too well in Haiti when her middle-class house was made of tin plates tied to sticks.

      She could die at sea. That was a third horror she hadn’t considered.

      So many horrors she hadn’t considered.

      “I will kill her!” Lifet screamed, still out of sight. “Kill her!”

      “When she betrays you,” Jean-Baptiste, his most reasonable lieutenant, soothed. “When she betrays you, Lifet. It won’t be long. Go. Have a walk.”

      Lifet crossed her vision with a polished black machine gun. He pointed it at the ceiling. “I will turn back this storm! You know the most frightening monster on this ocean? Me!”

      He exited. The door slammed.

      Her stomach lifted and dropped and lifted. The yacht’s rocking was getting worse. The lights extinguished and then flickered on. From below, she heard the frantic talk of the crew sailing the ship. Gang members struggled to keep the yacht afloat and stay out of Lifet’s way.

      Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat.

      He was literally shooting at the storm.

      Everything hurt.

      Her entire body was made of stone. Her bones. Her chin. Her forehead.

      How much longer could she wait for a rescue?

      She closed her eyes.

      Evens was counting on her.

      Lifet was too insane. He’d kidnapped Evens and he would never let him go. Even if she traded her soul for a Sea Opal, her cousin would never be released to grow up and live a normal life. He’d be crushed in Lifet’s gang. First they’d destroy his soft, childish body and then his curious, hopeful mind and finally his gentle, loving soul.

      No. She would save Evens.

      Harmony just had to endure a little bit longer.

      Jean-Baptiste’s aura impinged upon her even with her eyes closed. Some people had an acute sense of smell. Harmony had an acute sense of auras.

      His shoe crunched glass.

      “I know you are not sleeping. Just like I know Lifet isn’t so crazy.”

      Maybe if she kept her eyes closed, her rescuer would appear. It had to arrive soon. One of Evens’s favorite teachers had helped her come up with this final, desperate ploy to save Evens’s life.

      Soon, the Coast Guard would carry away the Haitian gangsters, save Evens, and apologize for their mistake deporting her a decade ago. They’d welcome her back to America with open arms. She only had to endure a little longer. Then, she’d save everyone.

      “I know you are betraying him.”

      She squeezed her shut eyes tight.

      A soft towel wiped her forehead. It lifted and touched her again, damp and tender. “Your cousin’s teacher. Monsieur Joseph. He talked about you to the Americans.”

      Her stomach lurched. No. She shook her head.

      “Yes. He talked to the wrong American. One we pay to watch out for us. Our work is very dangerous, you see. And now the teacher sees too.”

      Her last, desperate plan crumbled to pebbles.

      Please be a lie.

      The Coast Guard had to be coming. Evens had to get rescued. Willowy, dignified Monsieur Joseph just had to be okay.

      Jean-Baptiste chuckled. His damp cloth cleaned her cut. “You know your teacher used to run with his children during recess? He was a baseball player. And a baseball coach. But no longer. We cracked both his knees with his own baseball bat.”

      No. No. No.

      Lifet had known about their plan to betray him? All along?

      Her sacrifice here would accomplish nothing?

      She finally opened her eyes and squinted at the gangster tending her face. “Wh…y…w…?”

      “Oh, good. You are awake.” Jean-Baptiste tapped the bloody kitchen towel on the tip of her nose. “I couldn’t tell whether you would awaken. Lifet leaves so many bruises.”

      Yes. And they hurt.

      “Up, up. Here we go.” He helped her out of the cabinet and rested her upright against the marble counter.

      Good thing Lifet had thrown her through the breakable wood instead of against the unyielding stone.

      The machine gun noises stopped.

      Her stomach rolled counter to the dangerous swinging of the wave-smashed boat. Her hands and feet froze to ice.

      Lifet would throw open that door, and Jean-Baptiste would announce that she had betrayed him, and he would finish the job of killing her.

      “Don’t worry.” Jean-Baptiste glanced over his shoulder. “I won’t let him kill you.”

      He wouldn’t?

      “Once, he was an ordinary man, but now, thanks to my influence, Lifet is the perfect leader.” Jean-Baptiste rested on his heels. “He’s crazy. Everyone knows, so no one will cross him. But he is rational enough I guide him. It is a perfect relationship. He smokes the hashish I lace. I stand behind him and rule.”

      She choked on a big ball of blood, coughed, and spattered his suit.

      He wiped at the spatter with cold eyes. “Yes. Well. Anyway. Do you know why you are still alive? For now.”

      Shaking her head made her sick. “Nnn.”

      “Because this ‘Sea Lord’ monster is real. Not a scam. I have confirmed with a very reputable organization: the Sons of Hercules. The fish monsters lost their women long ago. Now they take whores in exchange for huge treasures.”

      He opened his fist.

      Her great-grandmother’s Sea Opal dwarfed his palm. He had removed it from the locked case. Its pale light reflected the swinging lightbulbs like white magic. Or a unicorn’s horn.

      She reached for it on impulse.

      If she touched it, all poison would be ejected from her body, and she’d fly to a fantasy land like the Mall of America food court where she’d never hurt or hunger again.

      His fingers snapped shut, breaking the spell. He shook the baseball-sized gem in her face. “This is worth a hundred million US dollars. Do you know that? It is worth more than the drugs we have been smuggling. I deserve riches. I deserve riches and more.”

      She choked on another loogie of blood.

      He pressed the stained bar towel to her mouth, absently suffocating her with damp cotton. “And the powder from this Sea Opal can cure anything. You know that? It could fix your face. All your bruises. Your teacher’s cracked kneecaps.”

      His gaze dropped to her. His aura darkened.

      Violence.

      She whimpered.

      “You are alive until we trap your sea monster.” He removed the bloody cloth.

      He eyed her as if she were a thing. Utterly inhuman. And his impersonal blankness was more frightening than a drugged, manipulated, enraged Lifet.

      “We will use our harpoons and nets to drag him from the water. We will take his Sea Opals. And then we will toss both your bodies into the ocean.”

      The cold traveled up her arms to her elbows.

      “Unless…”

      She shivered.

      “Unless the American you trusted plays both sides.” Jean-Baptiste tugged her blood-crusted locks out of her face. “If we see the Coast Guard, we will murder you and your cousin and your dirty tribe. If your game has ended with the Coast Guard…” He ground his knuckles into her throbbing fat lip until she cried. “Lifet will hunt them like…what is your saying? Shooting fish in a barrel.”

      “Jean-Baptiste!” Lifet threw open the door. “There is a thing! In the water! A water thing!”

      “Eh?” Jean-Baptiste tucked the Sea Opal into his suit pocket where it dragged down the fabric. “A monster?”

      Lifet screamed over the thundering hurricane. Her former lover’s face contorted into that of a madman.

      “Hey!” Jean-Baptiste called. “A man? Or a creature?”

      Lifet disappeared. The open door battered the frame.

      Rain lashed the deck. The waves swelled into monstrous animals battling beyond the safe wood of their deck. When it went dark again, dread built in her stomach.

      Jean-Baptiste forced her to unsteady feet and, with an iron vise grip around her shoulders, dragged her to the door. “Which do you think he saw? Good fortune? Or the lives of your family?”

      He swaggered into the storm’s fury.

      Powerful floodlights dimly illuminated the flooded deck. The life raft was gone. Lifet hung from empty rigging. He fired into the sky.

      Rat-a-tat-tat.

      “Come and get me!”

      Rat-a-tat-tat!

      “What have you done?” Jean-Baptiste dropped her and pushed across the deck. “Lifet! Stop shooting!”

      The noise stopped, but Lifet held his pose. He’d expended his ammo.

      Jean-Baptiste grabbed Lifet and shook his shirt. “Where is our life raft?”

      “I set it free.” He flung the gun into the water. Whatever drug Jean-Baptiste had put in his weed had sent him well over the edge. Lifet was unhinged. “It is free to catch fishes. To its death!”

      “Crazy—you— Where is the monster? The Sea Lord?” Jean-Baptiste released Lifet and searched the heaving water. “Where?”

      “Come out, fish man!” Lifet screamed over the storm. He lofted her great-grandmother’s massive Sea Opal. “Come out, come out!”

      Jean-Baptiste patted his empty suit pocket and shrieked, “Lifet!”

      Lifet threw it into the rising black storm. “Eat! Be merry! Aha ha ha!”

      Jean-Baptiste gripped the railing as the yacht rolled hard.

      She slid into the wall.

      Jean-Baptiste shook as if his rage had tilted the boat. “No. No! NO!”

      The boat righted itself.

      He turned on her. Lifting her by the collar, he screamed, “Where is the Sea Lord?”

      Bile erupted from her mouth and exploded across his soaked suit front.

      His brows lifted in shock. His soul plunged to deadly black.

      This was the absolute bottom. The utter end.

      “I’m sorry,” she wept. “I’m sorry.”

      He wiped his dripping face and snarled. “Is he coming? Is this the true location?”

      She shook her head. Her great-grandmother had given her vague directions to an abandoned island deep in the Caribbean. Not the southern tip of the Florida Keys.

      Jean-Baptiste let her collar slip through his fingers. He strolled across the wave-rolled deck, muttering, “They will all die.”

      “Yes! Starting with her!” Lifet pounced at Harmony’s waterlogged feet. His teeth shone white. Red veins popped in his dilated eyes.

      “No!” Jean-Baptiste turned and slipped. He threw out his hand. “No, we still need her!”

      Lifet dragged her to the railing.

      Behind him, red and white lights blinked. A crack of lightning revealed the owner. A naval gunboat bore down on them.

      Rescue.

      Too late.

      “Eat!” Lifet scooped her up as he’d done on their first date. “And be merry!”

      Instead of swooping her over a street-wide mud puddle, he threw her into the roiling black sea.
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      “Captain.” The human male braced long tube-glasses against a beam and peered through them at the yacht. He drawled, “They threw something overboard.”

      “Something? Meaning what?”

      “Waves blocked my…hmm.”

      Everyone studied their blinking screens. Or they strained without the benefit of the long glasses to see into the dangerous storm.

      Faier also peered through the thick panes of ship glass. Reflections of the command deck of the Coast Guard cutter obscured his view.

      “Well? What was it?” The tall, dark-haired female captain stood in the command center. “Drugs? Weapons? A second lifeboat?”

      No one answered.

      The captain sucked air through her teeth. She had been doing so since the storm warnings coincided with their breakthrough tip to arrest drug smugglers. “Is that idiot still shooting at the storm clouds?”

      “No, sir.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Throwing his gun overboard.”

      “Has he seen us?”

      The spotter licked his lips but did not answer.

      The crew had been on edge since leaving the harbor into a forbidding wind.

      Normally, they pursued enemies with a helicopter and small boats on calm seas. An unarmed pleasure yacht sailed by wanted drug lords? Anchored right on their normal route?

      Tempting.

      Already, several things had gone wrong. The smugglers’ boat hadn’t been anchored at the coordinates where their tip had said it would be. It hadn’t been anchored at all. And brewing storm clouds cloaked their “satellite” tracking. They’d stumbled upon the yacht by luck on their way to safer seas.

      Plus the yacht was clearly armed.

      “What’s the bearing on the storm?” the captain asked.

      One of her officers answered with exact coordinates, and added, “If they continue their drift on this route, the storm will miss us.”

      “So we could follow them out of the storm.” Her soul light burned bright in her chest for the first time in hours. “They won’t outrun us. Maybe we’ll have a little pleasure cruise after all.”

      The other officers chuckled. Their hearts lightened with relief. Instead of being forced to weigh safety against justice, they could follow and arrest these dangerous trespassers on their terms.

      “Keep them in our sights,” the captain ordered. “We will do this smart and safe.”

      Faier gazed upon the massive, storm-shrouded swells that poured over the bobbing metal deck.

      He had never seen such waves until he’d surfaced two years ago. He had never⁠—

      Light flickered in a valley between waves.

      He pressed his face against the glass.

      Where was it? Had he been wrong? A trick of the glass, a blip reflected off a computer⁠—

      Flicker.

      There. Between swells.

      Flicker. Flicker.

      “They threw a human,” he said into the quiet room.

      His announcement impacted the crew like a thunderclap.

      “A human!” The captain strode to the window and stared out. “Are you sure?”

      Faier pointed. “Between the swells.”

      “How can you see out there?”

      “I see the light.”

      “Light! Come about.”

      The cutter wheeled. The bow plunged through a wall of rough water.

      “You turned too far,” he noted. “Come back.”

      “Come back.” The captain addressed her spotter. “Do you see?”

      “No, sir. It’s black as a barrel of tar out there.”

      Faier traced the dip and dive of the soul. “There. Go fast. She is being sucked into the storm.”

      She was so strong against the crashing waves. How amazing that this fragile human struggled again and again for the surface as the ocean crushed her.

      “I don’t see any light.” The captain squinted. “Is it a flare? Flashlight?”

      “Soul.” Faier touched his chest.

      She leaned back and took a good hard look at the thick rubbery coating of his cold-water suit. “You see his soul?”

      “Her. A woman.”

      The cabin dropped silent.

      He felt the weight of their disbelief. He was used to that reaction. “Believe me.”

      “I do.” She sucked air between her teeth again. “The gangster must have realized his girlfriend led him right to us. Does anybody else have eyes on?”

      The crew reported in the negative.

      “How can we contemplate a rescue if we can’t see where she is?” she muttered to herself.

      His fingers closed around the zipper of his suit. “I will.”

      “No, Faier. Even if we could see her, the seas are too rough.”

      “Not for me.” Faier unzipped his suit and stepped out. He was nude underneath. A faux pas for humans, but necessary.

      The captain and crew averted their eyes.

      Scars bubbled across his tissues and hamstrung his muscles. They disrupted his full-body mauve tattoos, unbalancing the swirls of honors and effacing his accomplishments so only little ink spots remained. His past imprisoned his body. But he was still the best chance the drowning female had for survival.

      He stepped free of the suit. When his weight rested on his right leg, the weakened joint collapsed. He staggered.

      “You go into that water and we’re not getting you back out.” An extra-tall wave smashed into the windows, illustrating her point. “Not you or her. And trying risks our lives. It’s irresponsible to even consider that course of action.”

      “My skill is rescuing in water.”

      “You’re our responsibility. How would I explain to your king if anything happened to you?”

      “King Kadir would understand.” He forced his wrecked, protesting body straight. “I am a warrior.”

      The captain held his gaze for one long moment. Respect glinted in her eyes.

      Then her gaze dropped to his scarred, twisted body. Doubts flitted. Her soul light dimmed. “Put your suit back on, and keep an eye on the girlfriend.”

      “Captain. The yacht is turning.”

      “They saw us.” She strode to the navigation panel. “Prepare for a chase. We herd them away from the storm, not into it. Hail the yacht.”

      “No can do, Captain.” The spotter scanned the ocean. “Their comm tower broke loose half an hour ago.”

      “That’s right. I forgot.”

      The woman’s soul light disappeared. Its sudden loss punched Faier. “She is now under the water.”

      “Under the—?” The captain swore. “This is the tenth death we can attribute to these two gangsters in American waters. We’re nailing these two. We’re nailing them to the wall.”

      Faier kept his gaze on the last place he’d seen the struggling female. She must be terrified. She must have⁠—

      There! Light.

      “She is alive.”

      The captain cut off a stream of obscenities. “She surfaced?”

      “No.” He could see her light beneath the surface. Strange. Most humans dimmed when they drowned.

      The captain grimaced. “Focus on the yacht.”

      Another officer drew her attention. “Should we fire a warning shot?”

      “We can’t board or tow in this weather. Stick with a nice, gentle pursuit.”

      While they discussed strategies to trap the criminals, Faier slipped out the door and hobbled across the rollicking deck.

      On an ordinary day, officers preparing for a rescue readied white floating rings, orange life jackets, and rubbery suits. Their souls glowed in their chests.

      Now, only Dive Officer Peters braved the storm to chase after him. “Faier! Wait!”

      He gripped the railing while sideways rain and waves spackled him. He was here today because of Dive Officer Peters.

      And he was grateful.

      Fewer than a hundred warriors had surfaced in the two years since the secret existence of the mer had been exposed to modern humans. The undersea war between traditionalists who wished them to return to hiding and rebels who wished to forge a union with humans raged hard, preventing all but the brashest warriors from daring to surface.

      A thousand years ago, the two races had coexisted in peace. But a catastrophe had driven the mer into hiding—and into human legend.

      Only a few isolated “sacred” islands knew of the mer’s existence up to modern times. They upheld an ancient covenant to hide the mer’s secret. And after the mer’s females had died out, their sacred brides had joined with mer husbands and repopulated the emptying sea floor.

      But then, due to rising ocean levels and modernization, the sacred islands had emptied. The mer had dwindled once more. Rebellious voices had challenged the ancient covenant. And, two years ago, centuries of secrecy had been broken the instant an injured mer warrior had been captured by a human’s “GoPro underwater camera” machine. Days later, a highly respected warlord flouted mer law and took a modern female for his bride.

      The undersea world had cracked into pieces.

      Faier now hailed from the rebel city Atlantis. He had surfaced to find a modern bride and defy the traditionalist All-Council still ruling the largest pieces of the fractured seas.

      The surface rarity of mer warriors was both a curse and a blessing. Faier was the subject of great curiosity, but it was still possible for him to visit grocery stores, bowling alleys, and tourist attractions and be mistaken for a human with strange facial tattoos.

      When he’d first met Dive Officer Peters, the Coast Guard male had clearly mistaken Faier for a human. Both had been touring the Statue of Liberty when a ferry boat had overturned. Both had dived in to rescue trapped passengers.

      “Hey, buddy! You’re taking too many risks, okay? Don’t drown,” he had shouted to Faier while they’d bobbed on the icy black waves.

      The irony.

      After Faier had rescued humans quickly and efficiently from dangerous areas of the submerged ferry, Peters had called Faier a hero. His shipmates had received clearance to explore a unique partnership with the mer. Since the ferry incident, whenever a special circumstance arose, the Coast Guard had contacted Faier for assistance.

      Faier enjoyed assisting. It kept his mind off his failure to secure a bride quickly and return to his besieged city. He preferred not to dwell on the disappointment he must be causing to his king, Kadir.

      Dive Officer Peters ran into the furious wind. A tether clipped him to the railing for safety. “Where are you going?”

      “A woman is there.” Faier pointed at the soft brightness in the deep black ocean.

      Peters followed his gesture and took a faceful of water. He sputtered and coughed. “You can’t go out there. That’s a deadly storm!”

      He nodded.

      The man’s dark brows lifted. He frowned at Faier’s injuries. Doubts clouded his gaze too.

      He was the same height, similar breadth. Faier had muscle. But where Peters’s skin was smooth and unscarred, Faier’s was unbearable wreckage.

      That was why he had failed to find a bride.

      Peters’s soul burned pure with his mission. “We have a duty to return you to shore.”

      Faier clasped Peters’s forearm. “You are an honorable man.”

      Half of Peters’s mouth curved up in wry amusement. He returned the shake with reluctant respect. “Don’t drown.”

      “I will not.” Faier turned to the railing. “Because, as you know, I am immune.”

      Peters stepped back, and then a shout dragged his gaze back to the command center.

      The captain had noticed Faier’s exit and realized what he was doing. She screamed. “Faier! Stop! I won’t risk your life for hers.”

      But I will.

      Without answering her, Faier avoided Peters’s surprised tackle, and he threw himself over the side.

      The high seas slammed into him.

      Warm, slick water gripped his body, prised into his mouth, and gushed down his throat.

      Salt. Choking oil. Bitter, nasal gasoline.

      These flavors disappeared from his tongue as he shifted to mer.

      The stormy black ocean lit up as his eyes changed. The glowing souls of fish and creatures churned, somersaulting, beneath the boats and under the waves. Their noises bounded around in his chest cavity.

      Gills perforated his lower back and squeezed heavy liquid through his transformed lungs.

      His toes unfurled into long fins. His body’s  separate legs made the same profile as a human “scuba diver,” only his natural foot-fins were much larger and more effective. Thin webbing flexed between his fingers.

      An assistant had once called him a “sexy, tattooed Swamp Thing” because Faier, like all mer, had separate legs. He hadn’t known how to respond. Why did human legend portray mer with no legs but a fused fish body? Such an unnatural, impractical idea, and strange.

      A distant light glimmered. Human.

      He kicked his mer legs toward her.

      Humans did not survive underwater. But she had survived a long time. And her distant soul twinkled. How? She must be dying, but her soul glowed. Drifting deeper into the abyss.

      He kicked hard.

      His right knee, tendons severed in an ambush and never properly healed, ached. He kicked harder with his left.

      She was limp. Unconscious. Thin fabric floated around her lax body like the skin of a jellyfish.

      No air bubbled from her mouth.

      That was bad. Humans required air. Why was her soul so bright?

      He reached for her.

      I must not touch her. She is not my bride. A mer must only touch his bride.

      Faier shoved off those useless thoughts and hooked an arm around her midsection. I apologize for this touch, human female. He lifted her toward the surface.

      Her soul brightened.

      Strange.

      When humans or mer were fearful, their souls dimmed. Death carried the lights away entirely. He had seen it in his rescues, above and beneath the waves, more often than he wished.

      This female seemed asleep rather than dying.

      Asleep? No. His senses must be mistaken.

      Faier broke the surface.

      Rain smashed the moving mountains of surf. White cracked the sky.

      Faier lifted the female’s mouth above the surface. She coughed, spluttered, spasmed. Her soul light flickered like a small candle.

      Where were the—ah! In the distance, the Coast Guard cutter chugged after the smugglers’ damaged yacht.

      Between them, a mountain range of water boiled with fury.

      And the surface current dragged him into the heart of the storm.

      He kicked to the first valley. They had to reach the cutter.

      A large wave plunged them both under. Seawater lodged in his throat.

      Caught between worlds, he struggled to hold one form.

      She thrashed. Again, her soul light brightened.

      Stranger and stranger.

      He struggled to bring her to the surface once more. His right leg screamed. Surface waves, like large palms, slapped and plunged them under once more.

      He shoved her head above water and dove into the rollicking waves. His right leg trembled. It would fail.

      He stopped and went limp, resting it, while the current dragged them both away from the boats and deeper into the storm.

      Faier could drop under the swells and follow the cutter.

      But she couldn’t.

      The woman needed shelter. Driftwood. A surface boat to collapse in and rest.

      He tried to hold her above the deadly surf.

      She shoved him off and paddled for—a miracle! A raft of salvaged materials the captain had called a cut-rate lifeboat; one of the early things the notorious gangster had thrown off his yacht. It still had survival materials lashed inside. She could live well on this shelter.

      Faier pushed her onto the wood and grabbed the ledge. The waterlogged wood broke off. A dangerous hole gaped.

      Curse it.

      She heaved herself onto the rotted ledge. Half-in, half-out of the lifeboat, she scrabbled for a cable. Her hand hooked it. She pulled hard and thrashed, almost rescued. The cable released, dropping her lower body back into the water, and she collapsed.

      The waves broke over her, dragging her farther backward.

      “Female!” He tapped her. A mer must not touch. “Enter the boat!”

      She did not respond.

      “Human female!” Faier used his shoulder to roll her in.

      A wave smashed the other side.

      His momentum pushed their side down.

      The entire life raft lifted. Important materials—flashlights, jugs of drinking water, rolls of fishing line—rolled out from under the unhooked cable and disappeared into the sea. The life raft capsized.

      She followed the supplies into the depths. Her soul darkened. She’d given up in her mind, body, and soul.

      No!

      He dove after her and secured her to his scarred chest. Her heartbeat steadied to match his. He heard and felt it. Strange warmth filled the water. Her soul light brightened.

      Strength filled his limbs.

      He kicked for the surface. With one hand, he threw the life raft into the wind and current, righting it. Water had swept the inside clean. He kicked hard and launched the female into the center of the raft.

      It creaked.

      She spewed out the liquid in her lungs and collapsed on the floor with ragged breaths.

      He had done it. Saved her.

      Faier’s right leg cramped.

      He slipped off the raft and clenched the waterlogged edge while his body folded in half with blinding pain.

      His injuries made him unfit to claim a bride. Traditional mer warriors had long ago determined his sad fate.

      Only King Kadir had given him new hope and responsibilities. “Go to New York. Find your bride and become the first warlord of Atlantis to fill your castle with young fry.”

      But Faier had not found his bride in New York. Not even with the help of the newly established mer dating website, MerMatch, dreamed up by modern brides Queen Lucy, Queen Elyssa, and Queen Aya.

      The traditionalists had been right. No female, sacred bride or modern human, could bear to look on Faier’s damaged body. If he could not find a bride in a surface city as large as New York, he must be the one mer whose soul had no mate.

      He should have died years ago.

      Why did he carry on?

      Faier slogged through his joint pain and dragged himself onto the raft to check on the female. His gills expelled water and sealed to human lungs. His long fins shrank back to ordinary toes.

      She curled into a fetal position. A wave crashed over the side and filled the life raft, floating her. She spasmed and moaned.

      He broke the waves with his shoulders, sheltering her, as much as he could, from the wet and cold.

      She clung to him and nestled into his chest.

      Her trust, as she curled against him, gave him new strength even when he thought he’d reached his limit.

      The storm howled. Rain pounded. Waves rolled and tilted the raft, threatening to tip them back into the surf. The boats grew distant. The Coast Guard light disappeared, plunging them into darkness.

      While he rode out the storm, tensing his muscles to hold her to the raft, her trust warmed him like the sun. His heart beat faster. His body thrummed with awareness.

      He had always defended his city, protected his fellow warriors, fought for his king. But protecting a female? Never.

      This must be why the traditionalists ruled never to touch a female.

      He never wanted to let her go.

      Faier kept his rescued female safe in the raft through the long, stormy night.

      In the dawn, the wind calmed and the rain abated. The swells flattened.

      He shuddered, releasing his stuck muscles, and sat up.

      His rescued female was asleep.

      The rise and fall of her chest was so…so…human. She was a tan beige. Human skin came in many colors.

      But what was this?

      A darker bruise swelled her forehead. A sticky red scab marred the back of her head. Both sets of lashes creased in puffy black eyes. Her soft lips had swollen and split.

      The wreckage continued.

      Long purple bruises the size of a man’s fingers closed around her throat. Greenish black and painful yellow splotches marked her skin beneath the edges of her dress. Small nicks and cuts abraded her knuckles, elbows, forearms. Yellow finger marks encircled her wrists.

      Had the storm done this? Or was she a warrior? Humans had warriors. Like the Coast Guard captain.

      He stroked a new scar. A pink line creased her damp cheek. Her skin felt so different from his. Soft and female.

      She moaned and tilted her head to follow his touch.

      Faier curled his hands into fists. He must not touch her. The captain had called her the girlfriend of the gangster. He must have lost his senses to throw her over the side of the boat. Had he given her this beating?

      Anger stirred Faier’s heart.

      He turned the helpless feeling into a useful channel.

      She would be hungry when she woke. Her body was malnourished.

      Faier dipped his arm in the water, feeling the currents. He crouched to dive in.

      She moaned. Her lashes fluttered.

      He stopped.

      She struggled to rise. “Lif…Lifay…”

      Life?

      He leaned close and spoke in English. “You have your life.”

      “Sorr…so sorry.” She sucked in a shuddering breath, and her lashes opened to reveal stunning gray-green eyes the color of a lagoon kissed by sunlight. “Oh. You’re not Lifet.”

      “No.”

      “Coast Guard?”

      “They chase your drug smuggler, Lifet.”

      She closed her eyes and smiled. Her soul light burned sharp white with relief. She laughed. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

      “You are wel⁠—”

      She threw her arms around his shoulders and covered his mouth with her lips.

      Kiss.

      She kissed him.

      Her lips were cool and thick and expressive. She sank into his embrace. Her tongue teased his seam.

      He opened to her.

      She tasted like freedom and abandon, sunrise and sunset and every hour in between. She tasted like new endings and old beginnings. She tasted like female.

      Her tongue slipped between his shocked lips and delved into his mouth.

      Heat.

      His cock flooded with pounding heat.

      She sucked on his tongue. Nibbled his lips. Teased his teeth.

      Everywhere she touched, fiery hunger erupted.

      More. He needed more.

      She consumed his mouth, drinking the safety he represented just as he drank in her feminine wildness. She was every unpredictable thing, every wild current, every beautiful flicker of a distant fin.

      And then she released him and collapsed on the raft, limp. Her soul light dimmed. She fell unconscious with sleep.

      He gripped the edges of the raft so hard, the wood cracked and his knuckles whitened.

      A hard erection stiffened his thick cock.

      She was his bride. His one and only mate. Mine.

      He would protect her with his life. Challenge monsters above and beneath the waves. Behind his shield, her bruises would heal and her skin would smooth with health. He would wrap her in his faithful protection, and she would never hurt again.

      Never.

      Awe mixed with his fierce protectiveness.

      She had kissed him. Faier. This small female who had lured a notorious gangster to justice and survived near-drowning in a storm. She had braved Faier’s appearance and…

      Wait.

      His stomach lurched.

      Had she? Her eyes were closed. Had she braved his appearance?

      Had she seen him?

      Faier’s heart thudded out of rhythm. A sour taste threatened his tongue.

      Had this female—his mate—truly witnessed his monstrous form? His scars and slashes? His wreckage?

      Had she understood who she was kissing?

      Or, when she awakened, would she fear him and cry at her mistake?
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      Harmony screamed again.

      The monster at the other end of Lifet’s life raft shrank back. His muscles bunched like coils of wire. Even if he were the size of Evens, he could kill her with a thought.

      He’s the monster. The monster. She was alone on a raft in the middle of the ocean with a Sea Lord monster.

      She sucked in a huge breath and screamed.

      He dropped the fish and covered his ears.

      Hurt. Her screams hurt him.

      She didn’t want to hurt anyone. Not even a monster.

      Her scream died.

      He kept his distance. As much as one could on a raft made of old crates salvaged from the docks, hammered together with prayers, designed for six comfortably and fourteen uncomfortably.

      Monsieur Joseph had dreamed of stealing this raft from Lifet and sailing away back when he and Harmony had spent hours fantasizing how to escape the slums of Haiti together. He’d imagined teaching his brightest and most vulnerable students how to sail. She’d promised to lead them to the shores of freedom and beg for asylum.

      Now Monsieur Joseph was an enemy of Lifet’s gang and gravely injured. And Harmony was…Harmony was…

      She struggled with control. Her dry, ragged throat hurt. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      The monster flinched.

      Did he not speak English? She didn’t know Taino. Or Kreyòl. Or French or even Spanish.

      She gulped a dry, choking swallow. “Are you…?”

      The Sea Lord raised his head.

      He was more human than she’d feared. His face was obscured by dripping hair but he had a nose, mouth, and jaw. His skin was lighter than most Haitians, and darker than the Panamanian sailors who delivered drugs to Lifet’s harbor. Purplish gray marks colored his body. No, not marks. Intricate mauve tattoos crossed by nasty, painful-looking scars.

      She sucked in a breath.

      His gaze fixed on the water as though he was afraid she would scream again.

      She let out her breath and focused. No sudden moves, no sudden screams.

      He watched her.

      She watched him.

      Neither moved.

      His chin lowered. “Am I?”

      The sea monster spoke English. Good English. Accentless, fluent, American-movie-star English.

      She didn’t know how to complete her question.

      He lowered his shoulders as though to approach.

      Fear stabbed her in the throat. He would consume her soul.

      She squished into the corner, bruised knees braced in front of her chest, trying to make herself a smaller target. “Where am I? Where’s Lifet? And Jean-Baptiste?”

      “The Coast Guard pursued your boyfriend. He is surely in custody.”

      His soft voice was filled with masculine assurance. He could command an army with a whisper. Goosebumps stood up on her arms. His timbre was strangely enticing.

      She pushed the feeling away. “What about Evens?”

      “His companions on the yacht are in custody.”

      “Evens is my cousin. Back in Haiti. Lifet’s gang kidnapped him to punish me.” She rubbed the old yellow bruises encircling her wrists where Lifet had grabbed and shaken her. “I was supposed to tell the Coast Guard.”

      “You fell overboard and were swept away.”

      Now she was on the raft alone. With him. A Lord of the Sea.

      She studied him carefully. Her life depended on it.

      Ropes of muscle bound his biceps and bulged in his powerful thighs. Hard forearms and broad pectorals promised his ability to carry her to safety.

      The skin she’d thought rubbery was merely dotted with sea spray. As the moisture dried in the sun, he looked more and more ruggedly male and human. She wanted to slide her fingers across his skin and confirm the texture for herself.

      Harmony curled her hands around her dress hem.

      He raked his hair out of his face so he could fix his unnerving gaze on her more directly.

      A long scar crossed his forehead and underscored his deadliness.

      His jaw was hard, implacable, and yet the slash of his full lips was oddly gentle. Firm power wrapped in a velvet glove, which somehow she held the strings to unbind. He’d kidnapped her for his own purposes and yet his calm demeanor soothed, entreated her to trust him against her will. His steadiness pointed to a great deal of well-earned confidence. He silently assured her that he could move the entire world for her if only she pointed where she wanted it.

      His dark hair was shorn at the back of his neck. The ends twisted into an innocent ducktail that invited her come over and curl it around her index finger. He would let her approach and touch him. Not only would he let her, but he would turn the rest of the way to face her and then trap her in a hard, pleasurable, unyielding kiss.

      A tiny thrill ran up her spine.

      Not of fear.

      Desire.

      Her heart beat hard in her chest. Pleasant heat pinched her sensitive nipples and stirred her womb. A sensation of liquid readiness opened her body to this confident stranger’s mastery. She welcomed, wanted, hungered for him.

      His mesmerizing gaze intensified. As if he could see her desire.

      Could he?

      The feminine heat in her belly suddenly struck her with terror. She tried not to feel it radiating into her veins, opening her chest, tingling in her fingertips.

      Was this how he tricked her?

      One foot—human, masculine foot—slid across the wobbling raft. He lowered his center of gravity, half bent, and held out the fish. “You must⁠—”

      No.

      She crammed herself into the corner.

      He stopped.

      Then he leaned toward her. “You⁠—”

      She held her breath.

      He stopped again.

      How much would it hurt? Would he suck her soul out her mouth like in a horror movie? Or would it be much, much worse?

      His brow wrinkled. Disappointment emanated off him in a wave. “You fear me.”

      She shook her head as much as she could with every muscle in her body paralyzed. She mustn’t upset him. Upsetting powerful men only hurt her in the end.

      He stared at the dead fish in his hands. “I want to give this to you. May I?”

      Strange feelings pulled at her like warring tides.

      Fear and desire. Desire and fear.

      This Sea Lord didn’t seem dangerous. He was gentle. Kind.

      That must be how he got her. As soon as she relaxed. As soon as she lowered her guard. Bam. Lost soul.

      Keeping his gaze averted, he gestured at himself. “Do not fear. I will not cause harm.”

      Just give in. Close your eyes. Accept the inevitable.

      Because apparently, this destiny was inevitable. From the hour the old tribal priestess, her great-grandmother, had uttered the prophecy.

      “You belong to the Lord of the Sea. He owns your body. Your womb. Your soul.”

      She’d even schemed with Monsieur Joseph—poor Monsieur Joseph!—and led Lifet to the wrong place. And yet, she begged for mercy from this Sea Lord.

      “Believe me.” The monster’s aura darkened. He reached for her once more.

      Her soul!

      Harmony heaved herself over the side.

      Salt water crashed across her. A welcome relief from the beating sun. Bubbles flurried around her. The yellow sun shone overhead, marking the barrier between sea and air. Water flooded her ears with cotton. Her own heartbeat filled her mind.

      Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

      More strange desires curled around her body, encouraging her to relax, promising that everything would be fine. All she had to do was stop fighting and give in.

      Gungsh.

      Another body rolled into the ocean. The shadowy figure oriented on her.

      The monster!

      He chased her. Of course he chased her! He was a Lord of the Sea!

      Her heartbeat sped.

      She turned and kicked. Her legs floundered. She’d never learned how to swim.

      Deep blue encased her. If she could escape into it, disappear into the dense ocean fog, hide with the blurry, darting fish⁠—

      Crunch.

      A predator snapped onto her ankle.

      She thrashed. Shrieked. “Blab! Ab!”

      And sucked in water.

      Her throat locked. Salt invaded her nose and made her eyes burn. She coughed. Bubbles exploded. She sucked in more water. Heavy, lifeless water.

      The monster—he gripped her ankle—tugged her. Yellow reflections danced on the air-water barrier. He broke the surface.

      She turned away and strained for the blue fog deep below…

      The deep blue fog cleared. She saw hundreds of feet. Thousands of feet! The vast view showed her tiny whales and pinprick schools of fish. The ocean opened around her⁠—

      Her head broke the surface.

      She spluttered.

      The monster hauled her onto the raft.

      Tears burned her eyes. Coughs burned her throat. She collapsed on the raft floor.

      He hovered over her. A malevolent shadow.

      “Do not swim away from this raft,” he ordered, his voice soft, despite his obvious anger, and authoritative. “You cannot survive.”

      He hunted her so easily.

      There was no escape.

      She curled into a protective ball. Tears flowed. The end was now. She’d tried to escape this fate. Her life. Her child. Her soul. But she’d never had any choice. Just like every other fate forced on her.

      The Customs and Immigration office. Lifet’s slum. Her great-grandmother’s prophecy.

      She had no choice. No choice but to endure. Endure and survive.

      She sobbed.

      “Do not cry,” the monster said, destroying all her fantasies that he was good and trustworthy and would move the world to protect her. “I will guard you.”

      She cried harder.

      He sat on his haunches. “You do not want my guard.”

      “Please,” she choked between wrenching sobs. “Leave me. Please.”

      He straightened. “Leave?”

      “I don’t want to be your wife.”

      “Wife?” He dropped silent. Anger and bitterness darkened his aura.

      Of course, the monster had an aura. Harmony had always been able to see through lies and sense true emotions. The emotions appeared as a glowing light around people’s bodies. She’d honed her ability to perfection in the Haitian slums filled with dangerous people she couldn’t understand.

      She’d kind of assumed everyone could see these auras and never talked about them. She’d stopped talking about them after her third grade recess teacher had given her a funny look and threatened to report her to the school counselor.

      The monster’s voice broke. “You are the one who claimed me.”

      “Please. Please.”

      He forced her gaze to his. His dark irises drew her
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