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  Prologue

Lake Avernus, Italy                             September 30, 1789


In a full sprint,  a hooded figure cloaked in dark threads emerged from a patch of thick fog. They shot a look over their shoulder as they raced across a narrow bridge of crumbling stone and fissures that glowed with magma. Following a worn path through a forest of mangled trees, they reached the remains of an ancient pyramid-shaped ruin shrouded by forest overgrowth. The figure paused, planting their hands on their hips as they gazed upon a stone archway perched at the top of the landmark. After drawing in a thoughtful breath, they propelled themselves up the steep incline of weathered steps, but less than halfway up the climb, the ground trembled, tossing the figure back down the stone treads.  
As the figure struggled to get on their feet, a stampede of hellish creatures rushed toward the structure, each with wild eyes set on their prey. Without a second thought, the figure raced up the steps, skipping two or three at a time. As they ducked and dodged low-hanging branches, the hem of their hood snagged on a willowy branch and ripped off, revealing a sallow-skinned woman with stringy white hair, damp from sweat and blood. 
As she reached the summit, a hellhound wolf with black fur and a spine with razor-sharp spikes, swiped its hooked claw at her, narrowly missing her back. Knowing the next attempt would strike her, she dove for the stone archway, rolled across the threshold, and entered a dark tunnel.
Using the rocky walls for stability, she hurried down the tunnel toward a faint stream of light illuminating the exit. As she grew closer to the cave opening, tall trees silhouetted against a dark sky. A cool breeze caressed her gaunt skin. The moonlight’s reflection danced upon the glassy surface of a nearby river. Pine-scented air wafted into the cave, teasing the taste of freedom she could have once she paid the price to exit. 
Instead of fleeing from the cave opening, she slowed her pace and came to a stop within arm’s reach from the threshold. 
She took a single step forward. 
Wrought iron bars ejected up from the ground, sealing off her escape with an intricate gate of twisted pickets and speared railheads. “As expected.”
With a widened stance and a slight bend to her knees, she lifted her hands and hovered her grip around the vertical rods in front of her, careful not to touch the iron. 
She eyed two pewter rings, one on each hand. “This better work.” 
She latched onto the bars, grimacing as the iron scorched her skin.
“Blood sacrifice, release my damned soul.”

She screamed as barbed spikes erupted from the iron and impaled her hands. Resisting the temptation to jerk her arms away, she let out a strangled cry, fixed her gaze on the two rings, and completed the enchantment in its entirety. 
“Blood sacrifice, release my damned soul.

Open thy gate for War,

Unleash the Red Rider to patrol.”

As the spell had demanded, the iron siphoned her seeping blood into its bars like a syringe. Unable to stand on her own any longer, she collapsed against the gate, searing her skin in even more places. As the spike’s poisonous hold released her, she dropped to her knees, examining the punctures and charred skin on her hands. As the wounds healed and closed up, the iron gate disappeared. With a deep sigh of relief, she scrambled to her feet and took one step into the mortal realm.

A frigid hand with ice-blue skin clamped over her wrist and jerked her back into the tunnel. With a defiant snarl, she whirled around.
The pale green eyes of a demon glimmered as a smirk quirked upon his lips. Leathery navy-blue wings expanded behind him. Lightning splintered out of the icy shards of the stalagmites growing on his silver-blue crown.
Unruffled by his theatrics, she dug her heels into the ground, pulling in the opposite direction of her captor. He tugged her arm, reeling her closer to his body. With a hard yank, she slipped out of his grip, breaking their tension.  
He staggered backward into the tunnel as she toppled out of the cave’s mouth. 
Both watched in horror as one of the pewter rings flung off her finger, sailed high into the air, and plunged into the grassy lake embankment.
“No!” she cried. Not realizing her tattered threads had transformed into a soft pink silk grown, she sprang forward, entangling herself in the frilly hem of her dress. As she gathered the fabric in her arms and brushed her lush curls of buttery-yellow hair from her face right, the demon stepped out of the tunnel and crossed into the mortal realm.  
His form thawed, revealing tan skin and pale green eyes. Clad in a sporting riding suit of muted blues, he stalked forward with a scowl on his face. “Your feeble attempt to filch my rings is at an end.”
“They’re as much mine as yours,” she hollered, racing toward the shoreline. 
“Not in the slightest.” He extended his jaw and roared with such force that the ground trembled and the water of the lake sloshed over the over the embankment. 
With watery eyes, she skidded to a stop and covered her ears. As she backed away, he flicked his fingertips, firing shards of ice at her. Before she could react, the ring on her other hand warmed as a translucent shield appeared in front of her, melting the ice on impact.
Enraged, the demon reached up high, funneling the atmospheric energy into his hands. Mesmerized by his power, she stood rooted to the ground, only falling to her knees when a brilliant white light swooped in and pummeled the demon. 
An older gentleman dressed in a refined silk suit materialized from the dimming white light. The tendrils of his salt-and-pepper-colored hair billowed behind him as he strode over to the embankment and plucked the lost ring out of the long blades of grass. Pinching it between his fingers, he held it up, examined it, then turned his attention to the woman, who clambered to her feet and drew in a shuddery breath as their eyes met. 
His, full of pain. 
Hers, full of regret.  
“Run,” he demanded with an air of authority.
With trembling lips and eyes crinkling with silent gratitude, she sprinted away. 
“Damn you,” the demon snarled.
The man rounded on the demon. “’Tis been a while, has it not?” He danced the ring back and forth across his knuckles. “I see you have kept busy making this potent talisman.” 
“I have. And then she stole it from me.” Brows perched low and shoulders squared, the demon stepped forward. “Hand it back.” 
The older man shook his head, tsking at the demon. “A totem this powerful shall not be in the hands of someone with such ill intent.”
“Nor should it be in your hands either! You are just as fallen and disgraced as I.” 
The man nodded, pocketing the ring. “You are not wrong. But unlike you, I shall atone for my transgressions. And after seeing what you have created, it seems the time to start is now.” He fell to his knees and bowed his head. A golden aura shimmered around the outline of his body.
“Banish the demon, ascend thy soul—”

“Fool! Using the last of your powers on me? And banishing us both to our realms—think of your family!” 
The man’s head snapped up; his face screwed up in utter annoyance. “’Tis exactly what I’m doing. If it means keeping you away from this ring to ensure the safety of my family and the other magical beings in this realm, then I shall do whatever I need to do.” 
Once again, the man bowed his head, starting over. 
“Banish the demon, ascend thy soul—”

The demon balled his hand into a tight fist. “I will not be exiled!”
“Sacrifice to repent—”

The demon punched the ground, indenting it and cracking the soil. The jagged fissures filled with ice and grew across the ground like lightning.
“Guard magic, as above, so below.”

As the man repeated the chant, two wings of white and gold feathers sprouted out of his back, stretching wide and long.  
Cursing, the demon fell to his knees and recited a counterspell. 
“Summon thy name, break the chains that bind.

Pandora’s box opens,

Balance aflame, resurrect declined.”

The ice in the splintered ground melted as sulfuric fumes of gas seeped out. 
With the older man finishing his final chant, the demon spat out his spell a second time. Thick black smoke swirled out of the tunnel and snaked around the demon’s body, dragging him back to the entrance of the Underworld. But before he was completely across the cave’s threshold and locked out of the mortal realm, he sped through the final delivery of his counterspell. 
“You may have won the battle,” the demon growled, standing, and peering out beyond the iron bars at the older man, “but unlike you, I’ll be able to return and win the war.” 
The man opened his worn and tired eyes. “No one in their right mind will summon you, but if they should, you will never get the ring back. I shall use my last breath in this realm to be sure it is protected by a being with a pure heart.”
The demon barked out a laugh. “Good luck with that—by the looks of things, you have little time.” 
The man glanced over his body, watching the light from his aura fade as it funneled its energy toward a shimmery gold halo hovering above his head. 
“By the way,” the demon said with a smirk, “there is not one, but two rings. Eventually, I will get them both back.” He chuckled to himself. “I guess patience truly is a virtue.”
Ignoring the demon’s taunts, but unable to hide the anger that hardened his brow, the man took flight. He headed toward the shoreline and grazed his fingertips across the surface, orchestrating the ripples into a whirlpool. White and aquamarine-colored lights appeared, flittering and swirling through the water. He dove into the vortex and disappeared, as if he were swallowed whole by Charybdis herself. 
The demon strained to watch his foe through the iron gate. “Clever… Getting that ring back will be a bit of a challenge.” 
He turned his attention toward the woods. Narrowed his eyes on the area where he last saw his prey. “You may run and hide all you want, my darling,” he yelled through the bars, his voice booming across the land, “but at least water is off-limits to you, making it that much easier to take back what is mine!”
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  Chapter 1
Sterling

Long Beach, California                  March 23, 1989


The cabin door of  a Cessna airplane opened; its airstairs unfolding like a red carpet at a Hollywood premiere. From the doorway, Sterling Baxter slid on his Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses, overlooked the tarmac, and inhaled the salty sea air.
“Good to be home,” he said to himself. He raked his fingers through his sandy beach blond hair, popped the collar on his polo shirt, and disembarked the small aircraft. 
A young concierge agent stood at the bottom of the steps, eager to be of assistance. “Sir,” he said, gesturing for Sterling to follow him toward a parked ’85 Lamborghini Countach LP5000. The concierge opened the driver’s side door, which swung upward like scissors. With a ghost of a smile, the young man stepped aside, gesturing Sterling to enter. 
“Thank you, Xander.” Sterling placed one foot inside the footwell, contorted his body, and dropped onto the driver’s red leather seat. 
As he closed the heavy door with a hard yank, the passenger’s scissor door raised opened. Xander loaded the luggage, carefully tucking the pieces into the angular sports car to maximize the non-existent storage space. Once he had placed the last piece, Sterling reached across and handed the young man a hundred-dollar bill. 
With a respectful nod, the agent palmed the money and stuffed it into his pocket. “Thank you, Mr. Baxter—”
“Mr. Baxter? Didn’t realize Isidore, my brother, was still alive.”
“Sterling,” Xander said, catching his mistake. “Sue me. I haven’t seen you in a while. Hard to adjust when I use surnames to address everyone else.”  
Sterling flashed a toothy smile. “No harm—it’s nice to be reminded of my brother. He’d been a respected businessman and fully deserved that acknowledgement. I, on the other hand, am simply but a bored preppy who has not earned that designation.”  
Xander leaned inside the car, placing his hand on the dash. Thin lines of a black tattoo traced across his lightly tanned skin peeking out from beneath the wrist of his dress shirt. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, man.” 
Sterling averted his eyes, catching a glimpse of the similar tattoos snaking around each of his wrists. He shrugged and looked back up at Xander to steer the conversation in a different direction. “How’s your mother doing?” 
Xander’s brown eyes warmed with a grin, revealing a small gap in his front teeth. “Really good, actually. All healed up. Can’t even tell that she and my brother were in a car accident.”
“Fantastic. Do tell her I said hello.”
Xander nodded, shaking loose a dark strand of his slicked-back hair.
“And Theron? Is he back to work?” 
“Sure is. And looking forward to servicing all your vehicles again, now that you’re finally home.” 
Sterling chuckled. “Perfect. I bet he’s itching to customize that Wrangler I bought a few weeks before visiting the French Riviera for six months on a whim.” 
“Dude. He totally would.” Xander sighed and double-tapped the dash. “Better get on outta here.” He withdrew from the cabin’s interior, then dipped his head back inside. “Oh, and sir—Sterling?”
“Yes?” Sterling said as he clicked his seatbelt into place. 
“You really should give yourself more credit. Preppies don’t care about service workers.” 
Sterling’s heart sang with joyous warmth. He truly enjoyed the company of Xander and his brother—their relationship made Sterling feel like an older brother.
A role he had taken for granted once upon a time.  
“No, I suppose they don’t, do they?” 
“Catch you on the flip side,” Xander said with a wink and then closed the door, leaving Sterling alone with his thoughts. 
He turned the key, bringing the V12, 455-horsepower engine to life. Fully taking advantage of the empty runway, he rocketed to sixty miles per hour within five seconds. He was careful to refrain from the Countach’s top speeds of nearly two-hundred miles per hour, fearing the vibration of the high-performing vehicle would’ve dangerously shifted his luggage. 
Sure, he knew the low-slung exotic sports car had been an impractical choice to hold his lengthy six-foot-two frame and suitcases, but he had needed his car. 
Needed to revel in her beauty.
Needed to feel in control. 
Needed to feed the darker side of him that craved the rush of adrenaline. 
Needed to drown out the suffocating reality of his existence and the unnerving dread that sat in the pit of his stomach, forcing him to return home.  
Within thirty minutes of leaving the Long Beach airport, Sterling crossed the city limits into Rancho Palos Verdes. The small coastal town was situated upon the bluffs of a peninsula overlooking the Pacific Ocean. In the late seventies, Sterling had chosen this location to build his new home when he had been looking to escape the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles and spend his remaining days in a quiet spot. 
Well, that’s what he’d told himself. 
The hard truth had been that the location was close to Catalina Island. Even though ninety-nine percent of the population would believe Catalina was as peaceful as Rancho Palos Verdes, Sterling had other thoughts. 
Thoughts that made him want to set fire to the whole damn island if it meant he would never have to return and be caged again.
A place she—his employer? Ex-girlfriend? Co-conspirator? The Mastermind? The manipulative and spiteful bitch—had forced him to live in isolation, ripping away his independence. 
But, finally, after all the decades of shacking up with the Vindictive Viper, and begging her to allow him to live his own life, Aislinn had finally given him permission to find his own place.
As long as it had been within a certain distance to Catalina—for his own safety. 
By 1978, he had built his dream home in Rancho Palos Verdes on two acres in the gated equestrian community of Rolling Hills. The location had satisfied Aislinn’s desire to torture him by forcing him to view his island prison from the backyard, but it’d been far enough away from the water to keep his… temptations in check. 
Sterling maneuvered the exotic sports car through the winding road of Eastville Drive and turned onto a long driveway paved with red brick. Lampposts that resembled the gas lanterns of the late 1800s, an era he had been sentimental about, lined the driveway and connected to a circular motor court with a tiered fountain and rose bushes at the center. A sprawling white ranch-style home with an attached four-car garage sat at the head of the circular driveway. Off to the side was a barn used for his car collection. With the press of a remote button, the barn’s garage door opened, revealing his collection, his museum—a newer addition to his ranch.
He drove into the garage, passing his prized ‘63 Corvette Stingray Coupe with split rear windows—it’d been fresh off the factory line. He reversed-parked the Countach next to a ‘65 Ford Mustang GT Fastback, and closed the massive garage door. He unloaded his luggage, set it outside the regular-sized entrance door, grabbed a soft cloth and spray bottle from a nearby tool station, and wiped away any gunk lingering on the Countach’s exterior.
Once done, he switched out his supplies for a dry duster with a telescopic handle to clean away the six months of dust that had settled on each of his vehicles. “Sorry I was gone so long,” he said, running the duster over the hood of the ’55 Mercedes Benz.  
As if his cars were listening to him, he continued talking. “But the trip was a wild goose chase. Had some leads on that ‘52 Rolls Royce, but it never panned out.”
As he put away the duster at the tool station, he glanced at the empty parking space next to a ’78 Pontiac Firebird Trans Am with its iconic “screaming chicken” stylized phoenix decal on the hood. “I’m sure you’re all as disappointed as I am that we didn’t welcome home the Silver Dawn Drophead Coup. But don’t worry, ladies, I’ll find her. You know I always do.” 
With that, he exited the barn, gathered his luggage in a careful balance, and hiked up the pathway to the front doors of his home, hoping the worrisome feeling in his gut would finally go away once he entered. The feeling was a completely new experience for him, even when Her-Majesty-of-All-that-is-Evil had summoned him.
Hints of lemon wafted past his nose as he entered the foyer. He stopped and sniffed the air with a wide grin spread across his face. “A clean house is a happy home.” 
Along with the request for the Countach to meet him at the airport, he’d made sure his housekeeper readied his home after being locked up for so long. She’d drawn the curtains back, allowing natural light to fill the living room and highlighting the exposed wooden beams on the ceiling and the immense fireplace encased in stone. 
He shuffled across the dark-colored hardwood floors down the hallway toward his bedroom, dropping his luggage inside the entrance to his walk-in closet. He pushed opened the French doors leading to the rectangular pool and lush gardens in his backyard. On sunny and clear days, like today, he could see Catalina Island along the horizon of the Pacific Ocean. Sterling shuddered at the sight of it, turned on his heel, and headed back to the living room, on his way to the kitchen. 
But his eye caught an old black-and-white photo displayed in a silver frame on the wooden mantel. A photo he had passed by hundreds of times before. 
His stomach knotted as he looked at his family. Isidore, his much older brother, and Sophia Baxter, his sister-in-law, had adopted him when he’d been a few months old, raising Sterling as their own. Sadly, over eighty people, including his birth parents, had all perished in a train accident in Ohio after an iron bridge collapsed. Sterling had been one of the seventy-five people who’d plummeted into the Ashtabula River and survived. Back then, officials claimed the sling his mother had tucked Sterling into had safeguarded him, but upon seeing images of the horrendous accident, he’d always believed that something magical or spiritual had to have protected him on that fateful night. 
His eyes fell on the youngest boy in the photo—his nephew. Bennett, had been six years younger than him and had been more like a brother than Isidore, simply because of the age difference. He had adored Bennett, never succumbing to sibling rivalry, like some of his childhood acquaintances had. 
But all that had changed when Sterling committed an unthinkable act. 
Sterling’s hand reached up to the thin gold chain around his neck. With his thumb, he rubbed the stone pendant. On one side, it was colored with shades of blood red and pink with black veins creeping across it like overgrown vines. On the flip side, the stone was onyx-black and had veins of vibrant pink and blood-red channels. He remembered, in great detail, how the stone pendant with opposite sides had been the reason he’d abandoned his family without explanation. 
At twenty-two, he had fallen in love, and, surprise to him, Melantha had been a mermaid. Not just any mermaid, though, but the mermaid queen of the northeast realm of the Pacific Ocean. When his betrothed had told him about her secret identity, he hadn’t been all that shocked to have his beliefs of the magical world confirmed, especially since Sophia dabbled in the supernatural. 
But greed had filled his heart. Not satisfied with being an ordinary human, he had desperately wanted to be part of her world. But when his fiancé had told him of her plans to abdicate her kingdom and live on land with him as a mortal, he had been furious, not able to understand her reasons.
Enter: Aislinn, Melantha’s second-in-command. 
Aislinn had listened to his concerns and been there for him when his mermaid queen fiancé had refused to turn Sterling into a merman. She’d become his confidant when Melantha had become fixated on wild ideas to give up her magic and live like a mortal.  
After Aislinn found out that Melantha would not appoint her as the next queen, she promised Sterling that he could become a magical being if he helped prevent Melantha from appointing another.
He’d known better than to agree, but with Aislinn’s hypnotizing promises and his hunger for magic, he had found himself bewitched by Aislinn. 
Figurately and physically.
A black tattoo of a sharp dagger with an S-shaped crossguard and rune-like engravings along the blade had appeared on his left forearm. Delicate lines of a thorny vine etched upon his skin, snaking around the dagger, sweeping around his wrist a few times, and ending in the web between his thumb and index finger. A thin pink ribbon had knotted around a section of vine and the hilt of the dagger, neatly tying together a curse that had imprisoned him into doing Aislinn’s bidding. A similar vine tattoo appeared on his right wrist, minus the dagger, strengthening the spell placed upon him. 
His first mission had been to… handle Melantha. 
Moments before she’d cast the spell to give up her powers, the curse forced Sterling to retrieve the dagger from his tattoo and thrust it into her while she’d been on the deck of the Cliff House in San Francisco, killing her, but not quick enough. 
Melantha had reacted quickly and cast an ancient reincarnation incantation. The Guardian’s Spell broke the necklace that fueled her realm’s magic into five pieces, hiding each section across land and sea. Then, the queen’s loyal Guardian had one-hundred years to find her reincarnation and help her locate the stones to reclaim her throne. 
But before the pieces had completely disappeared, Sterling had snatched away the last piece, a red and pink stone with black veins, but as he claimed ownership over it, the backside of the stone had become the front side’s opposite, granting him, and The Monster within, immortality and a bit of magic, just as they each had always wanted. 
But the dual-sided stone had also shackled him to his sins. It had chosen his beloved nephew to be the queen’s Guardian, subjecting Bennett to a life full of loneliness and sentencing him to death if he should fail in collecting all the stones and locating the reincarnated queen before the spell came due.
Because of that, Sterling had a love-hate relationship with the pendant and often refused to use its magic as self-punishment for tangling Bennett up in his own mess.   
And to make matters worse, for the last ninety years, Aislinn had made sure that in no way, shape, or form could Sterling be in contact with his nephew or help him with his quest. But her threats hadn’t stopped Sterling. Through a friend, he’d been able to keep tabs on Bennett.
But now, it was that sickening dread twisting in his stomach that drew Sterling back home. Deep within him, he knew the swell of anxiety had to do with Bennett. Even though his nephew still had ten years to find the queen and restore her power before Aislinn officially became the new queen, the situation triggered his awareness.  
Something had wanted his attention. 
Sterling tore into the kitchen. Six months’ worth of mail had piled high on the Carrera marble countertops. He swept up handfuls of pieces, shuffling through catalogs, junk advertisements, offers, and overdue bills, until he found the piece of mail he’d hoped would be there. 
He ripped open the envelope and yanked out the ivory-colored letter. He cracked the yellow wax seal and unfolded the paper, noticing it had been dated from about two months ago. 
My dear friend, 
 I have tried calling on you, but you seem to be on another one of your journeys half-way across the world. I do hope this letter finds you well, whenever you decide to come home, which I wish will be sooner rather than later. 
 I am leaving the comfort of New Orleans and will be returning to San Francisco. I know we both have sordid pasts there, and had promised to stay away, but there has been an influx of my kind and the community needs me to cultivate a welcoming and wholesome environment, instead of letting them fall into the shadows. 
Well, as wholesome as a vampire can lead... 
Nevertheless, while there, I plan to declutter my mind and forgive myself and others for the events that happened there so long ago. I feel it would be good for you to overcome the self-hatred you harbor as well. We cannot keep running from our choices that lead us to be the men we are today, but, as always, I understand if you are not ready. 
If you should be interested in coming for a visit, I’ve purchased a home on Russian Hill, you know the one… I’m sure Ol’ Man Wilkins is rolling over in his grave knowing that his former black slave now owns his land. 
It truly brings a smile to my face. 
See how easy it is to let the past go and move on? 
But I digress, trying to avoid the real reason for my correspondence. 
Bennett has purchased a property in the Hollywood Hills and seems to be slinking around the University of Southern California under the guise of a grad student. From what I gather, he wants to teach there and is interested in being part of the history department. It is my belief that he has exhausted all his leads in finding the reincarnated queen. Even those pain-in-the-ass Atlantic-Tails have been staying away from him, probably also assuming that he has given up.
Unfortunately, I fear the impending one-hundred-year anniversary of Melantha’s death is looming over Bennett, and without any hope, he is planting roots to settle down and actually lead a somewhat normal life before his time comes. Perhaps it is what he deserves after all he has endure. I can step in and persuade him to keep looking, but I know how you’re afraid Aislinn will find out. I respect that, but time is ticking away, my friend. 
Ten years is a blink of an eye to immortals such as ourselves. 
Check in when you get a chance. 
Your oldest friend, 
Bram
Sterling crumpled the paper in his fist, then dropped it on the kitchen island. “Shit.” He spun around and marched into the living room to a dry bar behind his suede couch. He yanked open the cabinet, pulled out two new bottles of alcohol: whiskey and tequila. 
It’d been years since he drowned himself in the bottle—doing so caused an ugly side of him to rear its head and crawl out of the shadows. He uncorked the tequila, poured a double shot into a tall shooter, and hovered his hand around it, debating if his chosen vice was worth unlocking his inner demon. 
“Well, I suppose when your nephew has given up on achieving his goal that will allow Aislinn to unleash Pandora’s box, and your best friend has broken his promise to stay away from San Francisco, what better time than now to indulge in a drink or two.” He snatched the shot glass, downed it, followed it with a second double-shot, and this time, allowed himself to relish the afterburn.
His best friend and nephew both veered onto a life path that was not of their own choosing, but each learned to live with the hand they’d been dealt. 
Bram could take care of himself, but Bennett? He was utterly alone, and the blasted curse forbade Sterling from aiding his nephew. Whatever help he could give would most definitely require his traitorous best friend and all his vampire associates. It also meant he’d eventually have to break the promise to himself and return to San Francisco to get said help. 
“Dammit.” 
Conceding to his predicament and foregoing a glass, he lifted the bottle of whiskey to his lips. “But first, this.”
Right on cue, the potent drink awoke the edgy inner Monster he’d been so good at suppressing for the last several decades.  
Well, well… You must truly be desperate to come groveling back to me on your own accord, mate. 
“Unfortunately, I am, but before you start your shit, let me savor this bottle in silence.”
I’ve waited this long to be unlocked from the cage you built around me, why not another hour or so? 
“Ugh, fine!” Sterling drew in a long swig of the amber liquid, hoping it would quell the uneasy nerves burdening him and give him enough of a backbone to face the mayhem heading his way.






  
  Chapter 2
Imogen

Central Park                                          New York City,                           New York                                                        March 19, 1989


“Come on, girls,” Imogen  pleaded, “when are we ever going to get a chance to experience history like this again?” She held up a newspaper and showed her two friends a tiny article beneath a half-page advert from Saks Fifth Avenue. “Four-thousand-year-old mummies aren’t found every day.” 
A dark-skinned young woman with a thick and flowing braid lowered the latest edition of Life magazine and rolled her dark eyes at Imogen. “Oh, please. Human bodies are commonplace. Four-thousand isn’t even that old. Now, a sixty-million-year-old T-Rex? That isn’t found every day. Dig one of those bad boys up and not only would you get a much larger article in the paper, they’d probably name it after you… Can you imagine?” 
“You and those damn dinosaurs, Tamala,” Imogen mumbled, rustling the newspaper closed and plopping down on a park bench near the Alice in Wonderland sculpture in Central Park.
“What? They fascinate me.” 
“Dragons are fascinating,” said another friend, whose focus was on a ladybug crawling down the arm of her silk shirt.
“Yes, but they’re not as interesting since they’re fueled by magic and are still around, Yushin. The majority are on another plane of existence or are here, hidden by magical beings who’d never expose them to humans, thankfully. Dinosaurs, though? All gone. Roamed the land even before the gods did, I bet. It’d be bitchin’ if I unearthed one.”    
“You’ve helped make significant advances in paleontology,” Imogen said, crossing her leg over the other. “What are you complaining about?”  
“Males still heavily orient the field. And I wouldn’t be complaining if those egotistical front-runners actually let me help more.” 
Imogen narrowed her eyes on her friend, trying to figure out the root of her problem. “Is—is this about the boys of the Bone Wars who wouldn’t include you in the race to discover dinosaurs because you were a woman?” 
“Totally,” Tamala said, licking the end of her middle finger and flipping the page of her magazine over with a hard swipe. “And maybe if they’d let me be a part of it, they wouldn’t have lost their reputations, their money, and died all alone.” 
“Okay, that, like, happened a hundred years ago,” Imogen said as she rubbed her forehead, not understanding how her most level-headed friend could be so mental. 
“Probably time to let that grudge go, T,” Yushin said as she placed the ladybug on some foliage and gave Tamala a pointed look with her flaming-red lips and thin brows.  
“Let’s focus on the now,” Imogen said before Tamala could retort. “There isn’t a dinosaur to unearth, so let’s check out this Egyptian mummy, which is just as curious and interesting, since most were lost to grave robbers.” 
“Why do you think it’s so easy to pop on over to Egypt and sneak into a guarded, if not locked down, location to see a mummy? Where do you get your wild ideas from?” Tamala said, burying her nose in her magazine. 
Imogen’s cheeks warmed in frustration. A strand of her honey-brown hair fell across her face, hiding the reddening of the fair-colored skin that she’d inherited from Scandinavian descendants. Not being able to hide her feelings beneath her rosy cheeks was the only reason she’d never make a skilled poker player. 
“How many times have we had a conversation like this, Tamala? We’re magical beings and can do whatever we want.” 
“When are you going to take off those rose-colored glasses, Imogen?” Yushin asked. “Things aren’t always easy-peasy. There are consequences, good or bad, to every action and choice we make.”
“Geez, Yushin… you’re sounding like Tamala. I’ll deal with my consequences when I need to, but I am a firm believer that we shouldn’t worry as much and need to take life by the horns and go along for the ride.” 
From behind the magazine, Tamala gave a heavy sigh. “And this is why I’ve ended up in jail with you.” She peeked over the top. “Twice.” 
Imogen batted her long lashes at her friend. “And enjoyed yourself both times. Especially when you and the second arresting officer ended up dating for a while.” 
“What are we talking about?” said a young woman walking up to them, clad from head to toe in acid-washed denim and carefully balancing hot dogs and drinks in her arms. 
“Tamala and the officer,” Imogen replied, jumping up to help her friend with their food. 
“Oh, yeah. She had fun with him,” the young woman said as she handed out the hot dogs. “Until he wanted to settle down and have kids.” 
“Should’ve taken him up on that offer. Then I wouldn’t be having a ridiculous debate about popping over to Egypt to check out a four-thousand-year-old mummy that was found by some Egyptologists yesterday.” 
“It’s an adventure,” Imogen said as she stuffed her face with a huge bite. With a napkin, she wiped mustard from the tip of her nose. “Besides, it’ll give us something interesting to do.”
The girl in the acid wash sat down on the step next to Yushin. “Most definitely,” she said, tightening her high-pony tail held up by a neon-orange scrunchie. “It’s not like mummies are found every day!”  
“Thanks, Nephele,” Imogen said with her mouth full, then swallowed the remaining bit. “Glad we’re in agreement.”
“As long as I’m back before brunch tomorrow because there is, like, no way I’m missing that spread at the Plaza,” Nephele said, taking a sip of soda. 
“Look, it seems… exciting,” Tamala said, tossing her trash into the waste bin near the bench. “But Imogen, think about that kind of long-distance travel with the three of us. It’ll drain you.” 
Imogen looked up at the early evening sky. Moon-based beings, such as Freshwater-Tails, drew the strength of their magic from the phases of the moon. Full moons offered the strongest magic whereas a new moon provided little substance. And because they energized their magic from the moon, silver-colored scales blended in with the other color, or colors, associated with their magic. 
“It’s a waxing gibbous. There’s plenty of energy coming from it,” Imogen said. “Plus, there’s a waterfall nearby, which will boost my energy even more—it’ll make it easy for us to get there and back.”
“There’s a waterfall in Central Park?” Yushin asked. 
Imogen nodded. “In the North Woods—it’s called the Ravine.” 
Her job as a Freshwater Aquamarine-Tail had been to magically teleport non-Aquamarine Tails to and from freshwater rivers and lakes all around the globe. Because all Aquamarines needed to have traveled extensively to teleport to a destination, they would’ve first visited the location in order to picture it in their mind, gifting the Aquamarine-Tails with extensive geographical knowledge. 
For the Freshwater-Tails, there were seven Freshwater kingdoms, one on every continent, and each ruled by a king or queen. Within those kingdoms, there were realms that were connected to each other by The Ozil, a central hub inside a magical plane of existence. Each Ozil had a portal that connected the realm’s major river and lake, making it easy to travel between realms. 
Pure-tails, such as herself, were rare, but they could go the furthest distance, cross into other kingdoms, and transport any number of Tails, if needed, whereas Aquamarines that were mixed-tails could only teleport within the kingdom.  
Regardless, all Aquamarine-Tails needed to have traveled extensively because in order to teleport to a destination, they would have had to have first visited the location in order to picture it in their mind and control their magic to take them there. 
Having knowledge of the geography and cultures was important, since they’d often ended up as guides for traveling Tails. Imogen had always imagined that if she had been a Landwalker, her equivalent profession would be some kind of mix between a travel agent, an international pilot, and a city guide.
Tamala looked at the others, then back to Imogen. “I’m going to end up in an Egyptian jail, aren’t I?”
Imogen squealed with delight, jumped up in excitement, and wrapped Tamala in a hug.
“We'd better leave now if we plan on being back in time for brunch tomorrow,” Nephele said, collecting the remaining trash from her friends and throwing it away. 
“Follow me,” Imogen said as she led her friends down the pathway. “It’s about a forty-five-minute stroll through the park.” 
As they made their way around Turtle Pond, they bypassed an older couple perusing the Central Park map on a sign.  
“There’s so much to see here,” the man said. 
His wife lowered her glasses and let them dangle from an eyeglass chain looped around her neck. “It’s so overwhelming. Maybe we should go.” 
Imogen stopped. “Hang on,” she said, directing her friends to wait as she walked over to the couple. Even though the color of her tail dictated her job was with the mermaid travel industry, she’d truly enjoyed helping others discover the world. Especially when the thrill came from guiding mortals who had no idea that they were not only talking to a walking encyclopedia, but to an actual mermaid. 
“You really should use two days to take in all the activities and sites here,” Imogen said, surprising the couple with her appearance between them. “But if you’re pressed for time, I suggest strolling through the flowering trails in the Shakespeare Garden or even visiting Belvedere Castle to get a nice overview of the park. I hear both are romantic locations.” 
The man and woman looked at one another, then smiled. “Those sound lovely,” the woman said.
“Just continue on that main path there and you’ll come across it,” Imogen said, offering them a wink and a smile. 
“Thank you for the suggestions, my dear. We appreciate it,” the man said, then scooted along with his wife at his elbow. 
“That was sweet of you,” Tamala said, standing next to Imogen.
“Well, you know, gotta’ balance my wildness with some good deeds.”
“I may give you a hard time, but it’s only because being a Green-Tail makes me a rule follower,” Tamala said, looping her arm through Imogen’s as they continued north. “You do more good deeds than anyone I know, and I’ve known you for a very long time. You don’t have to pay karma back for your wild ambitions. It’s okay to have a bit of an adventurous spirit, especially since your ideas come from your heart.”
“Thanks,” Imogen said with a thin smile, but no matter how much she wanted to believe Tamala, Imogen had to keep her actions in balance. As a pure-tail, she felt she had to pay that price, or people would discover that she wasn’t exactly the pure Aquamarine she portrayed, but a half-breed—a secret that could jeopardize her and her mother’s status and duty in the magical community.  
But being a half-breed wasn’t the issue. It was what she was.  
“I hear it,” Nephele shouted, running past Imogen and Tamala, unable to resist the call of a waterfall. “Hurry up!” 
Giggling, the girls took off and followed Nephele until she came to a hard stop at the edge of the small lagoon surrounded by soaring trees, people lounging on large boulders, and a cascading waterfall. “It’s so small,” Nephele said. “A tall person could practically reach from one end of the pond to the other.” 
Imogen placed her hands on Yushin's shoulders. “True, but it will work.” She leaned in to whisper in her friend’s ear. “Just get these people away from here.” 
As Imogen stepped back, Yushin’s eyes frosted over with a pink glaze. One by one, each human turned their attention away from the water, allowing Imogen and her friends to climb inside the lagoon and seamlessly transform into their mermaid counterparts. Unlike the Oceanic-Tails, Freshwater-Tails were relatively tiny. They still looked like typical mermaids, only they were much smaller and could adjust their proportions, depending on the size of the body of water they swam in.
At the moment, they each were about the size of a coy fish.
Imogen’s silver scales were a collage of aquamarine, turquoise, and teal-blue hues. She swam to Nephele, a mixed-tail with a range of blue shades between her silver and snow-white scales. She grabbed Yushin’s hand, paddled to beneath the waterfall, and connected with Tamala, a green and brown mixed-tail. 
Imogen drew in a deep breath and blew out a stream of bubbles, concentrating on The Nile River in Cairo. Flittering lights of aquamarine rained upon them as a whirlpool swirled around them, faster and faster, until an underwater funnel sucked them up into a glowing portal, teleporting them out of the water.






  
  Chapter 3
Imogen

Giza, Egypt                                                   March 20, 1989


Teleporting to a different  body of water always adjusted the body size of Freshwater-Tails. For Imogen and her friends, translocating to the famous Nile stretched them out from the length of a coy fish to the size of an average mortal female. But the change in body proportions wasn’t the only issue with translocating across the Atlantic. 
Yushin moaned and squeezed her eyes shut as her body sank down into the mucky river bottom. 
Nephele hiccupped as Tamala slumped over a nearby rock. 
Imogen touched Tamala’s tail, hoping to give her some comfort from the effects of teleporting. It never bothered Aquamarines, but it always tested her passengers in different ways. 
“We traveled far; give yourselves a minute,” Imogen cooed. 
Even though the travel didn’t bother Imogen, the surge of moon and waterfall magic dwindling away like the last bits of sand falling through an hourglass drained her. She didn’t want to tell them, but if she had to use another exorbitant amount of magic to see the mummy, they wouldn’t be making it back to brunch on time.  
“Where exactly do we need to go?” Nephele asked between her hiccups. 
“They said the mummy was found in a pit near the Great Pyramid of Giza. I put us close to the Nile Hotel—it’s about a twenty-five-minute cab ride to the pyramids.” 
“Assuming we can catch a taxi at one o’clock in the morning,” said Tamala.  
“I’ll go check on Yushin,” Nephele said, diving toward the riverbed. 
The hull of a large boat passed above them, stirring the water. “Not sure if you realized,” Tamala said, sitting up, “but the river is buzzing with life. I don’t know if Yushin will have the energy to distract everyone so we can get out of here unnoticed.” 
Imogen waved away her friend’s concerns. “Even if she’s not, it’s early and mortals will be too busy doing their own thing to be worried about four gorgeous women stepping out of the river. Relax, this is an easy in and easy out trip.” 
In less than two hours, they’d hitched a ride with some workers leaving their posts at the docks and were dropped off in front of the pyramid’s ticketed entry, which remained closed until seven o’clock. They passed kiosks that housed shops and facilities, ignoring the signs that warned about trespassing. They followed a concrete path beneath an outdoor corridor that led to the giant pyramids looming in the distance. 
Imogen froze. She caught Tamala’s wrist and sniffed the air. 
“What?” Tamala asked. 
“Smells musky. And… earthy—shit.” 
The sound of metal being dragged across the concrete slab echoed through the corridor. Muscular men stepped out of the shadows. 
“Incapable of reading the sign?” asked the one dragging the metal piece behind him. 
“Werewolves,” Imogen whispered between her tightened lips. 
“Lycans,” the man replied, slapping a metal bat in the palm of his opposite hand. 
Great, Imogen thought to herself. Wolves that can change at will instead of being reliant on the moon are so much worse.
“Same difference,” Imogen snapped, adding an insult as fuel to the fire. 
“Run!” Tamala shouted, dragging Imogen with her as she sprinted off. 
“Where to?” Nephele cried out from behind them. 
“The Nile! Wolves don’t swim well, and don’t have a chance against us in water,” Yushin answered as she raced by the other three. When a massive wolf leapt over them, Yushin skidded to a stop as the creature landed in front of her.  
He growled, exposing his sharp incisors. Drool dribbled from his muzzle as he locked eyes with Yushin, daring her to move first.  
A flickering orb of green light soared through the air, hitting the wolf on its flank. He yelped, dipped his snout, and looked beyond Yushin at Tamala, who reached below the collar of her shirt, swiped at the tattoo on her collarbone, and conjured a longsword in her hand. Like a knight, she stepped in front of the other three girls with a body shield appearing on her arm. 
“Is that all you've got?” the wolf growled.
“Whoa,” Imogen said. She knew lycans changed into wolves at will, but she had no idea they could talk while in wolf-form. 
Tamala pointed the tip of her sword at the wolf. Tiny chocolate-brown lights twinkled around her hand. She fluttered her fingers and sent a wave of magic over to the wolf, who breathed them in through his snout. “There, there, doggy. Nice and easy. Sit.” 
The wolf shook his head, dazed, but followed her command and sat. 
“You don’t have enough magic to control all of us,” said a voice from behind them. 
Imogen turned her head to see a pack of wolves stalking toward them. At the center, a white artic wolf with hazel-gold eyes led the pack. 
“He’s right,” Imogen said.
“An easy in and easy out trip, eh, Imogen?” Tamala whispered, lifting her hands above her head as her weapons disappeared. 
“All right. I’ll admit it’s been a bust and we should never have come,” Imogen stated as the lycans closed in around them, transforming from wolf to man. 
“Silence!”
Trying to conjure a new plan, Imogen glared at the burly men circling around them. Being entrapped by lycans created a trifecta of problems. They were mighty gorgeous with their sculpted physiques and hard to resist with their hypnotizing eyes. But mostly, it was because they had a magical enzyme in their saliva that quelled the magic of others, giving them full control of that being, for a short while, at least. 
It’s what made them great lawmen, military personnel, and undercover security muscle who guarded a four-thousand-year-old mummy.  
“We were obviously expecting some grave robbers to show up to the site, but never did we imagine it being a group of American Betties,” said a young man whose fitted black t-shirt was so tight against his bulging muscles, Imogen couldn’t help but imagine how he put it on without ripping it. 
“Especially mermaid Betties,” said another who held Yushin against his body and examined the small, pink water lily tattoo imprinted on her wrist. 
“Ew, get your puppy breath off me,” Nephele cried. She squirmed as another lycan ran his tongue down the side of her neck. 
“They’re only doing their job,” Imogen said. Her own captor, an older man with peppered-colored hair, and was no less built than the younger guys, gripped her upper arm and dragged his tongue over the aquamarine-colored water lily tattoo on her wrist.  
“I knew we’d end up in jail,” Tamala mumbled, subdued by another lycan who looked more like his wolf counterpart with his thick beard and shaggy haircut.   
“This one here thinks they’re going to jail,” the lycan holding Tamala said. “But I think we should handle them our way.” 
Behind her, the pack of other lycans chuckled. 
They had all known the risk, but Imogen was the one to blame. She didn’t want her friends to suffer because of her irrational ideas. Mortal police were easier to handle. Lycans on the other hand… 
Not able to come up with a plan of escape, she decided to address the situation in the best way she knew how: a simple, yet genuine apology. 
“Ana asfah,” she said, looking up at the older man who clutched her arm so tight that it was as if she had a tourniquet wrapped around it.
The man’s dark brow arched up, clearly surprised at her apology, and in Arabic, no less. 
“Samehni,” she continued, asking for his forgiveness.
“Esmik eh?” he asked, his voice low and deep. 
“Imogen.” 
“Take them to the Jeeps,” the older man directed to his pack. “I need a moment with Imogen.” 
Obeying their Alpha, the group of men took off with Imogen’s friends in tow. The older man turned his attention to Imogen and released her arm. “You are not like your friends.” 
“Well, it’s easier for Aquamarine-Tails to learn multiple languages because we travel quite a bit. I try to make it a point to learn simple conversation in the regions I visit the most.” 
The man shook his head. “Not exactly what I meant.” He circled her. Sniffed her neck. Examined her with narrowed eyes and then stopped in front of her. “What are you?”
For the first time since getting caught, Imogen’s stomach dropped, and her mouth ran dry. She knew he was referring to that other part of her. 
“I… uh—I’m just a mermaid, sir.” 
“Hmpf.” He scratched at his goatee-covered chin. “Whatever you are, you realize my influence over you isn’t quite working, right?” 
Imogen shrugged her shoulders, not sure what he wanted her to say. “I mean, I can feel the tingle of your magic within me.” 
The man’s head snapped back as he barked out a chuckle. “A tingle? Saahiba, when a wolf uses his magic on another magical being, it should be ice in your veins—we literally freeze the magic within you.” 
Imogen chewed on that thought. She had been detained by wolves, or lycans, before and had done what they demanded, but now that she truly thought about it, had she simply complied with their requests and not actually been forced by their own brand of magic?  
“I can see you are as confused as I am, but I suspect that you have some idea of the reasoning behind this puzzling anomaly. You should return home and figure out that part of you.” 
Hopeful, Imogen looked into his eyes. “Home?”  
“With the caveat that you and your friends never try to do anything so foolish and illegal like this again. Wait until you can visit the museum like the rest of the world. And if it’s an adventure you’re looking for, try skydiving.” 
A heart-felt smile spread across her face, warming her heart. This turn of events was even more than she had dared to hope for. “Iss-mak eh?” 
“Ardeth.” 
“Shookrun, Ardeth,” she said, giving him a slight bow of her head. “You have my word that I will not do something so careless and disrespectful again. And I will stop dragging my friends into my manic ideas.” 
He looked down his nose at her, contemplating her sincerity.
Her carefree nonsense could have cost her and her friends their lives—she should’ve known better. Even though she had been alive since the mid-Renaissance era, and was nearly five-hundred years old in the magical community, she was but only twenty-five in the mortal world and behaved as such. Worse was that, technically, she should be fifty years-old, and more responsible, but her dual lineage had slowed her aging down by half.
A secret that not even her friends knew.  
It pained her to admit, but she had to curb her unhinged behavior in favor of more mature decisions, especially in this day of age. Getting away with things had changed over the centuries. The ease of using magic to get what you wanted had become increasingly harder in the modern world. No longer did magical beings hide the way they once had. 
And by the look on Ardeth’s face, he knew the truth as much as she had: getting caught by lycans had been the kick in the tail she needed to finally get her shit together. 
Satisfied with Imogen’s promise, Ardeth looped his arm through hers, guiding her away from the ancient burial site. “Come, let us go save your friends from my hungry pack.” 
The muscles in her neck and back released the tension she had been holding. Grateful for the chance he’d given her, she smiled up at her newest ally and friend. 
Perhaps his magic had worked on her more than they both had thought, for nobody else in all her years, not even her mother, had made her want to change her ways. 
Or maybe you simply remember what it's like having a father figure in your life again, and you don’t want to disappoint him. 
Whatever the reason, Imogen couldn’t wait to get home and share her breakthrough with her mother.






  
  Chapter 4
Sterling

Rancho Palos Verdes, California                                                 March 24, 1989


It’s amazing how the  mind can sense another person, particularly if you’re in tune to both your body and surroundings. As someone who had lived alone for the past eleven years, Sterling had become hyperaware of both those things. Even after a day of travel and a night of drowning his sorrows in liquor, Sterling had sensed someone hovering over him. In any other circumstance, he would’ve jerked up, ready to attack his intruder, but he already knew who was there. 
He lay face down, diagonally stretched across his made-up bed, clad only in boxers. The mid-morning sun streamed in from the wooden blinds, warming him. “Get out of my house,” he warned through gritted teeth and a parched mouth. 
He wasn’t entirely sure if the pounding in his head was from his hangover, or the sudden onset of stress of Her being in his bedroom.
“I need your help,” said a sultry voice with a hint of an Irish accent.  
Groaning, he rolled onto his side, sat up, and planted his feet on the plush rug beneath his bed. “There are other ways of summoning me back to your command. No need for you to make a house call,” he said over his shoulder.
“It’s serious.”
He reached for the glass of water on his bedside table. Next to it were three ibuprofen. “It’s always serious with you, Aislinn.” He popped the medicine into his mouth, lifted the rim to his lips, and gulped down the water.  
“Sterling.” 
Something in the Blonde Devil’s voice gave him pause. He set the glass down and twisted his head around to look into her blue doe-eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
“Just past midnight, an oil tanker struck Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound near Alaska. Millions of pounds of crude oil have poured into the sea.” 
Chills spread down his back and arms. Goosebumps peppered his arms with goosebumps. 
A catastrophe of unspeakable measures.
“Jesus,” he said, running a hand through his rumpled hair.
“It’s one of the worst man-made disasters I’ve ever seen, Sterling. All the Tails in the northeast realm are up there, trying to help those idiot Landwalkers clean up the mess, but there aren’t enough of us, nor do we have adequate strength in magic. The death of wildlife is… I can’t even estimate it right now. I’ve reached out to some of the neighboring kingdoms, even Takahiro’s, and you know how I can’t stand him, but we need all the help we can get.” 
Sterling stood. “What do you need me to do?” 
“Recruiting. We need to reach out to the Freshwater-Tails in the area for help. Though they can’t swim in the ocean water, they can clean the shoreline, take care of the fauna found on land, and help guide the Landwalkers in clean-up efforts. Specifically, I need Aquamarines—they can quickly help transport others. All Tails need to meet me on the thirty-first at Port Valdez in Alaska to be invited into my realm and assigned their duties.” 
Sterling blew out a puff of air as The Monster stirred with interested curiosity. Still feeling the effects of intoxication, he was mentally too weak and unable to subdue the darker side of him. 
This seems interesting, ol’ boy—she hasn’t needed us in a while.
If he would’ve known she’d be visiting, he never would’ve drunk himself into a stupor, awakening The Monster. He stood and padded toward the en suite bathroom, with her following close behind him.
“You want me to travel to all sorts of lakes and rivers near the Alaska area, find some Tails, and convince them to come help clean an oil spill that isn’t affecting them?”
Seems like a grand ol’ time, mate.  
Ignoring The Monster, he turned the faucet on inside an oversized shower with stone walls and a pebbly floor. He whirled around and glared at her. “And do all of this within seven days and without killing any of them? Or have you forgotten that you turned me into a stark raving psychopath with an uncontrollable desire to kill mermaids when I’m in their presence? Except for you, of course.” 
She batted her lashes. 
The audacity. 
“Your presence alone will force them to come and help. And if not, I expect you to remind them you’re a killer, lad, then remind them of who I am and what I’ll do if they refuse to help an Oceanic-Tail.” 
Sterling huffed. It’s not like he didn’t want to help. He truly did. But having him, someone who couldn’t help but want to kill mermaids, wasn’t a smart choice. But then again, that was exactly her plan.
The Monster, on the other hand, grew excited with the prospect of killing… practically salivated. 
“How am I supposed to find them, anyway?”
“You’re an immortal being with powers. Use the magic that comes from the queen’s pendant that you stole and now own. Besides, Freshwater-Tails are children of the moon and love to play their musical instruments beneath it. Listen for their music and you’ll find them. Best if you deliver my message with… vigor.”
“Vigor? You mean use intimidation and force.”
Back in action—brilliant!
Sterling did his best not to roll his eyes at The Monster’s elation.  
With a carefree attitude, Aislinn lifted her shoulder in a lazy shrug. “The twins will fly you up to the Canadian and Alaskan area. Use The Raven to reach the rivers and lakes. I have already given them a list of locations.”
“Why can’t Sefarina do this? She’s the one who can teleport from one location to another. Even if it is on land and her magic isn’t strong, she’d still be quicker than me.” 
Aislinn’s brow arched up as she gave him a look that could kill if she so desired. He’d known he had pushed her too far the instant he suggested the alternative. 
“She’s busy taking endangered Tails to a safer location,” she snapped. “I have nobody else to come and help with this mess, and if it doesn’t get rectified, there may be no kingdom by the time all is said and done, if you get my drift, lad.”
She stepped closer to him. 
Stalked, really. 
“For the past decade, you’ve been out gallivanting around the world, playing with your fancy cars, keeping yourself secluded on this ranch, and doing whatever you want. For the most part, I’ve left you alone, but right now, it’s time to do exactly what I ask.” 
“And if I don’t?” 
“Try not to forget that I don’t need to ask you to do anything,” she said, slipping a crumpled piece of paper out of her pocket. 
But not any crumpled piece of paper; an ivory-colored letter with the remains of a yellow wax seal.  
He should’ve burned the letter from Bram before he’d fallen into a drunken stupor. He should’ve known she’d show up, unannounced, the moment he returned home. Sterling clenched his jaw at his terrible miscalculation.
Like holding a cigarette, she held the letter between her fingers, taunting him. “I quite fancy a visit to San Francisco. It’s been much too long, don’t you think?”
Sterling plucked the letter from her fingers. She could do what she wanted to Sterling, but he would be damned if she did anything to his friend. 
“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “But any blood spilled will not be on my hands.” 
It shall be on mine, though—exactly as I want it. 
Sterling curled his fingers into a fist, further crumpling the letter from his friend. 
“Well, if you do your job correctly, Dr. Jekyll, then you’ll only be in their presence for a few moments. And if Mr. Hyde should be unleashed…” She shrugged her shoulder. “Then that’s their fault for not heeding your warning.”
I love it when she calls me Mr. Hyde…  
Wanting terribly to retort The Monster’s twisted replies, he simply gave his head a slight shake. “You have no care for anyone, do you?”
She gawked at him. “Oh, that’s right. I’m only trying to save this realm and all the life around it, but no, I don’t care.” 
“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” he mumbled, slipping his fingers through the band of his boxers. “Mind if I have some privacy to get cleaned up?” 
She smiled, tucking away the mask of the psychopath that truly lay beneath the person he once thought of as beautiful and kind. The smell of the sea wafted off her, intoxicating him. A pink water lily necklace dipped into the top of her cleavage. “Oh, come on now, it’s not like I haven’t seen all of that before. Or have you forgotten that you once loved me?”
Still do…
Sterling held back from gagging as acid reflux crept up into his throat. “Infatuated. Never loved.” He turned away from her false seductions, kicked off his boxers, and stepped into the hot shower.
“Keep lying to yourself,” she said, entering his closet, “but I know you still have fantasies about me.”
Absolutely.  
“You’re right, I do,” Sterling said, squeezing the life out of the shampoo bottle and dropping a palm-sized dollop into his hand. “I dream of the day when I can slowly and mercilessly drain you of every ounce of your blood and soul, as you have done to me for ninety damn years.” 
Silence. 
Whether she was ignoring him or had left the room, he didn’t care—he could wrap up his shower and other bathroom necessities in private. 
By the time he finished, the ibuprofen had subdued his headache and quieted The Monster. Padding into the bedroom with a towel around his waist, he noticed a packed duffel bag on the ground next to his bedroom door. Aislinn sat on the edge of his bed, with her long legs crossed over one another, barking orders into the antique rotary phone on his bedside table. 
From the sound of her directives, it had been to someone in charge of getting the cargo plane and The Raven, a helicopter, ready for departure. By the time he finished packing his toiletries and dressed, she stood at the bedroom door with his bag. 
Out front, Xander waited next to a black Cadillac DeVille. Aislinn swung the duffel bag off her shoulder and tossed it to the young man, who then loaded it into the sedan’s trunk.  
“The chauffeur will take you to the airport since there isn’t time for you to decide which one of your precious vehicles you want to drive,” she said as she walked to her red convertible Mercedes 560SL that was parked behind the Cadillac. 
“Ready, Sterling?” Xander asked, opening the back door of the luxury land yacht.
Aislinn whirled around. “Sterling? It’s Mr. Baxter to you, lad.” 
Xander lowered his eyes as a hint of pink crept up his neck to his cheeks. “My apologies.” 
“It’s fine,” Sterling said, hating that she had made the kid, his friend, feel bad. “Let’s go so I can get this over with.” 
As Sterling moved to get inside the back seat, Aislinn grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Stop sulking. An easy favor for me is all I ask. Then you’re free to lead the life you want.”
Her favor was far from easy, but he was done arguing with her. He gave her a slight nod of his head. 
She smiled, but there was no light in her eyes. “It’s a blessing, really.” She placed a chaste kiss on his cheek and turned away. “See you in a week.” 
Sterling slid into the back seat. As Xander shut the door, he wiped the feel of her kiss away with the back of his hand. 
“A blessing?” He scoffed. “More like a goddamn curse.”
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KINGDOM |

PACIFIC TAILS RECURRING CHARACTERS

Bennett Baxter: [BEN-it] Blessed [BAK-ster] Baker.
Professor and immortal guardian to the mermaid queen.

Melantha:[meh-LAN-tha] Dark flower. Purple-Tail. Mermaid
queen of the Pacific Ocean’s northeast realm.

Zoe: [ZOH-ce] Life. College student. Reincarnated mermaid queen.

Aislinn: [ASH-lin] Vision. Oceanic Pink-Tail. Interim
queen of the Pacific Ocean’s northeast realm.

Farah: [FAIR-ah] Joy. Oceanic Yellow-Tail with a vampire boyfriend.
Lilith ‘Lil’: [LIL-ith] Belonging of the night.
Demon. Best friend to Bennett.

Sophia: [so-FEE-uh] Wisdom. Clairvoyant. Bennett’s mother.

FRESHWATER TAILS MAIN CHARACTERS

Sterling Baxter: [STER-ling] Little star. [BAK-ster]
Baker. Immortal and uncle to Bennett.

Imogen: [IM-uh-jin] Maiden. Aquamarine-Tail.

Amadeus: [ah-mah-DAY-us] One Who Loves God.
Romantic interest.

Bram: [BRAM] Father to many. Vampire.
Elisabeth: [ih-LIZ-uh-buhth] Pledged to God. Red-Tail.
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FRESHWATER TAILS SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

Xander: [ZAN-der] Defender to men.
Shape-shifter. Theron’s younger brother.

Theron: [THAIR-on] Hunter. Shape-shifter. Xander’s older brother.
Laszlo: [LAZ-loh] Glorious ruler. Dhampir. Twin to Vladimir.
Vladimir: [vlah-DEE-meer] Ruler of the world. Dhampir. Twin to Laszlo.
&

Delphine: [del-FEEN] Dolphin. Aquamarine-Tail.
Tamala: [THAIR-on] Dark Tree. Green & Yellow Mixed-Tail.
Yushin: [YOO-shin] Brave Mind. Pink & Brown Mixed-Tail.
Nephele: [NEH-feh-lee] Cloud. Blue & White Mixed-Tail.
Thuy: [TWEE] Water: Aquamarine & Yellow Mixed-Tail.
King Milos: [MEE-lohs] Gracious. Purple-Tail.
Nahla: [NAH-lah] Drink of water. Translucent-Tail
%)

Cerise: [suh-REEZ] Cherry. Red-Tail. Elisabeth’s mother.
Irvin: [UR-vin] Sea fiiend. Mortal. Elisabeth’s father.
Mateo: [may-TAY-oh] Gifi of God. Lycan. Elisabeth’s boyfriend.
o)

Nestor: [neh-STOH-reh] Traveler. Spritual being.
Ardeth: [AR-deth] One full of passion. Lycan.
Ninah: [NEE-nah] Grace. Mother to Dax & Ren.

Dax: [Sound like STACKS] Leader. Twin to Ren.

Ren: [Sounds like PEN] Clever: Twin to Dax.

;)

Lady of the Lake: Arthurian Legend.

Lorelei: [LOR-uh-lye] Alluring enchantress.
Aquamarine/Purple Mixed-Tail.

Christoph ‘Mr. Halloween’: [KRIS-toff] Christ-bearer:
Orange, Yellow, White Mixed-Tail Cousin to Dieter.
Dieter ‘Mr. Christmas’: [DEE-ter] Army of the people.
Green & Red Mixed-Tail. Cousin to Christoph.

e )

Aubrette: [aw-BRET] Fair ruler. Fairy.

Rosetta: [roh-ZET] Little rose. Fairy.

Sidney: [SID-nee] Wide water meadow. Fairy.

Zuri: [THAIR-on] Beautiful. Fairy.

Belle: [THAIR-on] Beautiful woman. Fairy.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a New Adult urban fantasy adventure. Please take note of the triggers,

themes, and tropes—your mental health matters; take care of you.

TRIGGERS:
Death of a parent (on and off page), grief, murder (on page massacre), general
mayhem, graphic violence (blood & gore), harassment, torture, assault,
swearing, depression, demons (real and inner), abductions, PTSD,
enslavement, confinement, suicide, hallucinogens, anxiety, panic attacks,
alcohol consumption, intrusive thoughts, stalking, and trespassing.

THEMES:
Navigating the gray areas between black and white, betrayal,
duality/twins/doubles, accepting and loving oneself, following your
dreams/beliefs/faith, and finding inner strength.

TROPES:
Cat & mouse, journey across mythical and real locations, magical artifact,
banter & wit, the 90s, morally gray characters, hidden identities, assassin-to-
lover romance, unlikely allies, mythical creatures, dual PoV, bro-friends,

found family, pop culture references.

Please take note that all maps and art are drawn by me, which means there are
imperfections, so please be forgiving. Also note that any errors in the Arabic,
Spanish, or French languages are entirely my own. My grandparents were
fluent in Arabic and Spanish and I enjoy using them to honor my heritage.
All three languages are beautiful, which is why I enjoy including them in the
novel.

Lastly, I love to weave fantasy with mythology, real events & locations, history,
and pop-culture. I tried to convey everything as accurately as possible,
however, this is still a source of fiction and some things may have been altered
to fit the narrative. Now, sit back, be on the look-out for some pop-culture
Easter eggs, and check out of reality and enter my altered reality where magic,

creatures, ancient beings, and the paranormal exist with us, mere mortals.





