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Chapter One

[image: image]


The portal closed soundlessly around Sven, making him shudder. While convenient, arriving on this world in a crushing blackness always made him queasy. But what was a little anxiety, a little nausea, to a Hunter like him? Nothing, especially not with the payout. 

Sven leaned to the edge of the control panel in front of him, flipping the switches to turn on the infrared headlamps on his ship, and closely monitored the pressure gauges. He knew he wouldn’t be crushed; his ship was built for the vacuum of space. The pressure of water around him, even this deep, could not touch him. But he didn’t have a reputation for being a paranoid bastard for no reason. 

Satisfied with the numbers, if only grudgingly, Sven settled back in the captain’s chair. The old thing needed to be replaced, or reupholstered, because the synthetic liner was cracked, and the springs were digging into his lower back. He shifted again as he pulled up the weather outlook on his peripheral visor. 

The grainy radar on the plastic panel displayed a section of Earth’s Caribbean Ocean, the section he had just Jumped to, through the portal. This had previously been one of the more frequently used interstellar arrival points, but the rise in Earth’s global temperatures made it more hazardous, and fewer would risk it. Case in point, he was staring at a vast, swirling mass of color, positioned just west of his location above the surface of the water. An off-season hurricane. Just my luck. 

Now he would have to wait to surface, leaving him in the pitch dark of the deep ocean for hours, possibly another day. With all the time spent in space looking at nothing but black emptiness out of the portholes of his ship, he shouldn’t be troubled by the same view here in the water. But somehow the water always felt oppressive and claustrophobic, making the scales on the back of his neck itch, and sending a ruffle down the textured skin of his arms, making his fringe shiver. 

Disgusted, Sven switched the view from weather radar to his ship’s sonar, scanning for debris in his area. The storms always kicked up crazy things in this region, another reason why most travelers avoided the area. Since the storm had been raging for at least a day, he would have to be mindful of colliding with anything. At least here, as compared with space, it would be a softer collision. He had some hydraulic navigation to work with, instead of the rocket pumps and huge asteroids he normally had to handle. 

Talk about a lame attempt at optimism. 

The sonar pinged, the light from the panel reflecting briefly over his scales. Shit. Already he was going to have to do some fancy footwork. He should just drop lower, and cast the alert beacons high above him, so he could have some decent warning, then maybe he could catch some shut eye while the storm blew itself out... 

What was that? More pings were going off, splashing light across the navigation deck and the myriad of buttons and knobs, reflecting off his suit and the buckles of his harness. Forty or so small dots were amassed around two large pieces—likely another ship—and were floating in the abyss before him and just above. Was it maybe another ship that came in behind him? Perhaps they had set the portal too high and caught interference from the storm. 

Cursing, he smashed the buttons before him, and swiveled the control stick built into the command seat. He wouldn’t be able to take many survivors aboard, if there were any, but he could take a few, and signal the rescue crews to send more aid. First, he’d check it out, and maybe move into a different location to avoid any other wrecks. 

The blackness was thick and heavy around the ship as he neared, and he silenced the incessant pinging. The silence was almost as weighty as the blackness, and he felt his scales shift on his forearms with unease. Sven flicked a switch, and the wall behind the control panel became transparent, to show him a view of the inky spread before him. The sight increased his uneasiness. 

In a matter of moments, the blank blackness was interrupted by small shapes. The infrared beams ghosted over small items, creating an eerie display. A shoe, a cap... something that looked like a paperback book. A humanoid shape entered his view, a male with light hair, smooth skin, and a grimace of horror and pain stretching his young features. Human indeed. An Earth accident, then. 

Sven knew he wouldn’t be saving any of these people. Their physiology couldn’t withstand the beatings that a hurricane or the depths of the ocean here would dish out. He wouldn’t find any survivors. Sven could see the wreck just to the side, a massive chunk of what looked like a cruise ship, separated from the whole and smashed to pieces. Debris floated from the exposed rooms into the black salty void, and he said a brief blessing for those who faced the darkness and died alone. He continued to survey the scene, as more individuals floated out from the gloom among the personal belongings and furniture spilling from the ship. Vacationers, clearly, and the crew, all lost. How many, he wondered, and how long before they were found by their people. Too many, and too long. Dozens of forms drifted by, sinking down deeper into the blackness. A young girl, and another man in a crisp white uniform. A woman in a flowing dress that billowed out around her in the darkness like a jellyfish. 

Movement caught his attention as he gently propelled his ship by the woman. Probably just the water from the jets he used to avoid the sun chaise drifting by. But no... it couldn’t be... That was the wrong direction of flow... 

Sven jerked the ship around and flicked on another set of lights, casting about for the motion again. There. 

The woman in the dress moved again, just a bit. Her hair, glossy in the lights against the pitch backdrop around her, spread and twisted as she jerked her head to the side. Her arms flailed weakly, and her eyes fluttered. Sven’s gaze fell on her smooth leg and identified some kind of binding that had tangled her ankles, wrapped her legs. She had bare moments before she would be drowned. 

He leapt for the hatch and his pressure gear, barely getting his harness buckle undone. Jamming his legs into the boots, he yanked the outer suit up to his waist. As he snatched the helmet from the hook, he flicked his switch for voice commands, and swiftly barked commands for the ship to hold position, to depressurize the side hatch, to warm-up the medbay machines. 

Sven had no idea what had come over him, he just knew he had to get to the woman, to save her, before it was too late. 
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Chapter Two 
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The crashing of the storm no longer filled her ears. Instead, a crushing pressure deafened her. Her chest felt tight, her eyes were being pressed into her head. All heat had left her, and she knew her teeth would chatter if she wasn’t immobilized under such weight, being squeezed to death. To death... A scream escaped her mouth, but the only sound she heard was the crushing blackness which was her doom. 

When warmth tingled up her arms again, she didn’t move. Keeping her eyes closed, she held still, and felt relief that the pressure was gone. She wasn’t being constricted anymore. She took a breath into her lungs, shallowly at first, and then deeply, glorying in the movement of her ribs. She was painfully bruised, but she could move. After a few more glorious inhalations, she became aware of unusual noises. Not familiar, not like her cabin... 

She sat bolt upright, gasping in pain and surprise, eyes flying wide and stinging in the brightness of the overhead lights. Flailing around for a railing, a handhold, anything to keep her upright, she was caught by rough fingers, and a cool, slick arm snaked around her shoulders. A deep rumbling and a series of whistles went off to one side, and she struggled to regain her balance while shielding her eyes. A hand brushed her hair off her face, snagging it on rough knuckles. 

Blinking furiously, she shook herself, focusing through her pain and disorientation on the shape of the person holding her. And gasped. 

The face in front of her was broad, with high cheekbones. Bristling blond hair caught the slightly green light, and perfect cerulean eyes peered at her from under matching brows. Thin, bowed lips under a narrow nose parted, and the rumbling and whistling repeated. The firm jaw was peppered with some kind of dirt, rather than stubble, in regular splotches. A salty smell permeated her confusion as she watched the man in front of her speak–-for surely that is what he meant by the rumbling. 

Realizing her mouth was open, she snapped her teeth closed, and gripped his arm harder, pulling herself to better face him. He leaned to the side, and as the edge of the cot she was sitting on popped up, he gently propped her against it, placing a small pillow under her neck. Oh, how her ribs ached, but leaning back was better than laying down or holding herself up. Kneeling beside her, the man whistled again, low this time, and soft. Like he was soothing her. 

“I’m—” Hoarse, painful coughing. Obviously her voice box wasn’t up to snuff yet. Suddenly she was incredibly thirsty. 

The blond man held a small box with a straw for her, and she sipped greedily. A sweet, cool fluid, a soothing taste she’d never known before filled her mouth. Almost fruity, but smooth. 

Before she could finish the contents, the man rumbled and pulled the straw from her mouth. 

A few more breaths, another test swallow, and she tried to speak again. “I don’t understand you.” 

A frown creased the man’s forehead, and his startlingly blue eyes seemed to pierce her with their gaze. An upward swing in pitch for the next whistle. 

She shook her head, “I’m sorry.” She held out her hands, to display her helplessness... not that she wasn’t obviously helpless, weak and injured on the cot. 

He reached his finger to her chest, and she saw that the dirt was present on his hands too... no, not dirt. Too regular. A tattoo? 

His next rumble brought her eyes back to his, and she felt the vibration of his voice from his finger disperse into her sternum. She shivered, not from cold, but in some strange, deep, response to that vibration. Rubbing her arms, she shook her head again. 

“Sorry,” she repeated lamely. 

The man removed his finger from her chest, but held his hand palm out and flat, as if to tell her to stay there. Yeah, like she’d get far if she tried to go anywhere. He handed her the box with the straw and stepped out of the small room into a hallway beyond, leaving the sliding door ajar. 

Sipping her juice more slowly she finally looked around. This wasn’t her cruise ship... 

Flashes of lightning, the howl of wind, and a crushing blackness came back to her in a rush, and she cried out, clutching her chest in fear. The storm! The ship! Was she on a rescue vessel? 

She glanced around the tiny space, looking for anything familiar. The sparse room looked only vaguely like any of the medical facilities she’d been in, which surprised her. Buttons adorned one slanted panel near her cot, and a screen with a lighted display was positioned over the head of the cot. She couldn’t make out any of the information on it from the angle at which she sat, so she gave up. No IVs, no biohazard buckets or sharps containers. A red button might have been a nurse call button. The lights overhead were the most familiar thing, like fluorescent tube lights but... pulsing, faintly. 

In the corner, her braces lay in a tangled heap. Damn, that would be expensive to replace. But she wasn’t at the bottom of the ocean, so she supposed twisted and mangled braces were a fair exchange. 

At that moment, the blond came back into the room. Now that she’d had a moment to compose herself... she lost all her composure again, noticing for the first time exactly how big he was. He leaned to the side to place a small package next to the bed, and pulled a tablet out of one of his many pockets. She swallowed reflexively but couldn’t tear her eyes away from the man. 

The beauty in the medbay continued to stare at him. He’d never seen anything like her, with her chestnut hair and dark gold skin. After he got her in the ship, he’d ripped off the tangled bindings on her legs, bending the metal in his desperation to get her hooked into the med systems. Her injuries had been severe, and the night had stretched forever as the computer had worked for several hours to flush her lungs and repair the damage. He’d worried, around dawn, if saving her was even a possibility. But the red lights had gone green moments later, and the system announced with its clear chime that she was repaired and would wake soon, outlining hydration and sustenance requirements based on her human physiology. 

Without the fear of her imminent death hanging over him, Sven should have begun to worry about the next steps. Instead, he was enamored by the golden sheen of her skin under the lights. 

He brushed his free hand over the skin of her leg. Humans were always weird to him, before now. No scales, no fur, no other form of protection over this soft membrane that held their shape. Such a soft, tender, delicate physiological form... and warm. Warmer than the ocean from which they sprang so long ago. 

“It does not hurt?” he asked again, because if not, he wanted to keep touching her skin. 

She only stared at him. 

Of course. She wouldn’t be able to understand him. So, he made a fool of himself and twisted his face up in agony, held his leg, shook his head. Then he gave her raised eyebrows. 

Her eyes were wary and dark, but she seemed to understand. She repeated his expression and shook her head. Sven brushed his fingers over the slender joint of her ankle, over the graceful arch of her foot to the tips of her clawless toes. 

Her voice was clear, but he couldn’t understand what she said. She touched her side, winced. Then her throat, grimacing. Her eyes were still intent on him. 

“Your injuries were severe. You have been unconscious for the night. You will have discomfort, from the water in your lungs, and the bruising, and there may be pain in your legs.” He squeezed her ankle gently. The scarring around it was deep, and the medical program had indicated she would have lasting damage there. 

She huffed, spoke in her native tongue, and looked around for something. 

Bending, he handed her the bundle of clothes he’d found for her. She was still in the dress she’d been wearing when he pulled her from the water, and the salt had made the material stiff as it dried. She tentatively accepted it with a word, and a nod. She looked around again. 

Sven’s tablet dinged, having connected to the translation database he’d accessed. He pulled up the list and held it in front of her. She looked surprised but reached a tentative hand out to take the tablet. When she made eye contact with him, he nodded and let her have it. She scrolled for a while, before handing the tablet back to him. She’d selected the American flag from the list. English, then. 

He tapped the command that would send the translation software to his implant, so he could at least understand her. It would take time but should be done by the time she was clean and dressed. 

He smiled in what he hoped was a reassuring way. Gods, that she would be damaged permanently made his stomach clench. But he was prepared to help her as best he could. She deserved nothing less. 

All the color she had regained since he brought her into the medbay left her face suddenly, and her eyes grew wide. Then they rolled back into her head, and she went limp, collapsing back to the cot awkwardly. 

Sven scanned the displays above the cot. Heart rate was a little odd, but he wasn’t a great judge of these things, given she was a human. Everything else seemed to be normal. What had happened? 

He reached up to rub his face, then froze. Damn. she had seen his teeth. She had realized he wasn’t like her. She had been frightened... Frightened so much by his appearance, that she passed out. 

Shame filled him, and vivid self-loathing made the fringe on his head stand up. What was he thinking, rescuing a human? He had no business doing this. She was not one of his people. She was not supposed to even know about his people. 

Leaning over her, Sven tried to settle her more comfortably. No warning chimes from the med program, so he had to assume she would wake eventually. Returning to his position beside the cot, he waited. 

When finally the beauty stirred, Sven stepped to the doorway. Holding his hands with his palms out, in the universal/interstellar don’t-be-scared-I-won’t-eat-you position, he kept his eyes soft and his posture as non-threatening as he could. Hard to do, in the tiny room. His broad shoulders filled the doorway, and he probably looked like he consumed all the empty space besides. 

When she opened her eyes, they widened again when they found him. Hopefully the translation software would function well enough... 

Keeping his soft posture, he scrolled through the phrases he’d downloaded to his tablet. He spoke softly, tried for clarity, and gestured between them. “You are safe. I can help.” Saying it made his gut clench, as he felt the guilt deep in his stomach. She was safe for now, but... Shit. What was he going to do with her? 

The woman only stared at him, mouth slightly open. A breath later, she swallowed and in a trembling voice that made his heart ache for its vulnerability, she whispered, “What are you?” That came through loud and clear, the program in his implant translating her words. 

Too bad he only had emergency and tourist phrases to return. 

Sven lowered his hands. “There is no danger to you. Do you remember what happened?” Get her focused on other things, keep her distracted. Keep her calm until he figured out what to do. 

“There was a storm...” Her voice trailed off. 

Sven nodded. “Yes. My name is Sven. I found you.” He gestured to the bent metal and clamps he’d ripped from her legs and tossed in the corner. They had been wrapped so tightly around her, he’d had a hard time taking them off without hurting her. 

When he looked back at her, touched his own stomach and mouth. “Do you want food? Drink?” He wished the connection to the university servers was better, so he could download the whole program and actually learn to speak to her... But he was too far out. For now, he’d just sound like a fool. So much for suave. 

Her gaze had followed his hand gesture and was fixed on the wreckage. 

“My braces...” Her eyes darted back to his suddenly. “Your name is Sven?” 

He nodded. 

“Thank you, Sven.” 

Her gratitude surprised him. “You are welcome.” 

“I am Leanne.” Leanne... What a beautiful sound for such a beautiful woman. 

Leanne shifted on the bed, trying to sit up further. Sven didn’t move, and she struggled until she caught hold of the bars on the side of the cot and swung herself sideways. 

“You didn’t answer my question.” When he didn’t say anything—because, Hel, what could he say—she pointed at his face. “Your teeth...” 

His teeth? Just barely, he managed not to touch them, and kept his hands at his sides. Right, her people had blunt teeth. Sven’s were pointed, angled from the midline out, and if she’d seen the extra rows behind the first set... He didn’t exist to her kind outside of old myths, and those mostly incorrect, recalled by very few. 

The silence stretched for a minute, and then they both spoke over each other. 

“Do you want foo—” he said. 

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—” she said. 

“My apologies for—” he said. 

“No, go ahea—” she said. 

They waited. She waved him on. 

“Food? Drink?” he asked. 

She shook her head. 

He waited. 

“Sorry, Sven.” She gestured to his face again. “I really do have better manners than that.” Again with the waiting. 

She cleared her throat, and he reached out, offering her a box of nectar. Smiling, she sipped at it slowly. Then gestured to the corner. “May I have my braces? So I can walk up to another deck and give this bed to someone who needs it?” 

Braces? Those twisted lumps were her possessions? 

“Yes... Sorry, um, I have some nerve damage. To get up and out of here on my own two legs I’ll need those braces.” She smiled tightly at him. “And I don’t want to keep this bed from any of the other survivors, who probably need it more than I do, now. If you just pass them to me, I’ll get them on and out of your way.” 

She knew about the permanent damage? Must have been from before the wreck...“No other survivors.” 

Leanne stared at him. “But... The ship—the crew, all those people...” 

Sven shook his head. “I’m sorry.” What a lame thing to say when she’d possibly lost so much. Perhaps she had lost more than just her belongings in the wreck. He hadn’t even thought of that until now. Did she have a partner, maybe siblings or parents with her? 

Her eyes grew wide and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, my God...” A fresh wet scent of tears tingled at the edge of his senses. “Oh, how awful. I need to call my family, so they know I—” 

“No.” Shit, he didn’t want to do this now. “Rest.” Distraction. Keep her distracted. “Food?” 

He didn’t wait for her to nod, but made for the galley right away. While he gathered edible items to tempt her, he downloaded the rest of the language software to his tablet. While his implant was turning everything into Cetean for him, she did not have that luxury, and he wanted to put her at ease. He told himself that, at least. He was not learning a language to impress a female. 

When he returned from the galley with a tray of small foods—nuts, fruit, samples because he didn’t know what she could or would eat—she was sitting on the edge of the bed. The hem of her dress was scrunched between her fingers. 

He placed the tray beside her on the bed, and pulled the rolling stool around to sit facing her. Time to try out a phrase. 

“Would you like to try some delicious food?” Yes, corny, but those silly language games never used phrases that real people would say. “Beautiful woman, would you partake of this delicious meat?” was just not in the teaching materials. 

She just looked at him. 

“What is wrong?” 

“This isn’t a Coast Guard vessel, is it?” 

Crap. Here we go, he thought. “No.” 

“Then...?” 

“You are safe.” He scrolled frantically through the tablet, searching for something to keep her calm. “Not with your government.” He gestured to himself. “I am a researcher.” 

“So...” 

Truth, stick to the truth as much as possible. “I found your wreck.” 

“I’m lucky you were in the area, I guess.” She smiled sheepishly at him. “I’ll be honest, for a second I was worried you were some kind of pirate and that you wouldn’t take me back to the coast.” 

Sven couldn’t meet her gaze. “I am not a pirate...” Oh, fuck it. She’d better know now. “But I cannot take you back.” 

“W-what?” She was scared again now, he could smell it. 

“You cannot go back.” 

“Why? What are you going to do with me?” 

“I will not hurt you. You are safe.” He hated the fear in her face. 

She looked at him. Cast a glance around the room. Touched the tray of food, then her throat. Opened and closed her mouth. Rubbed her face. 

“Am I having a death hallucination? Because a hottie rescuing me from death and telling me I can’t go back to my life is exactly what my dying brain would make up.” 

“No,” he had to laugh at that. It was absurd, from her point of view. She apparently hadn’t expected him to understand that, and looked a little embarrassed. 

“This is real, you are not dead, you are safe. Eat.” 

She didn’t do as he said, big surprise. She had her own agenda. 

Which was apparently a whole lot of staring with her big eyes. Her gorgeous, dark, smooth, sparkly, cherrywood eyes... 

As he stared into their depths, his skin shivered, but not from unease. The heavy weight of darkness around him seemed to have eased. His breaths were coming easier, even as his insides squirmed about his lack of plans. The quiet, stretching endlessly between them, wasn’t the inky nightmare of this ocean. It was a comfortable, calming silence, not empty, but full of life in her breath and the pulse of her blood. He could see in the vein in her neck that her heart beat in time with his. 

Sven felt himself twitch behind his scales. How long since he’d been in the presence of a female? The fabric of his suit seemed to chafe against his scales, and his fringe bristled before he got control and settled it against his scalp again. His heartbeat was present low on his belly, beating and pulsing. His body knew exactly how long it had been since he’d been with a female: too long. And though she was not of his people, was, in fact, a human, her body was calling his body... and his wanted to rise, to meet her. 

“Leanne...” She shivered when he said her name. 

Sven hastened to the locker beside the door, and pulled a thermal blanket from the shelf. Shaking it out, he wrapped her, draping his arm across her. 

The breeze created when the blanket settled around her puffed her scent to him—warm, soft, alkaline, and feminine with a floral scent that made his head spin. His pulse beat faster, and his scales shivered behind the zipper of his suit. He felt his blood move in his body, and quickly tried to reign in his growing hardness. 

What a hero would he make, as a monster fucking his human guest after her near-death experience? Get it together. 

Sven hadn’t a chance when she next leaned into his embrace and pulled the blanket close. Even as much of a mess as she was, having been drenched in salt water and then drip dried poorly in a medbay, she smelled good. Matted from the plunge into the abyss, her hair smelled lovely. Under the blanket, the hardness of her bones—and the softness of her flesh around them—made his ears ring, such that he almost missed what she said next. 

“Hm?” 

“I asked if I could change out of these salt-caked things.” 

Sven closed his eyes. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He had a Hunt to finish. He didn’t have time for this, she was a human. But the words were already leaving him. 

“You can wash here,” he pointed to the wash closet to one side. “You must eat, too, and drink, and rest.” 

When she looked at him with a furrowed brow, he continued, “The storm?” He pointed up. Not entirely true, but true enough. If it would keep her from asking too many questions for a while longer... 

“Okay. Um...” Leanne bit her lip. “I...” Sven stared in amazement as a blush spread up her darkly golden skin to cover her cheeks. She gave him a rueful smile. “Can you help me? I, um, I’ll be a bit wobbly.” 

Leanne took Sven’s proffered hand. For a moment, she was distracted by the rough calluses on his hands, but then she shouldn’t be surprised. Sailors all had calluses like that... Pirates, too. He’d said he was a researcher... but she was disinclined to believe him. 

As she looked at the discoloration of his calluses, though, she noticed other sensations... Things she hadn’t felt for years. Warmth spread in her belly, tingling in her hips and down her legs. Jared had made her feel like that, before... She shook herself. Not thinking about him, she told herself. And she wasn’t thinking about her hero-who-might-be-a-pirate like she would any hot guy on that cruise ship. 

Sven offered another hand, and she took that one after hitching her butt to the edge of the bed. Her previously white but now salt-water stained dress hiked up her legs, the rough stiffness of dried salt scratching her skin. Leanne spread her toes on the cool, textured floor. Her feet ached from so much movement already, her muscles and tendons sore from sudden submerging and whatever else had happened on the way overboard. 

Gingerly, she shifted her weight forward, pressing down and thinking, up, up, up, to herself so she would stand as tall as her five feet and three inches would allow. Sven’s hold was light, but steady, as she rose on wobbly knees. She forced herself to hold still, allowing her muscles to remember how to hold her body erect without assistance. 

After a few moments, she chanced shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She didn’t dare let go of Sven, and it was a good thing, because her right knee buckled under her. Sven caught her, though, and she never touched the floor. Suddenly, she was in his arms, and looking into his perfect azure eyes. 

“Okay?” he asked. 

She nodded, made mute by the intensity of his gaze. 

Leanne watched his face as he carefully stepped through the small door in the far wall, which turned out to be the smallest bathroom she’d ever seen. Sven set her upon the seat built into the corner, and took the blanket back from her, wadding it up and tossing it back to the bed. He reached for a dial and paused. He looked at her. 

“What?” 

He didn’t say anything, but reached out and laid his wrist against her forehead. Then he tapped the display by the dial, and the water came on. 

He’d done so much for her already, she didn’t need him helping her bathe. On second thought... he was awfully attractive, and he clearly needed a wash, too. He was covered in that dirt on his face, had salt creasing his clothes. Taking in the measure of his shoulders, he couldn’t possibly fit in the shower with her, without a serious game of Twister. 

She almost giggled out loud at that. Goodness, when did she revert back to being a thirteen-year-old girl? And, hello, she still wasn’t sure she wasn’t a captive being held for ransom, or anything else. 

Sven grunted, tapped a display by the dial, then turned back to the medical room. 

As water pumped slowly from the jets, Leanne tested it with her hand. Perfect. Warm. Clean. 

A locker thumped in the next room, and then Sven was back with a bar of soap and a thin towel. He passed her the soap, and he hung the towel on the door hook, before asking “Okay?” 

“Okay.” Leanne said with a smile. Then waited for Sven to leave. Which he didn’t. He just stood there, watching her. 

“Umm,” she said, wracking her brains for a nice way to kick him out. But she didn’t need to, because Sven stepped out again, and she heard him sit on the stool outside. She got down to the getting clean routine. 

Which turned out to be far from routine. Getting out of her dress was fine, and her underwear was a lost cause, being only a scrap of lace anyway... but this shower didn’t have a bar. True, it was small enough she could prop herself up... presuming her legs would hold her. She ripped a piece of the dress off, rinsed it, and used it as a washcloth. She’d just make the most of it. With small vessels, like this one must be, no one really ever looked at the accessibility issues. 

She did the best she could to clean up, but her hair was still a problem. Finger-combing it would have to do. It wasn’t like she was on the runway... Even if she wanted to look good for Sven. 

What was the matter with her? He was a stranger, and the whole falling for the rescuing knight thing was such a cliché... And what were his motives for that? Because he was adamant she wasn’t going back... whatever that meant. 

It had been years since she’d felt anything for another man. Jared had been supportive but distant since the accident, and after the divorce... Well, it’s not like she was being asked on a lot of dates. It made her so angry at first, that she had pitying looks. So what if she required tech to get from point A to point B? She could still do everything she wanted. She could still dance, not that Jared had ever asked her. She could still have sex, not that he had ever touched her like that. Until a few moments ago, Leanne had almost forgotten what it was like to be looked at as a human, as a woman, rather than the poor dear pet in need of help, and which can't be left alone. Even while he’d been helping her stand, when he’d caught her, Sven had still looked at her like she was... just her. Concerned, yes, but not pitying. And there had been an undeniable heat, too. His blue eyes had boiled like a sea full of sharks. 

Leanne shook her head at herself, and pressed the cloth to her face to temper her blush. She’d gone on the cruise because she wanted to get out, to get away, to be free, after that stupid, ugly divorce hearing. Thank goodness it was over. She was beyond ready to go out and flirt with someone who wanted her company. Being under Jared’s tender-but-platonic-care had made her crazy. 

But look at how that had turned out, she reminded herself. A freak off-season hurricane had dumped her and... Oh Lord, countless others to their watery doom. She’d hoped for a couple dates, a fling while she was enjoying her freedom. Now she was a survivor of yet another horrific event, and as soon as the tabloids found out it was her... What a mess. It would start all over again. 

So never mind the hair, and never mind the hot hero who stoked her desire and may or may not be a kidnapper. She would just take it one step at a time, until she made contact with the Coast Guard, or whoever, and could get back to her vacation, or home... or something. But she was not going to get hot and heavy with this pointy-toothed dude. 

And what was up with the cosmetic dentistry. She didn’t think researchers usually did that sort of thing... Another point towards pirate for Sven the sea hero. 

The dial was just that side of too high for her to reach to turn off the water. What kind of a shower is this? Damn, and the towel was just out of reach, too. She could maybe stretch far enough to snag it... but she really didn’t want to fall on her face. Sven was outside, she could ask for help... And he would see her naked, and helpless in the shower. Real sexy. 

Exasperated with herself, she let her head fall back into the corner and just enjoyed the feel of the shower on her. She let herself forget for a moment that she was the single survivor—according to Sven—of a shipwreck, that she could still be at risk... But she wasn’t really worried. No, he’d taken care of her so far. He’d gone out in a frickin’ hurricane to save her, and surely there were a lot easier ways to pick up women for ransom, or whatever nefarious plots pirates pretending to be researchers would have. And he had said she was safe, sharp teeth aside. No, she felt safe here... She just wished she knew where ‘here’ was. 

The door banged and Leanne jumped, slipping on the built-in seat. Sven just managed to lunge and catch her before she made a hard landing on the shower floor. Now he was wet, and he was holding her up again. Her naked skin squeaked against the slick material of his coveralls. The synthetic material caught her flesh, and the friction was a shocking sensation as he pressed her to him. 

Oh, good grief, she was even getting hot for clothes now. Get a grip, Leanne. 

“Okay?” Sven asked. His eyes were as intense as before, maybe more. His gaze burned into her. She shifted, trying to get her legs under her, but only succeeded in rubbing up against his legs more. God, how awkward—but God he was... Hard. Muscled. She could feel the definition of his pecs, his thighs, through his coveralls, and she felt her pulse quicken in response to the sensation. 

“Okay. Thank you. Sorry.” Leanne tried to push away, to sit back on the bench, but he held her effortlessly against him. 

Disregarding the water that splashed across his clothes, he leaned into the spray and flipped the shower off. He turned her bodily as he reached for the towel, and the seams of his coveralls scraped against her nipples.  

Her breasts tightened, and she felt her heartbeat in the tips of her nipples. She sucked in a breath, and held it, like that would help her hold herself together too. 

Sven was gentle as he brushed her with the towel. His suit repelled the water, but he noticed the suit stuck to her naked skin. The last thing he wanted was to see that beautiful skin marred, and certainly not from his suit. Resting her again in the shower seat, he knelt in front of her to dry her off. 

“I can do that.” Leanne said breathlessly. 

Sven didn’t respond in words. He continued to brush the soft natural fibers over her flesh. 

Unlike his people, her skin was almost all one shade across her entire form. There were no patterns to disrupt the lines of her curves, no spots to draw the eye or stripes to exaggerate a shape. The golden hue of her skin lightened over her breasts and between her legs, but the richness of the base color remained. 

Water droplets adorned her like sparkling pearls in the light, in the hollow of her neck, on the hairs on her arms... Where he brushed the towel, those pearly markers disappeared, but he still found her wondrous. Her navel was a beautiful tide pool of water, and her abdomen tensed when he dipped the towel into it. The shimmering moisture on her legs taunted him before the cloth wiped it away. Tiny prisms of light balanced precariously on her impossible long eyelashes. 

He saved her breasts for last. His own people had breasts, like most humanoids, simians and sapient peoples among the races. But never had he been so enchanted by water on naked flesh as he was now. Her deep gold tones were lighter on the bottom curve of her breasts, but it served a wicked contrast to her tawny nipples. There the droplets sparkled brighter, and he wished he could lick the moisture from them, replace it with his own. 

Gods, what she would think of him if she knew... 

Sven reprimanded himself mentally. He needed to get his shit together, and figure out what to do with her so he could get back to work... 

But all he could think about was what he could do with her. 

Leanne arched into his touch when he brushed the towel across her chest. He saw her nipples harden, and he felt his body respond beneath his suit. Suddenly, it all felt too tight—his suit was constricting him, he wanted to feel the air on his scales as she felt the air on her skin. 

“Sven...” It was a whisper, the barest movement of air against his sensitive aural membranes. 

Leanne’s hand rested on his shoulder, and when he looked into her face, her lips were parted. Her eyes were dark, deep, shining pools, and her breath was shallow. 

Were her ribs hurting her? Was he hurting her? 

Leanne shifted forward on the seat, and he moved to catch her again, the bare scales of his arms and her own thin skin sliding in a delicious friction that made him twitch beneath his scales. But she wasn’t falling, she was leaning into him— 

She was kissing him. 

Sven felt his whole body tense again, coiling tighter, as her lips brushed over his. Her breath was hot on his face, and smelled sweet from the nectar he had given her after she woke. And it was like he wasn’t even in charge of his body anymore, it just took over with the kissing. He closed his eyes and pressed himself closer to her, slipping his hands down her legs to part her knees and make room for him. Careful to keep his barbs retracted, he stroked her calves as he deepened the kiss. When their tongues touched, she moaned into his mouth and he responded in kind. 

She was delicious. 

More kissing. 

If he wasn’t careful, this would get out of hand quickly. 

Deeper kissing, so intense he thought he burned. 

Using every ounce of his control, Sven set Leanne away from him and sat back on his heels. His blood was the thunderous crashing of waves inside his head, in every one of his scales. Low in his belly, behind his sheath and in his cock. 

“You are safe.” His voice didn’t sound like his own, even speaking the open resonant sounds of her language. 

Leanne didn’t speak. 

Sven closed his eyes and breathed through his nose, trying to get control of himself. He jumped near out of his scales when he felt her fingers on his face, tracing his jaw. Her breathing was unsteady still, and if he had meant what he’d just said he would have set her away from him again. But the warmth of that single fingertip on his fine facial scales made him shiver. And he wanted more. 

“Sven...” Her breathing hitched. 

She traced his lower lip, and he never wanted her to stop touching him. When her finger left his lips he almost cried out at the loss, except her hands were touching him again, smoothing the lines of his forehead. She brushed his fringe away from his face, and he shuddered as he felt such sensation along the sensitive tendrils. Gods, how long since someone stroked back his fringe? 

“Please help me out here, female.” He knew she couldn’t understand him, but he spoke in Cetean anyway. “I can’t keep you safe if you keep looking at me like that, touching me. I’ll want to eat you up.” 

Her nails scraped the back of his head, and the contrast between her soft skin on his fringe and the sharp hardness on his scalp had him grinding his teeth together. Had to keep himself under control... 

“Sven—” 

“Fuck.” He attacked. 
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Chapter Three 
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Leanne had barely had a moment to suck in a startled breath when Sven rumbled and launched himself at her. His short silky hair slipped between her fingers as he scooped her into his arms and banged his way through the doorway. She should have been concerned about the other crew, other passengers on the ship, but all she could see were the dark cerulean depths of Sven’s eyes, all she could smell was the clean salt of him. Nothing else existed. 

She knew she’d just been talking herself out of acting like a hussy with a potential pirate, but now she couldn’t remember why that was important. So what if she re-enacted the cover of a bodice ripper? Her body was hot, her skin too tight, and his coveralls were creating friction that reminded her of the pressure too easily. 

When Sven lay her surprisingly gently on the medical cot in the other room, she still couldn’t take her eyes off of him. Hadn’t there been a tray here? She didn’t want to put her foot in the food. 

She quit caring when his tongue darted out to taste her lips. Her clumsy fingers fumbled at his collar, seeking the zipper for his suit, but Sven’s lips sealed over hers. Again, he ran his callused hands down her legs and spread her knees, and he settled between them. Good lord, he felt good. She gloried in the sensations of squeezing him with her thighs. His mouth was ravenous on hers, devouring her, nibbling with those sharpened teeth, sucking on her lips, sweeping his surprisingly cool tongue across hers. 

Leanne gave up on his zipper, running her hands up over his nape and into his hair again. Sven shuddered against her, and the heat within her got hotter. He bucked into her as she tightened her hold on him, with her thighs, with her hands, with her mouth. Both of them were breathing in raspy, hectic gasps. She felt his nails dig into her butt, pulling her closer, their sharp pricking and scraping adding a sexy roughness to their heat. 

When Sven kissed his way down her neck, sucking open mouthed kisses across the tops of her breasts, she whimpered at the sensation of the cool moisture on her skin. So long since she’d been wanted, so long since she’d been had... 

His lips were trailing kisses along her shoulders, up to her neck again, along the shell of her ear. His nails were doing a tour of her thighs, scraping along the tops and toward the crease of her hip. 

Leanne’s belly tightened. Her legs trembled with anticipation, years of sexual frustration and pent-up need vibrating through her very bones. She stroked his arms, down to his hands, holding them to her, as she arched her hips up into him, in a silent plea to touch her there, please God— 

As he kissed back down her neck and tongued her clavicle, she opened her eyes to watch his hand on her skin. When Leanne looked down, she saw his nails were not nails at all. More like flat barbs, rasping against her tender flesh. And the dirt on his hands, it wasn’t dirt. Brushing her fingers over the marks, she found more rasping texture, like calluses, but delineated. More like... Scales. 

Sven, lost as he was in his feast of delicious female flesh, felt Leanne stiffen suddenly, and immediately stopped moving himself. His stomach plummeted, thinking perhaps one of his barbs had punctured her, or maybe he’d bitten her too hard—no, there was no blood, he’d smell it. 

Lifting his head from the crest of her golden shoulder, he looked up to Leanne’s face.  

“Okay?” he asked, lamely. 

“Sven... What...” She took in a shuddering breath and tried again. “What are you?” 

Sven held very still as she examined his face. Slowly, he withdrew his hands from her, pulling away from her nakedness. His body ached from the denial. He rubbed his face, but that only succeeded in rubbing more of her scent into him, so he stopped. 

How did he say this without common language? 

“You are safe,” he said again. Then he slowly held out his hand to show her the barbs. The unknown was always scarier than the known, right? 

His heart felt like it was being squeezed in that horrible blackness outside the portholes, the deep weight of the ocean constricting its function and making his breathing shallow. 

Leanne finally reached for his hand, and he let her take it, bracing himself for her rejection. 

“Would you tell me about this?” She brushed a finger over his nails, and he was careful to retract his barbs. Another brush, over the scales that dusted his knuckles and the rough blade of his palm. “And this?” 

She looked into his face, deep into his eyes, and he knew for certain that if she grew disgusted with him, he would hate himself, too. 

“These...” She was touching his lips again, and he obligingly parted his lips to display his very inhuman teeth to her. “These aren’t cosmetic.” 

“No.” Simple answers, as simple as possible. Truth. 

“How...” Leanne swallowed audibly. “How is this possible? Are you... Are you a mer—a mer-person?” 

Sven couldn’t help it; he had to laugh at that one. That was the myth of water people that stuck around in her people? Brilliant. They’d get a kick out of that at the university. But perhaps he could use this to his advantage yet... 

“No, no I am not a mer-person. The merfolk are quite different.” It wasn’t in English, so she didn’t say anything to that, just waited. 

“It isn’t... I can’t...” He was botching this, making everything worse, even if they had spoken the same language. First he rescued her, then he was about to take her, and now he was going to blow the secret. She’d reject him, then his people would reject him, and he would bet her people would reject her too... 

“You can’t tell me, can you.” Not a question, her voice soft and gentle. 

“No.” He looked at her again. Her cherry-brown eyes were wide, but he saw no horror in them. 

“Okay.” Her simple response confused him. 

“Okay?” 

Leanne shrugged at him. “Okay. I don’t have to know. You saved me, healed me, and I’m grateful. If not knowing means you aren’t in trouble... then I will gladly keep my mouth shut and remain ignorant.” She blinked darkly at him. “Unless you mean to keep me prisoner or use me for experiments, implants and probes in a not-so-fun way?” 

He couldn’t track the conversation. 

“Like... is this an alien abduction kinda thing?” she continued. 

Sven squeezed his eyes shut. He would not lie. He could not. His throat was dry, where moments ago he had been salivating in anticipation of tasting her. 

He opened his eyes and reached for his tablet. Boy, this was going to get old fast. “You are safe, not a prisoner.” For now. “I will go, we can not do this.” Gesturing between them, he pressed away for the door. 

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” 

He stared at her, mouth hanging open like the dumb grouper he was. 

Leanne’s eyes were smoldering russet now, afire with mischief and... lust? For him? 

“It could be our little secret.” 

He continued to stare at her. 

She sighed. “I kinda ruined the mood though, didn’t I? Sorry.” She ran her hand through her hair—or tried to, until her fingers got tangled in the mats and knots. Letting out a frustrated cry, she asked “Do you have clothes I can wear, then? If I’m going to make an idiot of myself, I’d like to do it looking halfway decent.” 

Sven pointed to the package he’d brought earlier, which had some clothes he hoped would fit her. Then he left her to dress, so he could gather his thoughts, his courage, and figure out what to do next. 
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Chapter Four 
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Leanne opened the small bundle Sven had indicated and tugged on the pants while sitting on the bed. They swamped her. So she rolled up the cuffs. Her curves and the drawstring would keep them up... and it wasn’t like she’d be walking a lot. She wondered if they were just medical spares, that all the ‘research ships’ packed in their exam rooms, or if these were Sven’s sweatpants. The soft teal cotton of the shirt surprised her. It was a pretty color... her favorite color, actually. The sleeves glowed against the skin of her forearms in the blue-ish pulsing light. 

She looked up as Sven came back into the room, holding... a comb? He held it out, presumably for her inspection, and asked, “May I?” to which she nodded, surprised again. But she wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. 

Somehow, between the shower and the heavy but brief make-out sesh, the tray of food had been moved to the floor. Now, Sven set it on the rolling stool and pushed it in front of her. He looked at her pointedly until she picked up the small box of juice and stuck the straw in her mouth. He nodded when she took a long pull and sat beside her on the cot. 

Then he started brushing things out, beginning at the bottom of her hair. Normally, it fell to the bottom of her shoulder blades, but, matted as it was from the NDE—near death or near drowning experience, whichever—and the poor washing attempt she’d made in the shower, it only touched her shoulders. Sven’s touch was incredibly gentle. He didn’t tug or pull. Each stroke of the wide tooth comb was more like... a caress than a personal hygiene routine. When she commented on it, he stilled. 

“We... are gentle. Only gentle with... fringe.” His voice was more confident with making English sounds, she thought. And his speed with the tablet dictionary was amazing. 

“Fringe? Do you mean hair?” 

“Oh... Yes. We feel with ours.” He resumed picking at the knots. 

Did that mean that she’d... “Did I, uh... Did I hurt you? Before? When I was... not being very gentle?” Leanne’s mouth was dry. Great, just go ahead and hurt the sexy pirate fishman hero, why not. 

“It was not... bad.” Sven continued detangling her hair, working his way to her scalp. 

“Okay.” What else did she say to something like that? 

“Okay.” Sven said back to her. Apparently, they both felt awkward about it. 

“Sven?” 

“Hm?” 

“That... That whistling before. And the rumbling. Was that your language? Or... the language of your people?” 

“Yes.” There was a pause in the combing, and she sipped her box again while she waited for him to continue. “In my panic, I did not think about the languages of Earth—” 

“Earth?” she interrupted. “You say that like...” She had to gasp. “The flags on your tablet—in the language list—they aren’t countries of Earth?” 

Sven was still behind her again. In a tight voice he said, “No.” 

“I’ll pretend I don’t know that. There, fixed.” She waved a hand as if she’d done magic. A rumble behind her, she thought maybe it was a chuckle? 

“My implant is translating your words.” He was just stroking her hair now, playing with it, she thought. It was lovely. She’d always loved that. 

“Cool. That must come in handy.” She wondered how it would be if she could feel his rough hands with each tendril of her hair... 

A pause, then: “Sometimes. Sometimes it takes a moment.” Another pause. “Leanne?” 

“Hm?” 

“I like your hair. It is not like ours. I like my fingers in it.” 

“Thank you. I like when you do that, too. Um...” Should she ask this next question? “Your... fringe? You don’t do this with it.” Maybe if she made it a statement it would be less awkward. And that would be a resounding NOPE. Still awkward as hell. God, girl, she chided herself. Get it together. 

“Our fringe... the privilege to touch it is not lightly given. It is an intimate act, one only lovers or bonded pairs share.” His voice was deeper, rumbly-er, when he spoke, causing a shiver down her spine and goosebumps to erupt on her skin. 

“Oh. I’m terribly sorry...” Way to just go ahead and violate the sexy fishman hero pirate, Leanne. She could have kicked herself. Really nice job. 

She turned to face him so that he could see her sincerity. “I’m so, so, sorry. I didn’t know.” 

But Sven didn’t look angry. His eyes were still hot, twin burning blue flames in his face, captivating her. 

“Okay,” he said with curved lips and a nod. “You could not know I was not the same.” 

He wasn’t, and she found she didn’t care. She found it exciting. She wanted to know more, wanted to know how else he was different. And how they were similar... 

Leanne finally dragged her eyes away from him. She needed to get it together, put away the bodice ripper aspirations for a second. Or a day. Figure out what is going on first. But, like she was really going to do that? 

“You must eat. And then rest, regain your strength. I can show you to the galley for other food?” He offered his palm to her. 

She took his hand, pushing up from the bed with her free hand, and prayed that the joints in her knees would behave. They didn’t. 

True to form, Sven caught her again, but didn’t sweep her into his arms again. Only held her against him until she got her legs under her again. By that time, she’d broken out in a sweat, panting, like it was day one of physical therapy. 

Sven was watching her with concern, but no pity. “How can I help?” The tone of voice wasn’t pitying either. Finally, someone asking instead of offering to carry her every which way, or running to get her a set of wheels. And bummer, because hoo-ee she’d take being carried by him any day. 

“Um, I don’t think I am ready to go far, just yet. Can I... Can I sit, in a chair? Just for a while, and then I can probably get my sea legs back. Especially if I can repair my braces somehow—” she was cut off by Sven lifting her up into his arms again, and stepping out of the room, moving further down the hall. 

“Or you can just carry me...” She didn’t grumble, she really didn’t. Not when she’d been regretting his not sweeping her up just moments before. 

“We will feed you, you will rest, and tomorrow we will solve this.” Sven had authority in his voice she didn't want to argue with, for a change. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his neck and tried to be small, so she didn’t bang into the narrow corridor walls or doorways. 

As he made his way to a set of stairs, Leanne got a good look at her surroundings. Not being in a state of confusion, she thought the place looked very... space age-y. Lots of metal and plastic-like panels, flashy blinky lights and buttons, and the kind of doors that submarines have on some corridors, and more Star Trek-y sliding doors on others. 

She was bursting with curiosity, and she had a million questions by the time Sven deposited her in a built-in dinette of a kitchen—galley, she corrected herself. He ducked a vent tube and unlocked a cupboard in the wall. 

“Is there anything you do not, or cannot, eat?” His brow was furrowed again, and she wanted to smooth it. She noticed, now that she was aware of the differences, that his hair... fringe... was moving. On its own. Responding to things. It bristled now, where it had been sleek and smoothed back while he carried her. Amazing that she hadn’t noticed when she was running her hands through it earlier... 

“Leanne?” 

“Wha—oh, sorry. Wool gathering. I don’t have any allergies. I don’t care much for pepperoni on my pizza, though.” She was trying to lighten the mood. Did she really think he ate pizza? No. Did she think his fancy device could tell him what that was? No. Was it possible to make pepperoni or pizza underwater for fish people anyway? 

Sven grinned, showing off his spectacular teeth. “What about pineapple?” 

“You’d make... pizza?” 

He held up a piece of regular old stodgy white bread. “Would this do for crust?” 

She had to laugh. Sven squinted at her, and Leanne noticed his fringe stuck out differently again. Shaking her head, she said, “No, thank you, but I’ll keep it in mind.” 

Sven grunted and riffled through the compartments again. 

“Really, I’m not picky. Make whatever you normally would.” Sven looked at her with narrowed eyes again. “Unless you eat, like, raw human. In that case, please don’t serve me that.” Great, now make the sexy fishman hero into a piratical monster. You’re really on a win streak here, Leanne. 

“No, I don’t eat humans.” Sven grinned again, and winked... upwards? With a clear membrane. “Not for food.” 

Leanne didn’t even have words for that, only clamped her thighs together at the memory of how close she’d been to breaking her dry spell, creepy teeth, pirate, hero or no. She’d just pretend it was a language barrier thing, and not intended as flirting. 

Sven was pulling cans and packets out of the locker now, little foil wrapped envelopes. Leanne watched with wary fascination as he popped open cans, tore open envelopes, and dumped things on plates. He turned a knob on the wall, tapped a display, and moments later four pieces of toast slid out of a slot right onto the plates. A drawer opened and closed, some clattering, and then there was a heaping plate of fish on toast in front of her, and a knife and fork wrapped in a napkin set next to it. Another thump, and a box with a straw was placed before her too, and she could smell the same juice she’d had in the medical bay. Her mouth watered. 

Sven sat across from her, tucked his napkin in his lap, and took an enormous bite out of his toast. He chewed for a moment and then paused, looking concerned. The sides of his fringe shifted. “Okay?” 

Leanne smiled at him. “Okay.” 

His fringe shivered all over, and he went back to his meal. Leanne bit into her own toast and moaned on reflex. The fish was so fresh... she’d never had its like, even when she was living on the coast! Especially never out of a can... 

“Okay?” 

Through a second enormous mouthful, Leanne said, “Perfect.” She dedicated herself to her toast until the first slice was gone. Then she wiped her mouth and sat back, watching Sven make himself another helping. This time, he stacked the toast and put... lettuce? Yes, he made a toast and fish sandwich, with lettuce. She was either having a wild day, or an amazingly detailed post-death hallucination. 

“Can I ask questions?” she blurted when Sven sat back down. He nodded, his mouth full. Amazing, that so many of their physical mannerisms were different, even if they were different... species? 

He set the tablet between them, swallowed. Tapped the screen. “I will tell you if I cannot answer.” Sven munched some more. 

Leanne dove right in. “So where in the hell are we?” 

She could tell they were both going to be tired of phrase book delays. “Caribbean Sea, near where you were on the ship.” 

“And this place,” she waved her hands to indicate the kitchen, the hallway beyond. “What is this?” 

“This is my ship. I think you would call it a submarine, but is more advanced than most.” 

She nodded at that. Definitely. She half expected a depressed robot to trundle around the corner, or to be joined at dinner by some mice. “I can see that. And you have better medical equipment, too, I’m guessing. But you say we’re below the surface of the water?” Sven nodded. “Is that to avoid the storm?” Sven nodded again. “Do you live down here?” 

Sven shook his head. “No, I don’t live here.” From the sound of his voice, Leanne suspected that he meant Earth, and not just this part of the ocean. 

“When you rescued me from the wreck...” She had to word this next bit carefully. “What did you intend?” Sven stilled, but Leanne surged ahead. “Were you looking for survivors, or were you here for something else entirely?” 

Sven put his sandwich down, and took time to compose his sentence before he spoke. “I am working. This was the quickest way to my next stop. The hurricane was a delay, and I looked to anchor. My sonar pinged on debris—your wreck. I went to it. See if it was my people. See if I should call for help.” 

“But it was a human wreck.” 

He nodded. “You are... different. You are not of the ocean. It does not treat you gently. I did not expect survivors, and was making my way out of the wreckage, when I saw you.” His fringe slicked back and trembled, like he was struggling to keep it neat and tidy. “I do not know why I rescued you.” He looked frustrated and unsettled. “I just knew I must...” Sven let his sentence trail off, and his fringe wriggled. 

“And now what?” She kept her voice soft, gentling. “Now that I am not injured or drowning, that I am alive, what will you do with me?” He didn’t seem the spontaneous type, but these were extraordinary circumstances, weren’t they? And if she was right... Well, that would be just fine with her. 

He didn’t say anything for a long time. 

“I can’t go home, you said?” Despite wanting to start over, to dive back into life fully, as she’d meant to do on the cruise, she was suddenly very afraid of losing her previous life. 

Sven just looked at her, and she read the regret in his eyes. His whole body seemed to deflate, the air leaving him, his fringe becoming thinner and settling against his scalp. 

“And neither can I.” 

He couldn't believe the mess he’d gotten himself into. Of course she couldn’t go home, that was a given from the moment of the rescue. Before leaping out of the hatch into the abyss, he hadn’t thought at all about what to do if he succeeded in rescuing her. If anyone found out and reported it... she’d be dead soon anyway. They wouldn’t trust her not to talk, even if he did. Nor could she come with him, because then they would both be exiled, or dead. An absolute whirlpool of garbage, that’s what this situation was. 

They finished their meal in silence, and he suspected they were both thinking the same things. His sandwich stopped tasting like anything but sand, and everything he’d eaten before turned into a lump in his stomach. 

Leanne was picking at her last slice of toast, but she sipped the nectar when he pushed it toward her. She still looked pale, and he could sense the salt of her tears in the air, though none spilled from her eyes. 

While he cleaned up their plates, he asked her if she wanted to return to the medbay, or of she’d like to stay up for a while. She looked up into his eyes, and he was falling back into their dark depths. Her intensity of spirit, even as sad as she appeared, punched him in the gut. He was about to pull a shark and barf everything up, with sorrow and guilt for putting her in this position. 

Finally, she said, “Since I can’t go back, and I’m getting the vibe that you don’t really know what to do with me...” She reached for him, and it was automatic to clasp his hand around hers. Natural. Like he’d been doing it for years
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