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Chapter 1

 

 

NIKOLAS Cosara loved the beach after a storm, and last night’s had been as fierce as any he’d seen. Nik always walked the beach the morning after tempest, driven to explore the flotsam the waves left behind. He’d carve the driftwood into the likeness of sea creatures. Sometimes he found treasures in the piles of debris.

A dark mound appeared on the beach ahead. As he drew closer, he discerned a tail, like that of the dolphins which frolicked in the bow wave of boats. Pain seared his heart at the thought of the majestic creature beached, never again to laugh at the folly of sailors. Yes, a dolphin’s tail, smooth and gray, not a scale to be seen. No more could be spied of the beast as seaweed and driftwood covered the remainder, along with the strands of a scarlet wig, the kind ladies sometimes wore at court.

Nik tugged at the red strands but couldn’t remove the wig from the pile. He dragged the seaweed away instead and froze. He had revealed a woman’s chest, complete with perfect breasts. Her alabaster skin held a faint green tint, but he couldn’t see her face. Frantic, he tossed away debris, seaweed and driftwood and turned her to the weak morning sun. A pulse beat feebly at her throat, but her breath barely moved her chest. He pushed aside the rest of the debris, his heart pounding fit to burst from his body. 

A sneaking, murdering mermaid. Fury swept him and he clenched his teeth to hold in the shriek that fought its way from his throat. At last he’d found a small piece of revenge against the sea nymphs; a life for his brother’s. He stared at the perfect features: full pale lips, high cheekbones, long reddish lashes, placed in a heart-shaped face that had likely lured dozens of sailors to their deaths. And that bosom! No man could gaze upon it without wanting to touch the luscious curves. Oh yes, this monster had all the tools of the trade, but she’d not kill another man if he had anything to say about it.

Nik pulled the knife from his boot and raised it, ready to deliver a fatal strike. Something stayed his hand. A kernel of sanity urged him to use this being to discover what happened to Jon. Suddenly, he was looking into brilliant sea-green eyes. A keening song sliced through his skull and he stiffened, the knife falling from his hand. 

* * *

I have killed him! Merielle’s heart faltered as she watched the man topple to the sand. It was the shock of seeing him standing over her, brandishing the knife, knowing he meant to kill her. Helpless on the sand, her only defense had been “the song”. She had used it without thought, desperately, instinctively. The humans were right, her people were monsters. 

Meri hauled herself out of the rubbish, her head whirling, and fell back as agony lanced through her right shoulder. She clutched it, resting against the driftwood, breathing deeply until the pain began to ebb. Beached and injured! How her mother would sneer at her! She gathered her breath and pushed a pile of driftwood from her hips with her good arm. This time she was able to roll toward her victim. She placed a hand on his chest, felt its gentle rise and fall. He lived! But even as she watched, his skin lost color, his breathing slowed. Meri closed her eyes and crooned her healing song, low at first and then louder, but not so strong that he would regain his senses too soon. His mind waves stuttered and returned to a normal rhythm; well, normal for a human. His broad chest heaved and settled into the even breaths of sleep. She sighed. This man would not die at her hands, making a mockery of her life, of her plans.

She studied the human. His skin was tanned a golden brown and his honey-blond hair tangled into long locks and tied in a bunch at the back of his neck. His lips were full and sensual, his nose straight and strong, slightly broad at the nostrils. Neatly trimmed hair lay above and below his mouth. Even the wicked scar that sliced across his left cheekbone enhanced his beauty, made him appear dangerous, even while asleep. 

Meri’s gaze fell to the man’s torso and there she truly lost her breath. His shoulders had a lovely width, swooping into upper arms the size of most men’s thighs. A smattering of golden hair peeked from the open neck of his shirt. Her hand still lay on his chest, so she touched his skin. He groaned and turned his head but did not wake. She seized the knife and hid it beneath her. 

He had wanted her dead when he saw her amongst the rubbish. That was natural, their peoples ever at war. She had come here to change that in her small way, but had not banked on the storm. At least it might stop her people from pursuit long enough for her to escape. But now Meri was injured, her options limited. She could not linger in the shallows and around the harbor, hoping to tempt a man to take her into his heart. She had not the strength for that, not for weeks yet if she was any judge of an injury. And this man’s hatred was too strong for her to believe he would help her. 

Meri arranged her long red tresses to cover her breasts and took deep breaths to calm her racing heart. She could manage him if he reacted with violence again. She could. He groaned again and her traitorous heart leapt. Anything could happen. He was a man, wild and uncultured, beautiful and fierce, and he hated her.

And then he opened his eyes, magnificent turquoise orbs that reminded her of the scales on the little reef fish. She could not look away. He stiffened and levered himself up on his elbows. Meri felt the muscles of his stomach just before she pulled her hand away. His gaze raked over her and she was glad she had covered her breasts.

“What do you want?” he asked, his voice deep and low.

“I do not wish to hurt you, sir,” Meri said.

He drew in a quick breath. “You speak my language.”

She gave a delicate snort. “Of course I do. If you bothered to ask, I could have told you that earlier. Instead you tried to kill me.”

“I contemplated it.” He looked around and Meri knew he was looking for his knife.

“Is this what you seek?” She held up the wicked blade, the movement sending a stab of agony into her shoulder. Her stomach roiled at the pain, but she tried to hide it. “I’m afraid I shall have to keep it, if only to ensure my safety.”

“You’ve proven you need no knife, Madam,” the man said, rubbing his right temple as if it still throbbed.

“Ho! So now I’m madam. Thank you very much.”

“Why am I not dead?” He sat up and Meri braced for his lunge. 

“Contrary to your opinion, I did not try to kill you, only defend myself.” Perhaps she might talk herself out of this?

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Very noble of you, but why would you stay your hand?”

She lifted her chin. “I have my reasons. Besides, why need there be war between our peoples?”

“I’ve good reason to hate your kind,” he said. “Even if it wasn’t personal, your people are a plague on the oceans.”

“I could say the same. You have no right to sail the seas, dropping your waste and stealing our bounty. But I do not want to argue with you. I need your help.”

“Ah,” he said, “and now we come to the reason I’m still alive.” He stood, wincing at the movement.

“Please, sir, listen to me.” Meri realized this man could leave her stranded on the beach. Anyone could come along, and she would have to go through all this again.

“I am sorry that my people have harmed you in whatever way,” Meri said, “but I am not responsible. I have fled my family and I need your help.”

“Why should I believe you’re any different to the rest of your race?”

She drew herself up. “I do not lie.”

The man studied her as if she was an unsavory but fascinating parasite. Perhaps she had his interest after all.

“What is your name?” he asked.

Meri’s heart quickened. Progress! “Merielle.”

“That’s it? Merielle? No other name to go with it?”

“I have other names, but you do not need to know them. What is yours?”

He hesitated but Meri thought he just might be a gentleman. He did not act as other sailors she had known. He had a smooth veneer he could not hide. 

“Nikolas Cosara.”

She repeated the name, relishing the sound of it on her tongue, enjoying even more the warmth his gaze created in her core. “I like it.”

“I’m not helping you.”

“I do not think you are the type of man to leave a lady in distress. I am sorry for hurting you, but I brought you back, and now I ask a favor.”

He frowned and sat cross-legged before her. Again, his eyes ran along her face, her body. It heated her even more. 

“I don’t owe you a thing,” he said.

She swallowed her nerves, seeking the strength she required to convince him. “I am injured, sir, and I need a place to recover before I resume my journey.”

“I tried to kill you. Why do you think I would now aid you?”

Inspiration zapped through her. “I do not think you would have harmed me. And now we have exchanged names, I believe your honor will not allow you to abandon me.” She took a deep breath to steady the sickness in her stomach.

Nikolas shook his head. “Who the hell are you? I don’t owe you anything.” His eyes narrowed as he gazed at her. “If I did help you, what could you offer in return?”

“Is it not enough to help someone who is down on their luck?”

“Perhaps it would be if you were a human woman, but one of the murdering sea people? I don’t think so.”

Meri gasped at his rudeness. “Perchance you have no honor, after all?” She must rest and soon or she would pass out. 

Nikolas stood and Meri couldn’t help but cringe at his abrupt movement. Would he now harm her? She prepared “the song” for she would not give her life to this man. 

“Perhaps I’ve forsaken honor,” he spat. “Perhaps your people have carved it from my heart.”

Meri’s spirit quailed in the face of his bitterness. Had she met the only human man who would not help her? “I know not what I can offer in exchange for your aid, Lord Cosara.”

Her words seemed to anger him further. “I’m no lord!”

Panic swirled in her gut, making the pain in her shoulder rise until it was a wave that threatened to engulf her. “Please, I will give you whatever I can, only provide sanctuary until I am fit to resume my travels.”

Her desperation seemed to calm his anger. The scowl left his face, and a flash of pity gave her hope. 

“I’ll grant you refuge for tonight, and as for tomorrow, we’ll see. I shall return.” With that, he strode up the beach, heading for the cliffs.  

Meri had to believe he did have honor to spare for her. Oh, she hated being out of her element and out of her depth. What if another came along this windswept beach while Nikolas was away? What if he never came back? Could she shuffle down to the water’s edge and limp along the coast to the harbor, convince a dock worker to take her in? 

Meri tried to relax, to have faith that her tanned rescuer would return. She lay back in the debris and closed her eyes, listening to the waves and the cries of the sea birds. The throbbing of her shoulder was a constant reminder of her predicament. Her head began to pound. If Nikolas did not return soon, she would have to roll her way to the water to stop her body from drying further. Already the skin of her tail had taken on the texture of desiccated seaweed.

The gentle swish of the waves and the warmth of the sun lulled Meri and she dozed, only to be awoken by a noise she could not identify. She pushed herself up with her good arm. Nikolas was returning to her, leading a large beast whose color was a shade darker than her tail. Meri’s heart leapt into a gallop at the sight of the strange creature.

“Stop!” she said, her voice shrill.

Nikolas halted, frowning. “What the devil for, woman?”

“I would not have that beast closer to me.”

His frown deepened and then he laughed. “This is Storm,” he said. “He’s a gentle horse and won’t hurt you.”

“A ‘horse’ you say?” Meri struggled to get her tongue around the strange term. “What is his purpose?”

Nikolas appeared to be struggling to hide his amusement. “His purpose is transport. You are to ride him.”

“I decline.” She eyed the so-called “gentle” Storm. He chose that moment to snort, and Meri jumped.

“How else am I to get you to my cottage?” Nikolas asked.

“You look strong enough to carry me.”

“Well, I’m not capable of getting you up that goat track without Storm’s help. You’ll ride.”

“I will not.”

He closed the short space between them and reached for her, his face tight.  

“One moment!” she said. “My body craves moisture. If you could submerge me in the waves before we leave, I would be grateful.”

He huffed a sharp breath. “Already I’m beginning to regret this,” he said, as he lifted her from the pile of rubbish.

Meri gritted her teeth. Depending on the gruff man who held her would not be easy. The coiled strength of his muscles wrapped her securely and the rough cloth of his shirt abraded her skin in the most distracting way. But she knew he would rather leave her and walk away.

Despite that, he lowered her gently into the breakers, steadying her against the push of the waves. “Do you need to be further out?” His gaze remained glued to her face, never dropping to her chest, but a small muscle bunched along his jaw.

“This is excellent. You may retreat.” Meri lay back in the foamy wash, luxuriating in the feel of the cool, frothy waves. The headache receded and her tail regained its glossy sheen. When her fingertips had wrinkled, she called to Nikolas.

“I have soaked long enough, My Lord.” Meri pushed herself into a sitting position and Nikolas approached with Storm. Did he ever smile? She imagined how a smile would light his eyes and enhance his rugged good looks. 

He bent and lifted her, taking care not to bump her injured shoulder. “I told you I was no lord,” he said, grunting as he settled her body against his chest. “Have you taken on water? I swear you’re heavier than when you went in.”

Meri’s face blazed. “I may be somewhat weightier than before,” she said, “but a gentleman would not make comment on the fact.”

“Ah, but I told you I was no gentleman.” The merest suggestion of a smirk lifted the corners of the sensuous lips that hovered so close to her face, but Meri had no time to admire his mouth as she was hoisted onto the back of the horse.


Chapter 2

 

 

NIK gazed up at the sea nymph sitting on Storm and ran his tongue across his lips. Merielle’s crimson locks had shifted to reveal most of a glorious full breast, complete with dusky nipple and… well…he was just a man after all. The sooner he got her back to the house and into some clothes the sooner he could treat her as he must. Like an enemy; someone whom he would tolerate for as long as he had to. She was too alluring, distracting, and she was scared stiff, if he was any judge.

He kept his arms looped around her hips and closed his eyes to block out the sight of her bare flesh. Her body trembled as though this was the most terrifying thing in the world, instead of just a ride on an ordinary beast. Nik tried to remove his arms, but she held onto him like a lifeline. Like he would save her. Huh! 

“Do not let go, please. I am sure I will topple over.”

“You’ll be fine, Madam.”

“Get me down and carry me, Sir!”

Nik gritted his teeth. “I can’t carry you up that track. Stop fighting me!”

“There must be another way. I cannot balance up here, and this beast scares me.” 

He spied a suspicious moistness in her eyes. Oh Goddess, no! Spare me her tears!

“Now don’t go crying,” he said, still trying to distance himself from that luscious breast.

“I am not crying. I will not cry over this horse.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself. Her hands clutched his shoulders, her grip almost painful. “Can you not climb up here and keep me steady?”

Nik gazed skywards, praying for strength. But as he prayed to a goddess, he figured perhaps he was wasting his prayers. Now a god would have been a whole different kettle of fish. A god would have been on Nik’s side.

“Damn it, yes, I can ride up there with you. If I must.”

“You must.”

“You’ll have to let me go first. Take a good grip on his mane.” 

Merielle released his shoulders and he guided her hands to the luxuriant silver mane of his horse. Nik vaulted up behind the mermaid, still unable to believe she was real. If anyone saw them, all hell would break loose. Many folk didn’t believe in the existence of the sea nymphs, but in coastal areas believers were more common, especially amongst seafaring families. 

Nik reached either side of Merielle and grabbed the reins. She turned her upper body toward him, wrapping her arms tight around his waist. When he urged Storm into a walk, she clung even tighter and a faint cry escaped her lips. Storm danced to the side, spooked by the sound.

“Hush now or we’ll both end up in a heap,” he said, trying to inject a soothing note into his voice. This was no mean feat as the last thing he felt was calm with Merielle perched in his lap, her hip against his groin, the curve of her breast pressing his chest. He swallowed hard, appalled at the sensations her proximity stirred. She was a mermaid, damn it, not a human. Good for nothing except killing sailors. He had to remember that. She wasn’t like him in any way.

Clinging to the thought, he guided Storm up the cliff path, trying to ignore the soft curves of the being who had wrapped her arms around him as if she’d never let him go. They gained the top of the cliff and crossed the short distance to his cottage. Nik reined Storm in at the front gate.

“We’ve arrived. You may let go.” Her face was still buried in his chest, her breathing shallow and rapid. Her hands clutched his shirt tighter than clams. “Merielle?”

She pushed her face away and gazed up at him. “Promise you will not let me fall?”

He rolled his eyes skyward again. “Do you think I’m going to drop you on your head after all the effort of bringing you up the cliff?”

She unclenched her hands from his back and he slipped off Storm, careful to keep her supported.

* * *

Meri slid off the horse into Nikolas’s arms, and he carried her through the door and into his cozy residence. Flames crackled at the end of the room, and a pot emitted aromas that had her stomach grumbling. Before she could make more than a cursory study of her surroundings, Nikolas deposited her in a chair and strode away. She leaned back to see where he went and the chair shifted, trying to pitch her onto the floor. She grabbed the arms, squealing with fright, but the backward motion halted. A chair that rocked! How miraculous! She experimented with a few cautious rocks backward and forward, deciding she liked this very much.

“Are you cold?” Nikolas had re-entered the central room and stood with his hands on his hips, a scowl on his face.

“I am rarely cold, My Lord.”

“Hungry? I have a fish and vegetable soup over the fire.”

“I am indeed ravenous, and fish would be delightful.”

If anything, her host’s scowl deepened, but he crossed the room and retrieved bowls from a shelf near the flames, spooning the soup into them. He then scooped her up and transferred her to a cushioned chair so she could eat at the table. The delicious aroma of the fish mingled with more foreign scents. Meri used a slender utensil to scoop an orange blob from the broth. She popped it into her mouth and chewed. It was soft and a little sweet and…she didn’t like it at all. She shuddered and spat the foul lump back into her bowl.

“What was that?” she asked. “It was truly ghastly.” Her eyes met those of Nikolas across the table, who was wolfing down the soup as though it was to be his last meal.

“Your gratitude overwhelms me, Madam.” He grabbed a hunk of soft, fluffy whiteness and dipped it into the bowl then stuffed it into his mouth. “It’s not good manners to criticize the meal a host places before you. Even your people must know that.” 

Meri picked around in the bowl and popped a piece of fish and a tiny shrimp in her mouth. She liked the taste. “We do not eat such fare, so how can I know what to do when it is served? The fish and crustacean I can enjoy, even if it is not straight from the ocean.” She gobbled up all the seafood and lifted the bowl to drink the broth. When she lowered it again, her host’s eyes were upon her. The intensity in them reminded her of the killer whales who chased her in the ocean.

“How is your shoulder?” He had such beautiful eyes when he wasn’t gazing at her as if he wished to kill her.

“It throbs,” Meri said, rubbing the tender flesh. “Do you have unguents that would help?”

He stood. “Something of the sort.” He moved to the shelves and took down two vessels and a bowl. From one jar he removed gray sticks that he snapped into small pieces and dropped into the bowl. With efficient, practiced movements, he ground the material into powder and stirred it into a pot of warm water, along with a generous dollop of a thick amber liquid. 

“Drink this,” he said, pushing the mixture toward her. 

Meri raised the pot to her lips and sipped carefully. It was sweet but left a bitter aftertaste. She drank it all and a wonderful lassitude flowed through her. Her eyes drifted shut but snapped open again as she felt hands on her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Pull your hair away unless you wish this ointment to get stuck in it.”

She followed his order and heard a sudden intake of breath from her host. He stalked away only to return with a white shirt which he thrust at her. “Cover yourself with that while I tend your shoulder; then you can wear it.”

Meri draped the shirt over her chest and Nikolas’s hands resumed their gentle application of the sticky ointment. Her shoulder, nay her whole body, warmed under his touch, though his attentions were purely medicinal and the pain they produced could only just be borne.  

“You’ve wrenched all the muscles around the shoulder joint. It’ll be weeks healing properly, and you’ll be unable to use it for at least the next week.” His fingers left her skin. “You may dress now.”

“I will require help,” she said.

He sighed and walked around to stand before her. He took the shirt from her and shook it out before dropping it over her head and helping her pull her arms through the sleeves. It was a garment such as sailors often wore, and rough against her skin. She pulled her hair from its folds and settled the cloth around her. “I do not like the feel of it,” she said. “Though loose, it still confines.”

“Be that as it may,” Nikolas said, “I can’t have you lounging about the place topless. It’s not proper.”

“No one is here to see,” she said.

“I am here,” he said, “and I would rather not have to see so much flesh.” He busied himself putting the medicines away and tidying the kitchen.

Meri thought about his words. Was she so ugly to this man that he did not wish to have her flesh exposed to his gaze? Most men she had encountered stared with open admiration at her curves, had seemed not the slightest bit uncomfortable with her nudity. True, she felt a little disquiet at exposing herself to Nikolas in such close confines, but his words caused her to look at her body with more censure than she normally would.

His words interrupted her thoughts. “You should rest.” His eyes raked her from head to tail. “You may take my bed.”

“Bed? The term is unfamiliar.”

“It’s where we humans generally rest. Come,” he said, scooping her into his arms. “I’ll show you.” He walked into another room, her weight seeming hardly to matter to him, so powerful were his shoulders, his back, his legs. Meri closed her eyes at the thought of those muscles wrapped around her. What was amiss with her? Nikolas deposited her in the middle of a soft platform covered with blankets.

“This is a bed. It’s where I sleep. Place your head here.” He patted a small plump cushion and drew a blanket over her tail. “I’ll wake you at dusk.” With that he left the room, pulling the door closed behind him. 

Meri relaxed against softness she had never experienced before, and eventually she slept.

* * *

Nik breathed deeply as he closed the bedroom door. A mermaid in his home, his bed. What was he to do with her? One night. He could deal with one night. But what then? She was clearly incapable of fending for herself for at least a week, perhaps longer. His gut clenched at the thought of sending her out into the world. Who knew he still had it in him to care about another being? He didn’t want company, or responsibility. His self-imposed exile suited him well. Another reason the sea nymph grated on his nerves.

Regardless, she was here and would have to be dealt with. He grabbed some wood and headed outside, seating himself on his favorite chair in the sun. His fingers wielded the knife as his mind sorted the latest problem to enter his life. Before long, a form started to appear, a sea creature with a dolphin’s tale and woman’s torso. Merielle. House guest, enemy, vulnerable, injured and foreign. As if against his will, the form continued to take shape. He had no wish to create her image, but it seemed his mind, his fingers, had another agenda. And he supposed that carving the sea nymph might help sort his thoughts about what to do with her. So he carved, sanded, polished, and pondered.

As the sun began to cross the horizon, Nik beheld his creation and marveled at the beauty in its form; possibly the most stunning work he had yet fashioned. He wasn’t a vain man, but he did have the ability to evaluate his art and he judged this, quite simply, as beautiful. He wasn’t a stranger to the magic of creation that artists employed, but this was the closest he had ever come to the process of creation guiding his hand, of the subconscious emerging from his fingers to shape his work. Unimaginable joy suffused him and beneath that, a kernel of disquiet. What did it mean?

As he ran his fingers over the shapely curves and smooth lines of his mermaid, Nik acknowledged one thing. Merielle’s appearance in his life was no accident. She had been sent to him, or something within him had drawn her. Could she help him find his brother? He couldn’t afford to send her back to the sea, at least not yet. He had to be patient, allow her to heal, and wait for the opportunity she would bring.

* * *

Despite the softness of the bed beneath her, Meri slept soundly for some hours, but awoke to a throbbing right shoulder. She sat up in the bed and tossed the blanket from her tail. It still gleamed in the faint light, a sure sign she was still well-hydrated. Nikolas stuck his head into the room and delicious seafood aromas floated in with him. 

She took a moment to admire what she could see; golden tanned skin, unruly knotted blond locks that were now free to cascade down his back, piercing eyes - neither green or blue, wide cheek bones with that wicked scar, and a strong square jaw. He was an individual of uncommon attractiveness. Why ever was there not a woman to share his home? And how did he come to be living in this shack on the cliffs when his whole bearing bespoke power and command. Had he fallen on hard times? 

“Hungry?” he asked.

“I am ravenous, Nikolas.”

“Good,” he said, entering the room fully so she could admire the rest of him. He reached for her, snagging her body to his chest and conveying her from the room to the kitchen table. A bowl of steaming food lay before her. This time it teemed with pieces of fish, mussels, crabs and prawns, and strands of seaweed entwined the tasty morsels. There were no horrid lumps of orange or brown to be seen. 

Meri gazed at him in surprise. “This is not the same as the earlier repast, Nikolas. I do not see those…” She could not remember the word for the nasty things.

“Vegetables,” he said.

“Yes, that is the word I seek.”

“You didn’t like them, so I cooked without them. I can’t promise I’ll always do so, but I can’t see you discard so much of your meal. You need your strength.”

“It will not be your concern after this night.”

“I’ve been giving that some thought.”

Meri’s heart jumped at his words, but she pulled her sudden joy back under control. Wait. “Oh?” Yes, that was calm, controlled, dignified. She must step carefully with this man, for no matter what she hoped to gain, it would not help to anger him.

Nikolas frowned, as if expecting a different response from her. “Yes. I may have been somewhat hasty to suggest tossing you out after a night’s rest.” His gaze burned and, under it, she became hot. “Your shoulder will be long healing and you might not survive if I were to return you to the sea. Strangely, I don’t wish to be responsible for your demise.”

“I am hardly defenseless.” Too late, she realized that reminding him of the events earlier when she nearly killed him might not help her case.

“You have defenses, yes, but they won’t help you swim and dive and climb.” He paused as if to judge the effect of his words. “I’d like to offer you refuge until your shoulder is healed.”

“Thank you, but are you certain you wish to do this?”

“No. I’m almost certain I’ll live to regret taking you in, but equally, I can’t abide the thought of you adrift in the ocean or falling prey to some hungry killer whale.”

His words made real her situation, the fact that she had taken her first steps on the path away from her family, the ocean, everything she had ever known. Below her was a yawning great ocean rift, the depths of which were impossible to fathom and the contents equally unknown. The realities of the world Nikolas inhabited might be far more frightening than anything she had yet encountered. 

“I’ve upset you.” His gaze trapped hers, not warm, not welcoming, and not trusting. 

Meri shivered. She could not tell Nikolas she had turned her back on the sea. One such as she simply could not do that, at least not in this form. He would ask more questions, and if he found out what she truly planned he would never trust her, never let down his guard. No, best just to accept his hospitality.

“I thank you for extending your protection beyond the morrow, Nikolas.” She returned his gaze, bemused by the turquoise of his eyes. “You are right. I would be vulnerable were I to return to the sea, but I am equally vulnerable in your world. I do not think you realize how much care I will require. And then there is the need for secrecy.”

“I receive few visitors here. As for your care, I think I can manage.” 

At his smirk, her heart quickened. This man would never succumb to her wiles. He hated her, and the only reason he allowed her in his house was…Why would Nikolas agree to keep her underfoot? He said he could not abide the thought of her alone and vulnerable, but that could not be the only reason. His hatred of her people was personal.

“Why are you really helping me?” she asked. “How can you bring yourself to aid one of the mer people?” 

A small muscle twitched in his jaw and his shoulders tensed. “I don’t wish to talk about this.”

“Tell me why you hate me.”

Nikolas stood and his chair fell over backwards. He tangled his hands in the locks of his hair, pulling them as if he wished to cause himself pain. Meri watched, trying to wrap herself in calm, wondering if he would reveal his torment. 

“Your people killed my brother,” he said.


Chapter 3

 

 

NIK’S heart was turned inside out by the admission. Part of him had been stripped away the day news arrived of Jon’s disappearance, and the lack of answers since hadn’t helped. His little brother, the boy he had all but raised, the family he should have protected, went missing, presumed dead, on a naval mission last month. 

He dragged himself back to the present. Merielle was talking, and her quiet voice slid down his spine, making him shiver. 

“If you blame my people for your brother’s death, then it is even harder to understand why you wish to help me.”

“Perhaps it’s revenge I seek?” Nik clenched his teeth to bring his anger under control. She was so calm, so unaffected by his announcement of the event that had nearly destroyed him, and still might. 

“Perhaps having you under my roof will give me the answers I want?” He laughed, a hint of madness twisting the sound. “What do you think your people would give me to get you back?” 

The delicate muscles of her throat clenched tight. Ha! At last his words penetrated her calm.

Merielle pushed her bowl away. She took a deep breath then let it all the way out. “As to what my family would give you, I do not know, Nikolas. I have left my family. I never lived up to their expectations and so I suspect they will be glad to see the back of me.”

Fury scorched through Nik. That she could give up her family by choice while he had his ripped from his hands—his parents, his brother, all gone. “They’ll search for you.”

“Perhaps.”

“Is that why you need me? To hide you from them?” 

She appeared guilty at his words. He smiled but it contained no mirth. This creature would hide everything from him. 

“You will not use me,” he said.

“You would happily use me.”

“Yes, I would.” He began to pace back and forth across the small living area. “You see, the naval captain who brought the news of my brother’s disappearance also brought Jon’s personal effects, and amongst them was his diary. In the days before he disappeared, my brother wrote of his love for a mermaid. He described her ethereal beauty and divine voice. He said he’d do anything to make her happy.” He glared at Merielle. “Does that sound familiar? It’s how you people work, isn’t it?”

Merielle raised her beautiful head. She was as regal as a queen; would certainly give his cousin a run for her money. “It could be true.”

“Could be true!” Nik roared. “It’s in Jon’s diary. Do you think he was writing fairy tales?” He leaned his face close to hers. “My brother wasn’t susceptible to wild fantasies. If he says there was a mermaid who sang to him, then there was. And then he disappeared, presumed dead.”

“I am sorry.”

“Sorry won’t bring my brother back. Sorry won’t give me the answers I seek.” He pulled himself back from the brink and drew a long, shuddering breath. “I don’t know if you can help me discover what happened to Jon, but it can’t hurt to keep you around.”

“And so, we come to the real reason you have allowed me to stay,” she said.

“No, I’ll not have you think I’m solely motivated by self-interest.”

“Why would you care what I thought?” Merielle’s green gaze bored into him. She could be disconcertingly direct at times.

The words stopped Nik in his tracks. He shouldn’t care what this creature thought of his motives…and he didn’t. He opened his mouth to reply but she spoke first.

“Stop.” 

Her voice was curiously commanding, not that he would allow her to rule him. No, never that. 

“Why can we not keep this arrangement simple?” she asked. “I need refuge, you must discover the truth about your brother, perhaps find him. We can never be friends, but perhaps we can help each other until our paths diverge again.”

“I want to know what I’m getting myself into here. You said you had left your family. What does that mean?” 

“You do not want to hear about my family, Nikolas. Suffice to say I do not fit in there and never have. I am a disappointment to them and have chosen to make my own way in the world. Unfortunately, the storm interfered with my plans. But I see how important it is for you to find your brother. Perhaps if I read his diary it would provide some clues?”

Nik drew a long breath. How was he to have this creature in his house for weeks on end, reminding him of his loss, of his war with her people? And he still understood so little of her purpose. “Perhaps. For now, we must prepare for rest.” He stood, ready to lift her into his arms.

“Wait. I thank you for your bed this afternoon, but I would be more comfortable sleeping in the rocking chair. If you place it in front of the fireplace, I shall be most content.”

Nik could hardly believe his ears. “You’d prefer to spend the entire night in a chair?”

She nodded. “Most certainly. I never sleep but a few hours at night and not on anything as soft as your bed. I shall be happy in the rocking chair.”

He raised his hands in defeat. “Fine. I won’t argue. I couldn’t think of where I was to sleep tonight.” He pulled the chair closer to the fire and placed the quilt his mother had made over it to block the chill. Then he gently lifted the mermaid from the kitchen chair into the rocker.

“Lovely, Nikolas. Thank you.” She settled into the chair, her green gaze falling upon the flames in the fireplace.

Nik tidied the kitchen, bid Merielle a good night and retired to his bedroom. 

* * *

The cottage was silent except for the gentle crackling of the fire, but Meri was in turmoil. Stupidly, she had never imagined that leaving her watery home and finding her way in an alien land would be so confronting. She had never questioned her ability to forge a new path, it had simply been a matter of making the decision to leave and getting on with it. She had not anticipated the storm, or her injury, or the fury of the first human she encountered. Why could she not have found a calm and gentle man whom she could have mesmerized; twisted around her finger until he was besotted with her?

She drew deep breaths to calm the storm within. All was not lost, even though her situation appeared hopeless. Her shoulder would heal, eventually, and then she would have the choice of returning to the sea or resuming her journey to find love. Her heart fluttered at the thought of love in her life; something she had never imagined sharing with another being. Her people did not recognize or value love. Families in Meri’s world were simply a mode of raising young and indoctrinating them in the ways of the sea nymphs. There was no love, not even warmth. Families were about ultimate control.

Meri had never fit in. As far back as she could remember she had been puzzled by those around her. So, she had played with the dolphins and whales, and explored her underwater home until she was old enough to be drawn into the world of her adult sisters. All mermaids were endowed with physical beauty, but they had to learn songs to lure their human victims into their traps. The soul of the victim would then be reincarnated into a male sea nymph, restoring the balance in the ocean. Man could not be allowed to plunder the seas without giving something back. That was the legend; what Meri was supposed to believe. But the thought of using her beauty and voice to lure men to their death made her gut twist with revulsion. 

And so, she had dragged her tail whenever she was asked to practice her arts. Now, at twenty-one summers old, she should have already made her first kill. Meri was a failure. Perhaps she was one of those lost human souls, reincarnated into a mermaid but missing the crucial instincts of murder and cruelty. She yearned to belong, to be happy. Legend had it that if a man was to fall in love with her, she would shed her tail and become a flesh and blood woman. Accordingly, she had learned the song that would accomplish the feat, when and if she found the right man.

But could she dwell here? Already the food repulsed her, and that horse terrified her. The garments were restrictive and sleeping for half the day seemed ludicrous. It was puzzling beyond belief how the
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