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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Walking slowly along the shore Kai admired the sunrise. The orange and reds of the sky, reflected in the calm ocean. He stopped to observe two of the women of the nearby village.

They had woven leis and were sending them into the sea on the outgoing tide. One woman had lost a husband, the other a son. Not dead, not left of their own accord. Of that he was certain.

Taken. But by who, or what.

In his role as priest of sea goddesses, he was on his way to his temple. The women nodded as he passed, unaware he was anything other than an older man from their village. He glanced at the sea again. Still smooth. He would petition Galatea, goddess of calm seas. It was likely she would hear him. He followed the shoreline until the cliffs and sea met. Then strode out into the water.

His temple was within the cliffs, unable to be reached, even at low tide as now, without diving beneath the water to reach its cavernous entrance. As a consequence, it was safely away from prying, or unfriendly, eyes.

With a last glance all around, he took several deep breaths, held the last and dove beneath the waves. He was easily able to manage unaided, but the ocean sped him down toward the archway in the rock ahead that was the entrance to his temple.

A moment later, he’d swum through the archway and was surging upward to emerge in a high-roofed cave. Swimming gently to shallower water, he stood upright on the sandy bed and raised his arms.

Candles and torches set on and around the walls burst into light, illuminating the immense cavern. The walls were decorated with shells, and as far as Kai was concerned, his temple rivaled any land-based temple or cathedral.

Smiling, he waded ashore and went directly to his shrine. It was set close to a large, dark pool around which were carvings of the gods and goddesses of the world’s oceans. This wasn’t a way in or out for him. If his petition to the goddess was heard, this was where she would enter his temple.

Kneeling before his shrine, Kai bowed his head. “Oh, Galatea, great goddess of calm seas, hear your servant. Your people are vanishing. Families grieve. Grant my petition for your help to find them and allow them to return to their loved ones.”

Kai raised his head and gazed at the pool. Its calm surface began to ripple, then churn. A woman with long dark hair began to rise from the water and stepped forward onto the sand. Her dress was the same dark green color as the pool, but its hem was white like seafoam and seemed to ebb and flow around her.

“I heard your call, and those of the women. Whoever is responsible for this will be found.” Galatea’s expression was dark like a storm at sea, and Kai bowed his head once more. “You may rise, Kai. I will call my most trusted captain.”

She glided across the sand and rested a hand on a large conch shell. Although Kai didn’t hear it sound, he felt its vibrations. A few moments later, the pool churned once more. A man, his hair restrained in a high ponytail broke through the surface.

At least, he had a man’s torso. Looking more closely, Kai saw the horse’s forelegs, and the long tail of his lower body.

“Your captain is an ichthyocentaur?” Kai asked, and Galatea nodded.

“Nereo is my best captain, Kai.”

“You flatter me, my lady.” Nereo slapped the water with his tail but smiled. “You have need of me?”

“People have been vanishing from here. I want them found.” Galatea began to pace. “But it must not be obvious. In case those responsible flee, take the people with them. There’s a hotel near here. I want you to use that as your base. In human form.”

“The Pearl? The one run by preters,” Kai asked, and Galatea smiled at him.

“Yes, that’s right. I have an acquaintance, Honoria, a vampire matriarch. She resides in New Zealand. I’ll make contact and you will go to her. Then you will stay at the hotel, undercover. Tell no one staying there who you really are. We don’t know if anyone there might be involved. You will go with Kai. He will arrange for you to stay with friends until Honoria contacts you. Don’t let me down, Captain.”

“No, my lady.” Nereo rose from the water, his lower body morphing into human form to leave a solidly built, athletic man standing beside Kai.

“I wait to hear of your success.” Galatea walked into the pool, vanishing into its depths.

“I could have simply gone to this hotel,” Nereo huffed. “I normally work alone.”

“The goddess must have her reasons.” Kai cast a sideways glance at Nereo. “Perhaps you will need help. You can’t tell guests who you are, but she made no mention of confiding in the staff. I know Daryah, as does the goddess. She’s trustworthy.”

“I don’t generally mix with those who live on land.” Nereo scowled, then looked at Kai. “Sorry. That was very rude of me.”

“To coin a phrase of ours, my friend, you will be a fish out of water. Perhaps that’s why you need Honoria’s help. The management of the hotel is mostly sea preters. They won’t take kindly to that attitude. Come. We need to be ready when your call comes.”

Kai didn’t wait for another retort from Nereo. All he cared about was his petition had been heard and help sent. Even if, at the moment, he didn’t care much for the person intended to be that help.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Honoria glowered at the irritatingly stubborn creature before her. One did not decline to assist the forces of good, especially when said request is made by one of goddess standing, no less. However, nor would she allow Nereo to keep everything from her friends at The Pearl.

Nereo stood, arms folded, a deep scowl on his saturnine features, and was as immovable as a solid lump of granite.

Daryah and Jennifer are away, so Petru and Alvin are in charge. I will not allow there to be danger in their vicinity without them being warned of it. While it’s unlikely hotel staff and guests would be targets, it is not impossible. Well, Nereo, you may be a captain, but I’m a matriarch, as you’re about to find out.

Turning a slow circle, Honoria shifted into full vampire appearance, her face losing its friendly, eccentric aunt appearance, her eyes shifted to burning red, and her canines descended. She completed her turn and was gratified Nereo backpedaled several paces.

“You will take a man of my choice with you. You have been bound, as you put it, but he has not. He will at least inform Alvin and Petru. That decision is mine.” Honoria drew back her lips, hissing with delectable malice at the stunned man.

“My...my goddess—” Nereo began, but Honoria wasn’t giving an inch.

“Did not bind me in any way. The alternative is I will keep you here until my man arrives at the resort, and they will all know who you are and why you are there. Do I make myself clear.” Honoria bellowed at Nereo, and she was greatly satisfied when he nodded wordlessly.

“Excellent.” Honoria resumed her usual appearance, smiling benevolently at him. “I had my man fly in especially. Nalu, do please come in.”

The door opened and a slender man entered. His blond hair was braided and adorned with gems and small shells, and his green eyes held intelligence and curiosity.

“And just what makes you think he’ll be of help?” Nereo demanded, ignoring the smile that spread across Nalu’s face.

“I’m a descendant of Triton.” Nalu shrugged. “A merman, if you like. At home on land or sea, I live with my family off South Island. I’m here to help at Honoria’s request. I’ll liaise with the staff at the hotel. You mingle with the guests. We can both patrol the sea.”

“I wasn’t to inform anyone of my identity,” Nereo growled, and Nalu laughed.

“You won’t. I shall. We need their eyes and ears, their local knowledge of the place and the people. Staff and guests alike. We need to eliminate the hotel so we can focus outward, not constantly looking over our shoulders. They’re good people.” Nalu added an edge to his tone. “They will make far better allies than antagonists.”

“If you must.” Nereo huffed. “I see I have no choice.”

“You do have a choice. You can work with me, and we’ll find out what’s happening more quickly.” Nalu snapped. “If you don’t work with me, this will all fall apart, and I don’t want those people kept away from their families one moment longer than they need to be. After all, that is our job.”

“Nalu is quite right.” Honoria nodded. “But, if you prefer, I can suggest you are replaced.” Honoria glowered at Nereo. “I have people enough to call upon.”

That seemed to do the trick. Nereo’s expression of outrage would normally have set her off laughing, if only it wouldn’t have spoiled the effect.

“There will be no need for that.” Nereo drew himself as tall as he could, emphasizing the difference in height between him and the merman he now faced. “I am a professional. But you will limit who you speak to. Only the top level at the hotel need to know.”

“I suggest Alvin and Petru as they’re managing the hotel at present. And perhaps Vaha, as security chief.” Honoria nodded. “It’s not as if we want you to announce it to the entire hotel, Nereo.”

“Yes. Fine.” Nereo remained stiff and unyielding, and Nalu caught Honoria’s gaze, rolling his eyes as he did.

“It’s been a while since I last saw Vaha. I heard he married.” Nalu cocked his head.

“Yes, he did.” Honoria stared hard at Nalu. “That won’t be an issue, I take it.” It was as much a demand as it was a statement, but Nalu just smiled.

“No.” Nalu gave a quick shake of his head. “We had a thing once. But we both knew it wasn’t going to lead to anything.”

“Then there’s no need to discuss it further,” Nereo snapped. “He’s your past. We must look forward.”

“And perhaps you’d see a great deal better, if your head wasn’t shoved so far up your own arse,” Nalu retorted, and this time Honoria rolled her eyes.
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