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      Caderyn is the sexiest - and perhaps craziest - man Bridget has ever laid eyes on. He may have rescued her from death, but who’s going to rescue her from him? With all the right moves, the man is a walking seduction that’s too hard to resist. Sparks fly. Desires heat. But there’s one small problem. He claims to be a merman and says they’re trapped in the lost city of Atlantes, living on a cursed island deep within the ocean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lords of the Abyss Series

          

          Click on the title to purchase or learn more

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Mighty Hunter

        Commanding the Tides

        Captive of the Deep

        Surrender to the Sea

        Making Waves

        The Merman King

      

      

      
        
        Can’t find the books?

        Updated Reading List and Links here: MichellePillow.com

      

        

      
        To learn about new releases: Join the Mailing List

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Michelle’s Bestselling Series

          

          Qurilixen World Novels

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dragon Lords Series

        Barbarian Prince

        Perfect Prince

        Dark Prince

        Warrior Prince

        His Highness The Duke

        The Stubborn Lord

        The Reluctant Lord

        The Impatient Lord

        The Dragon’s Queen

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Lords of the Var® Series

        The Savage King

        The Playful Prince

        The Bound Prince

        The Rogue Prince

        The Pirate Prince

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Qurilixen Lords

        Dragon Prince

        More Coming Soon!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Captured by a Dragon-Shifter Series

        Determined Prince

        Rebellious Prince

        Stranded with the Cajun

        Hunted by the Dragon

        Mischievous Prince

        Headstrong Prince

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Space Lords Series

        His Frost Maiden

        His Fire Maiden

        His Metal Maiden

        His Earth Maiden

        His Woodland Maiden - Coming Soon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Dynasty Lords Series

        Seduction of the Phoenix

        Temptation of the Butterfly

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Having trouble finding the books?

        Updated Buy Links Here

      

        

      
        To learn more about the Qurilixen World series of books and to stay up to date on the latest book list visit www.MichellePillow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Updates

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join the Reader Club Mailing List to stay informed about new books, sales, contests and preorders!

      

      

      
        
        http://michellepillow.com/author-updates/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my wonderfully supportive readers, who are always there with a cheery email, who are fast to waste time with me on twitter, and who continue to buy my books. Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridget Dutton watched the waves lapping along the bow of the ship as it chopped through the water. No matter how many times she went out to sea, she could never stop staring at the beauty of it—the brilliant blue of the water stretching like a moving field into the horizon. She loved everything about it—the sound, the smell, the feel of being rocked to sleep on the waves. But, there was also the excitement of it, the unknown.

      Now, as the bright moonlight shimmered over the glassy surface, the water was exceptionally beautiful to behold. There was nothing around the boat except the sea and the night sky. They were miles away from any coast, surrounded by sparkling blue.

      “Your mother must’ve thought she gave birth to a dolphin,” Ned Devenpeck teased, joining her at the rail. He was the head of their expedition. His accent still held traces of his Dutch birth, but after nearly thirty years working off the Florida coast, primarily studying fish ecology, his English was perfect. Dev was an older man, nearing sixty, though he barely looked it. Years spent out on the waves had kept him fit and he hardly looked a day over thirty-five, except for the short crop of dark gray hair on his head. Like all the scientists, he was dressed for the field in khaki shorts and a fleece sweater. He handed her a cup of coffee. “You never come inside the cabin until it’s time to sleep or work.”

      “Thanks, Dev,” Bridget answered, nodding as she lifted the cup. She had known him for some time as a scientist, but she was beginning to think of him as a friend. This was their first expedition together, and he had chosen her as his second in command. There had been some light flirting, and she definitely respected his work, but it hadn’t gone anywhere. She was only twenty-six and that was quite an age difference, especially career wise. He was winding down while she was just getting started. “Actually, she accused me of being a pirate in my past life because I always came home with treasures from the ocean.”

      “Oh yeah? Where did you grow up?”

      “The Oregon coast. Most of the treasures were just sea shells or sand dollars, polished glass, bits of driftwood. But once, I did find this.” Bridget reached into her shirt and pulled out her necklace. It was a flat disc with a hole in the middle inscribed with strange symbols. “No one has been able to tell me what it is or what it means. I’ve come to the conclusion that someone was toying with ancient languages and carved it. It’s too new to be an antique.”

      Dev laughed softly. “I’ve never seen anything like it. And the Oregon coast? It’s the wrong region for this sort of thing. Though, I suppose with currents… Well, never mind. It’s probably like you said. So, is this the reason you love the ocean so much?”

      “I don’t know. It did make me think about it more, about what could be out there buried deep beneath the waves. I can’t seem to help it. I love the sea. It’s the last unknown left to explore on Earth. There are so many things we don’t know about it. For each new species we classify, there are fifty more waiting around the next seamount.”

      “What are you doing in Florida, then?” Dev asked. “You should be going with a team to study the Mid-Atlantic Ridge or the effects of the Puerto Rico Trench on tsunamis. Why stay here helping me with boring chemical readings?”

      “I tried to get on an expedition to explore shipwrecks, but Thurmond told me I lacked sufficient Deep Ocean and thermocline experience to be on his team. He did say if I filled this position and worked for a full year, he would reconsider my application. Since he’s the boss, here I am.”

      “Thurmond’s a politician first and a glory hound second,” Dev said, shaking his head. “We’re scientists. Politics have no place in science. Well, except to fund my pet projects, of course.”

      “I agree,” Bridget said, raising her coffee mug. “But, don’t you worry. I signed on to this boat for the next year, and I won’t complain.”

      “I’m not worried,” Dev said, winking. “We throw complainers to the sharks. There’s no one for miles to aid in a rescue. How do you think we got rid of Grant?”

      “Who’s Grant?”

      “Exactly.” Dev winked again. He pushed up from the rail. “I’m tired. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Bridget laughed. “Good night.”

      “Don’t stay up too late, kid. That’s an order.” Dev opened the door and went below deck into the main cabin.

      Bridget smiled to herself as she turned back to the water. Hugging her sweater around her arms, she knew she shouldn’t be out too much longer or she would catch cold. The air was particularly chilly at night, as the breeze swept over her from the water.

      Just as she was about to turn, Bridget saw movement on the surface. She frowned, squinting to see more clearly. It was probably just a dolphin pod or something swimming past. She leaned over the rail. As the boat moved ahead, she saw that it was something floating on the water. She stiffened.

      “Man overboard,” she whispered. Where had he come from? Springing into action, she ran to the cabin door and yelled, “Man overboard! Man overboard!”

      Someone was playing a guitar and the music came to a sudden halt, punctuated by the rise of voices. Nearly a dozen scientists rushed out from the cabin, some carrying life vests and first aid kits. Dev jumped up to man a searchlight as Bridget pointed at the water. It didn’t take him long before he found the man clinging to driftwood. The big spotlight outlined the dark figure. Her stomach was tight with worry. Who was this man and what was he doing floating out in the middle of nowhere?

      Bridget grabbed a rope ladder, still tied to the rail from earlier when they’d taken surface samples. She threw it over the side. Adrenaline pumped through her veins as she fearlessly climbed over the rail to the ladder. She didn’t stop to think, just did what had to be done.

      “Bridget, hold on!” she heard Cassandra scream. “Let us hand you a line so you can tie yourself off.”

      “We’re close,” Bridget yelled back. “I can almost reach him!”

      The boat slowed. Freezing cold water splashed over her, soaking her sweater. She climbed down. Her feet dipped below the icy surface. Hooking her arm on a rung, she leaned over.

      “Almost!” she called, beginning to shiver violently. “Just a foot more. Ease it in. I can almost… reach… him!”

      The boat pulled closer. Her heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she couldn’t hear anything. The man didn’t move as she called out to him. His fingers gripped the driftwood for dear life. She reached out, touching his shirt sleeve. The man jerked, and she gasped in loud surprise at the sudden movement.

      “What’s going on?” she heard someone ask. The spotlight shifted, shining brightly into her eyes. She closed them, turning her back on the light as she gripped tighter to the man’s sleeve.

      “Easy, we’re here to help. You’re safe now,” Bridget soothed. “No one’s going to hurt you. Come on. Come with me. Easy does it. There you go.”

      The man started moving, grasping at her as he tried to pull himself out of the water. His heavier weight strained her arm on the rung. Bridget grunted in pain, trying to hold onto the man and the ladder. Calling up, she said, “I’ve got him, but I need help lifting him up.”

      Hands instantly came over the side to help her. Together they managed to get him up over the rail. Bridget stayed on the ladder, looking around. She climbed up a few rungs, getting her lower legs out of the freezing water.

      “Are there any others?” she asked, coughing lightly. “Find out if there are any others.”

      “Bridget, come up,” Dev yelled. “We’re going to circle around the area.”

      Not seeing anyone in her immediate area, Bridget climbed up. Dev grabbed her under her arm and helped support her weight as she came over the top. Someone wrapped her shoulders in a wool blanket. The man she’d rescued was lying on the deck, covered by a blanket. She fell to her knees beside him. He was shivering, but his eyes were open.

      Bridget tensed. His dark gaze stared up at her, and his black hair was matted to his head. The man was wearing an old fashioned linen ruff around his neck, an embroidered, padded epaulet, short stockings and puffed shorts much like those worn on the old Armada Galleons of the mid-fifteen hundreds. His skin was dark, though it was cast with a sick pallor. When he opened his mouth, a torrent of broken, foreign words passed his lips.

      “Do you think he’s from Cuba?” asked Stevens, a tall, lanky scientist who spent more time with a microscope than anyone she had ever known.

      “Look at how he’s dressed,” someone whispered. “What’s he doing out here?”

      “Do you speak English?” Bridget asked him, when he continued in what sounded like a dialect of Spanish.

      “Must go,” he said, trying to sit up. His voice was hoarse making it even harder to understand his accent. He was too weak from his ordeal in the water and fell back to the deck. “Monsters. They’re out there. In…”

      “Monsters?” Dev asked, kneeling by Bridget. She shrugged, not understanding.

      “It came from below,” the man said. “A monster. It came from below. It rammed our ship.”

      “Military?” someone suggested.

      “Monsters,” the man insisted, desperately grasping at Bridget’s sweater. He pulled her down, shaking violently as his hand gripped into her sweater. “They come from below. They kill everyone. They control the water. They make it move.”

      Their ship bumped against something in the water. The man’s eyes got wide and he began to cry, closing his eyes in what looked like prayer. Dev stood, and she heard him order, “You, man the spotlight and see what’s out there. Everyone look for survivors. This man had to come from somewhere.”

      “It’s too late,” the man cried, before rushing into a torrent of broken Spanish. The ship again hit alongside something in the water. Bridget pulled her shirt free from the man’s grip. “Too late. They kill us all.”

      “It’s just driftwood,” Dev yelled.

      Bridget relaxed. Pointing at Stevens, she said, “Get him below deck and dried off. He’s obviously in shock. See if you can’t get a coherent thought out of him about what happened. Someone should get on the radio and try to find out what’s going on. See if there are any missing ships, possibly some kind of movie set or reenactment crew.”

      “I’ve got the radio,” Peterson answered. The bearded man turned to go below deck.

      Bridget struggled to her feet, gripping the blanket tightly as she worked it snugly around her chest for warmth. Her bare legs and wet boots caused her muscles to ache with the extreme cold of the ocean breeze on her damp skin. She joined Dev by the railing as he searched the sea. The others had spread out and were searching with spotlights in all directions.

      “What do you think happened?” Bridget asked, seeing chunks of wood floating around them.

      “Shipwreck of some sort. There’s too much debris in the water for this to just be a man lost at sea. I don’t get it though. There are no reefs in this area to run aground on, unless he had been drifting for some time.”

      “But, if he’s been drifting, then we wouldn’t have this concentration of wood,” Bridget said thoughtfully. “A storm maybe? A freak hurricane?”

      “No,” Dev denied easily. “The ocean’s been calm and nothing has been picked up by our equipment. There haven’t been any major storms for weeks. And if there were anything unusual, our satellite uplink would have warned us of it.”

      “Do you think he meant sharks, not monsters? His English wasn’t the best.” Bridget searched the water. More debris floated by. Her stomach knotted. She couldn’t see any more survivors. “They wouldn’t have attacked a boat, but if there were blood in the water… I don’t know, maybe it’s possible?”

      “Yes, possible,” Dev answered. He pointed into the distance. “There. What’s that?” Then glancing over his shoulders, he called, “I need a spotlight over here.”

      Light skimmed the dark ocean surface. The debris grew thicker, clanking along the boat. Bridget shivered. “It’s been torn up. What in the world could have caused this much damage? There’s nothing out here but water.”

      “It’s wood,” Dev said, his tone strained, “All of it wood. And did you see what he was wearing? This doesn’t make sense.”

      “Film crew? Maybe the pyrotechnics went awry.” Bridget frowned. So far it was the only idea she had that sounded reasonable given the facts.

      “No, they would’ve had backup ships for everyone.” Dev turned. “Tom, tell Jon to check our bearings. I want to make sure we haven’t drifted off course. Check the sensors and make sure there are no reefs around this area.” Dev visibly swallowed. “Everyone else, keep searching for survivors. With this much wood, the ship was way too big for just one man.”

      For a long time everyone was quiet, as they looked through the floating debris, listening past the sound of wood bumping the sides of the fiberglass ship. A blast from the horn sounded over the water, much louder than any yell. They listened to the silence that followed the abrasive noise. Time crept by slowly and no one called out in answer.

      “There,” Tom said to her left. Two divers were in full gear, ready to go into the water. “What is that? Do you see it?”

      They watched as a sail snagged on a broken beam drifted by. A wrist had tangled on the mast, but the rest of the body was below the surface. Dev sent the divers into the water to see if the person was still alive. Though, when they dragged the body of a man out of the water, they were not surprised that he was long dead. He was dressed much like the first strange man now below deck.

      “See if he has any ID and then wrap him in a blanket,” Dev said softly. Bridget heard him whisper under his breath, “Poor souls.”

      Bridget rubbed her eyes. They’d had a long day at sea collecting samples, but they weren’t tired as they focused on the endless ocean and their new rescue mission.

      “You should get changed from those wet clothes,” Dev said. “I don’t need you getting sick on me way out here.”

      Bridget nodded and gave one last glance over the water before going below deck to the female sleeping quarters. The quarters consisted of several cots lined along the walls. As there were more males than females aboard the ship, they had more room in their quarters than the men had. Changing out of her wet clothes into warmer blue jeans and a thick hooded sweatshirt, she quickly pulled the bun from the nape of her neck, only to wind her long hair up. When she finished, a strand of her black hair clung to her pale hands. Her fingers shook, and she clenched them into a fist, wiping the hair strand against her jeans.

      Death at sea was a risk they all took on the water. The ocean wasn’t something they’d ever be able to control. Even as she admired it, the reality of what it could do humbled her. Bridget heard the cries of the survivor, though he again spoke in his native tongue. He sounded so terrified. Bridget wanted to go to him, but knew her help was needed on the deck. She made her way topside.

      Two more bodies were pulled from the wreckage, but there were no more survivors. Each corpse only added to the mystery, as the men were all dressed in the same period costume, and the only papers they found were handwritten parchments in a foreign language. Only a few words could be made out, as the water had caused most of the ink to run.

      Still, after an hour passed without any luck, no one suggested giving up the search. Jon was having a hard time getting anyone on the radio, but insisted that they were still on course. Steven reported that the survivor was asleep. They’d given him a shot of morphine from the emergency medical kit to put him out since he wouldn’t calm down.

      They crossed through the thickest part of the debris before circling around. The horn sounded intermittently over their heads. Aside from the debris, there was no sign of a ship, making them believe that it had been alone on the water before it had sunk.

      Bridget closed her eyes briefly, taking a deep breath. The salty air stung her face, and she drew the hood of her sweatshirt over her head. Suddenly, the ship rocked, hit on the starboard side. A loud crash punctuated the startled screams of those onboard. The boat tilted so violently that she fell over, slamming into the deck. Several of the scientists slid into each other as the ship righted itself once more.

      Bridget hung onto the rail, pulling herself up. Her body tense, she searched desperately to see what it was that had hit them. The boat tipped again, this time knocked from the port side. Several screams sounded, louder than before. One of the scientists fell overboard into the dark water.

      “Where is he?” Stevens yelled. “Jerry?!”

      Bridget was about to go and help when the boat was hit again. She saw a strange glimmer in the water, a brief passing of silvery blue light. Dev grabbed her arm as they were again tossed, keeping her from falling over the side like Jerry.

      “We got him,” Stevens said as they pulled Jerry back up from the water.

      “Submarine?” Bridget asked Dev, pointing to where she’d seen the glimmer. They were scientists and would look for the most logical answer first. Another flash passed by, this one silvery green. “Did you see that?”

      “I’ve never seen a sub move like that,” Dev answered, “not even the small submersibles.”

      “Aliens?” someone asked, pointing to another glimmer of light.

      Bridget gripped the rail as they were again knocked on the starboard. “New, colossal species of Deep Ocean fish rising to the surface to feed?”

      “I’ll go with that one,” Dev announced. “Someone get me the net and a harpoon. We’re going to try and catch this thing. Let’s see what we’re up against, shall we? Come on now! Move it, people!”

      Dev clapped his hands. The scientists sprang into action. Some scrambled down to the cabin. Whatever was knocking the boat had stopped. Those left on deck looked over the side, trying to see anything that would give them a clue as to what was happening. Stevens got Jerry below deck and to safety.

      “I wish we had a submersible,” Dev said. Bridget nodded. They hadn’t had a reason to take one on this trip. “We could stick it down there with a video feed and use it as a decoy.”

      The ocean was calm once more for several minutes. Stevens directed the men to drop the net down into the water as Dev waited with his harpoon. Bridget watched, her body tense.

      “Should we really kill it?” Bridget asked, always the scientist first.

      “We may not have a choice,” Dev said, though she could tell by his face that he would love to catch the thing alive. “You saw what it did to that other ship.”

      Bridget nodded. He was right, of course. A strange blend of scientific excitement and mortal fear beat in her veins. She held her breath, waiting.

      The water stirred. A palpable tension worked its way over the deck as they all watched the net. It dipped into the cold water, jerking violently as it caught hold of something. Stevens ordered it pulled up. As it neared the surface, Bridget saw the purplish glimmer of diamond shaped scales and the splash of a long split caudal fin. The way it moved reminded her of silk in water. It was larger than any fish she’d ever heard of. A long, short dorsal fin ran up the back, but she couldn’t see the fish’s head. Then a male arm thrust up from the water. They all gasped in shock as the fingers moved.

      “He’s still alive,” Stevens said, though none of them knew who the ‘he’ was. “That thing is swallowing him whole.”

      The way the body was angled, it did look as if the fish had swallowed half the man’s body, starting at the feet. The men pulled the net harder, grunting in their efforts, but the sea creature and his victim didn’t surface. Then, the body shifted and Bridget gasped. By the way the scales blended into flesh, it didn’t look like a man at all.

      “Merman,” Bridget whispered, trying desperately to see into the dark water. Such a discovery would be phenomenal. “Give us a better spotlight over here!”

      “Shoot it, Dev,” Stevens yelled.

      Dev leveled the harpoon. The ship rocked violently, throwing off his aim, and he nicked the creature’s tail. Bridget saw the merman’s blood seconds before the net was jerked up, empty. It had been cut open and the creature freed.

      Bridget yelled as she was thrown across the deck. The sound of the ship breaking apart beneath them pierced the night. Several of the scientists slid into the water. Bridget’s eyes met Cassandra’s before the woman went over the side. Bridget had never really gotten along with the woman, but it didn’t stop her from reaching out to grab at her arm. Cassandra’s fingers slipped through her grasp. The boat jerked again, coming apart in a way that should not have been possible. Water splashed over the edges. They were sinking, fast.

      Bridget screamed. Then, as the first shock of cold water hit her skin, she took a deep breath, tears streaming over her cheeks as she held it. Time seemed to stand still as she sank slowly down into the black water. The pull of the sinking boat tugged her body as she went under the surface. She flailed her arms, trying to swim against the current that was dragging her down.

      Her lungs burned, even as the cold seeped into her limbs. Within seconds, she couldn’t move. It was a dark, soundless, watery tomb. She couldn’t hear the struggles of the others. She couldn’t hear the creaking ship. Then, a small glimmer of light appeared before her. Was she dying? Was this it? The light faded as her mind dimmed.

      One last thought passed over her before she let the darkness have her. Monsters. They came from below.
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      Accursed, interfering mortals!

      Caderyn struggled against the netting that trapped him. The humans didn’t know what they were doing, and hunters shouldn’t hunt if they didn’t know what they were after. The scylla were dangerous creatures. They were spirits of the water, mindless, reckless, forever searching. The mortals would never catch a scylla with a mere net.

      Caderyn stiffened. He was close to the surface, so close he could feel the air burning his skin. If he breathed the surface air, he would die a painful death. He cut at the net with the sharp fin along his forearm, but it was hard to work against the jerking pulls of the mortals above him. It took all his strength just to stay underwater.

      Looking up, he saw a gray-haired man with a sharp spear. The man was pointing it down at the water. Caderyn knew the weapon wouldn’t kill him, but it would hurt like the fire pits of Hell. Then his eyes focused on the woman next to a man with a spear. He only caught a glimpse of her face, the image distorted by the transition from water to air. Her skin was pale, and her eyes were a wide blue-gray, just like a stormy sea in the middle of the day.

      ‘Don’t move. Solon goes to ram the ship so we may free you.’

      Caderyn heard Iason’s words in his head. All the Merr could communicate by telepathy in the water. He obeyed the order and stopped struggling, trusting his fellow hunters. Looking through the dark water, he could see perfectly in the inky depths. The first wreck had caused most of the sea life to abandon the area.

      There were twelve hunters total, split up into four teams of three. Caderyn’s team, known simply as Solon’s Hunters, consisted of himself, Solon and Iason. Solon was the leader because he chose to carry the vial around his neck filled with the liquid that would paralyze the scylla, so they could catch it. The liquid was the only way to stop the fearsome sea creature. Because of this, Solon had to have the final say when it came to capturing the scylla. It was he who needed to get into position. The other teams were the Knights, the Soldiers and the Warriors. Caderyn had worked with his team for decades, so long that they had learned to trust each other and could usually predict each other’s moves.

      The boat above him rocked, just hard enough to toss the mortals aside and loosen the net. Iason came up from below, taking his fin to help rip through the netting to free Caderyn.

      ‘Hit a snag?’ Iason asked, nodding at Caderyn’s tail.

      Caderyn looked down in surprise. He was bleeding, but it wasn’t bad. ‘I’ll live.’

      ‘I see him,’ Solon interrupted. ‘He’s here!’

      Caderyn watched a dark spot in the ocean drift by. It knocked the bottom of the ship, tearing into its hull. They’d been tracking the scylla for days, only to find it already had a target.

      Solon swam by, his human arms stretching through the water as his tail fin thrust to the side to sharply change directions. He grabbed the vial from his neck, breaking the string it hung on. Caderyn and Iason quickly cornered the shadowy creature as Solon blew the contents of the vial over it. The scylla jerked up, straight into the ship.

      ‘By All the Gods,’ Solon cursed. ‘No! Stop it!’

      Caderyn helplessly watched the ship break apart above them and start to sink. He made out the cries of the mortals overhead. Even as he cursed the foolish humans for trying to capture him, he felt sorry for them. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything he could do about their fate. It was just like the first ship. Most of the mortals onboard would die this night.

      The scylla became subdued and quit moving. Solon grabbed him and dragged him down toward the ocean floor. The creature wouldn’t have the energy to fight for quite some time, but Solon wouldn’t wait around for it to regain its strength. Caderyn turned to watch as mortal bodies fell from above, flailing in the water.

      ‘There,’ Iason said, dashing to a human woman with flaming red hair. He watched as his friend grabbed her. She struggled, beating against him, but Iason was too strong for her frail body. Caderyn saw him lock his lips to hers, pulling her into his embrace.

      Caderyn searched the mortals, gliding his arms back and forth to hover in the water. The men drifted past. He wished he could save them, help them, but all he could do was keep the current from pulling them down and push them toward the surface as he silently wished them luck. He lifted the ones he could reach in time. Then, seeing a female, he swam for her, dodging the bulk of the ship as it sunk past him. Her wide blue eyes struck him. It was her, the one he’d seen watching him. She was dying. Her body didn’t flop, and her eyes stared lifelessly out at him from her pale skin. A string of bubbles left her parted lips. Strands of black hair brushed him like soft sea grass as he came close to her.

      Caderyn grabbed her body to his chest. She was as cold as the ocean. Instantly, he pressed his lips to hers, suctioning them around her mouth. He sucked the water from her lungs only to replace it with the air he filtered through his gills. She didn’t move, but he could feel her heart beating lightly against his chest as he held her close. His body heat would only sustain her for so long before death came to claim her.

      For all intents and purposes, the hunt had been a success. The scylla was captured and would roam the sea no more. Swimming into the depths of the abyss, Caderyn left the wreckage behind him. The further away he moved from the surface, the more ocean life swam around them. The ferocious deep sea life wasn’t bothered by him, and Caderyn ignored them in turn. It was dark, but his Merr gaze cut through the blackness like daylight, his eyes glowing softly as he looked around. He sensed the ocean as if it was part of him. Gliding down, he weaved, dodging a baby squid.

      The woman’s breasts were soft against him, making a hot wave of desire flood his veins. It had been so long since he’d found release with something other than his hand or a pleasure nymph. He could do nothing about that now, but it didn’t help his concentration as he focused on breathing for her.

      Caderyn pushed himself to the limit, swishing his tail in hard, fast stokes. His body burned, each muscle tingling with the exertion. His gills fluttered against his neck, straining to give her more oxygen, to keep her alive just a moment longer. It wasn’t easy breathing for two and swimming hard at the same time, but he refused to give up on her, refused to let go. Too many had died on the way down—more than he would like to count. He was tired of losing people and so he willed this one woman to live.

      As he swam, the woman’s legs spread, slipping along his waist as they trailed behind him. Her arms did the same about his neck. It felt as if she held him. Caderyn gave the dive all he had, pushing down into the deepest depths of the Abyss, knowing he didn’t have long before she was dead.

      ‘Hold on,’ he told her, knowing that she wouldn’t hear his thoughts as she wasn’t Merr. It didn’t stop him, as he continued, ‘Just a little longer, hold on.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Caderyn unlatched his lips from the unconscious woman as they broke the water’s surface. The air was sweet, as he gasped for breath. Breathing didn’t hurt him down here as they were in Crystal Caves, the sacred heart of their city. The caves were located in the palace of Atlas, the capital city of Ataran, home to the Merr race, far below the world of the humans above.

      Solon was already gone from the surfacing area. The cave guards would have helped his friend haul the scylla to a holding cell where it could be further examined. Iason remained in the caves. His body had already transformed back—his tail was replaced by human legs, his fins had retracted into his body and even his gills had molded back into his neck until he looked as mortal as any man from the surface world. His friend was naked, kneeling beside the red-haired woman that he’d rescued from death. None of the hunters thought anything about the nudity, since they never wore clothes when in the ocean.

      Caderyn placed his woman on a rocky ledge next to the bank. It was shallow enough that the water didn’t cover her face and deep enough that it lapped along the sides of her temples when he moved. Her face was pale, her lips edged with blue. They were an odd contrast to the pitch black of her hair.

      With a flip of his fin, Caderyn pushed up, swinging around to sit beside her. He pulled himself from the ocean, brushing the water from his scales. His tail dried quickly, and he watched as flesh replaced it. When he could again stand as a man, he lifted the woman from the ledge and pulled her onto dry land. He gently laid her by her friend. Pushing his hair back from his face, he wrung it out, listening to the water dripping onto the rocky floor.
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