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      A shipwrecked woman. A mysterious merman. A secret that could drown them both.

      When a whale capsizes her boat, marine biologist Verity is left stranded in the vast, merciless ocean. But the sea hides more than sharks and shadows. Beneath the waves waits Rainse — a wounded alien merman from a faraway planet.

      He saves her life. She steals his heart.

      Drawn together by fate and fear, Verity and Rainse must navigate a world of glittering reefs and deadly secrets where love may be their only way to survive. But the ocean isn’t done with her yet — and Rainse’s people guard their own mysteries fiercely.

      Perfect for readers of romantic sci-fi and fantasy with adventure, spice, and alien mermen, Rainse dives deep into love, loss, and the call of the sea.
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      Eynhallow – a city on Finfolkaheem

      Finfolkaheem – planet of the finfolk

      Intergalactic Authority (IA) – space police

      Intergalactic University (IGU) – the best and biggest university in the galaxy

      Mooncrossing – a year on Finfolkaheem

      Roussay – a town on Finfolkaheem

      Span – a week on Finfolkaheem

      Sunpass – a day on Finfolkaheem
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      This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).
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      Verity

      I'd always loved whales. Until the day one tried to kill me.

      Or maybe it didn't. Maybe it just wanted to play and didn't consider that it was so much bigger than the RIB. 

      Either way, it hit us like a truck, slamming into the boat from the side. The impact tore through the inflatable’s hull with a sound like thunder. There was no time to radio for help. We were in the water before we could blink.

      One moment, we were laughing about the playlist Hugo had put on – Under the Sea, of all things – and the next, the world flipped upside down. Cold swallowed me whole. The sea punched the air from my lungs, and I barely remembered to close my mouth before the saltwater rushed in. My life jacket yanked me upwards, forcing me to the surface just in time to see the whale’s tail fin rise like a mountain behind me, then crash down, sending a wave that rolled me over again.

      When I surfaced a second time, coughing and choking, it was gone. Its work was done.

      The sea around us was a chaos of foam and debris. The overturned RIB bobbed nearby, half-submerged. The engine hissed and spat before dying entirely.

      “Hugo!” I gasped, throat raw from salt and panic.

      He surfaced a few metres away, eyes wide, coughing up seawater. “I’m here! Jammie?”

      A spluttered reply came from somewhere to my left. Relief, sharp and fleeting. All three of us. Alive. For now.

      We tried to stay afloat as the sea rocked us like rag dolls. There was nothing around us but endless blue – no shore, no boats, no sign of rescue. The Minerva, our main vessel, had to be out there somewhere, but the swell made it impossible to spot her. The horizon was a jagged line between sea and sky.

      I tilted my head back and stared at the sky. A single gull circled high above us, its cry thin and lonely. The world was too vast, too silent, too indifferent.

      I’d always loved whales. Their songs, their grace, their impossible size. It’s why I had spent my adult life studying them. But floating there, tiny and breakable in the endless ocean, I realised love could be as dangerous as it was beautiful.

      Now, we could only wait to be rescued.

      Or to become part of the deep.
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      Rainse

      Jealousy didn't suit me, and yet I wore it like a cloak. Hiding my envy became more difficult with every day.

      The two people closest to me, my clutch-brothers, the finmen I'd grown up with, who I'd travelled all this way to another planet with - they had found their mates and were busy kissing, swooning, disappearing into quiet corners. 

      But not me. 

      I was still alone. Every sunpass - no, several times every sunpass, what humans called day - I checked my messages, just in case I'd overlooked a notification from the dating agency. Nothing. How could it be that my brothers had both found a female, yet I hadn't? 

      It wasn't fair. I hated being alone more than ever. Until we'd come to this planet, at least the three of us had shared our pain, our loneliness. None of us had been given the honour to be allowed a mate. I had almost made my peace with that - until Fionn had heard about this planet, Earth, and we'd gone on the adventure of our lives. For Fionn and Cerban, the risk had paid off. I was still waiting. 

      And there was no guarantee that I'd ever find a mate here. Out of the twenty-something finmen who'd travelled with us, half had been matched with a human female. Pam, the leader of the Hot Tatties dating agency, insisted that those odds were 'absolutely fabulous' and that she'd never worked with an alien species this compatible with humans.

      I seemed to be an exception. While my brothers got to spend time with their mates, gallivanting around with huge grins on their faces, I was left to spend my days working hard to keep the peace between humans and finmen. The job had got easier over the last few spans, now that the two species had got to know each other. Everyone could see how well the matched couples got along - sickeningly so. It churned my stomach every time I saw a finman kiss a human female. Not because of the species difference, but because I craved to be in his position. I wanted a mate with every cell of my being. Jealousy was exhausting. 

      I didn't have to work this sunpass, but I'd been hiding in my office until a few clicks ago, distracting myself by sorting virtual files and reading news reports from back home. I missed Finfolkaheem. The vast, endless oceans. The underwater cities twinkling like beacons at the bottom of the sea. The food, oh yes, the food. Fish on this planet lacked the flavour I was used to. I had tried other dishes, plants grown on land rather than in the water, but they weren't salty enough. My clutch-brothers embraced the exotic food Peritus offered, but I couldn't be like them. Maybe if I'd had a mate, it would all be easier. She could introduce me to this world, stroke by stroke, until I forgot Finfolkaheem and its delicacies, the taste of its ocean, the scent of its soul. I was sure that everything would be so much better with a female at my side. 

      I stretched my shoulders, arched my back. I'd been sitting inside for too long. A swim in the sea would do me good and rip me from my maudlin thoughts. The good thing about living on an island was that the sea was never far away. Even if the sea didn't taste quite right.

      When I got to the closest beach, I spotted Cerban and Maelis in the distance. She was wearing her diving equipment, he followed behind her like an enthusiastic catfish. I turned away from them, unwilling to see their happiness up close. 

      I hated the male I'd become. Bitter. Jealous. Full of dark thoughts that I couldn't push out of my mind. 

      Maybe I should never have come here. Maybe the Matriarchs were wiser than I'd thought. Their system had worked for generations, ever since climate change had increased the water temperatures, causing fewer females to be born. Now only select few males got to have a mate. It was sad for the rest of us - no, not sad, devastating - but now that I saw the male I was becoming, twisted by jealousy, I could understand their reasoning. I wasn't worthy. I didn't deserve a mate.

      The cool water welcomed me like an old friend. I dove into the waves, swimming as fast as I could, away from the island, away from my brothers. I breathed in deep, my gills filtering the water, delivering fresh, cold oxygen into my lungs. My greenskin fluttered in the water, measuring the currents, keeping me steady. Schools of fish swam past me, ogling me curiously but without fear. I could sense larger animals swimming in the distance. Since we'd come to Peritus, I'd spent a lot of time in this ocean. I'd met huge beasts in its depths but I lacked the knowledge of their names and species. The humans had told us about whales and sharks, but I was sure I'd seen other creatures down there, where sunlight didn't reach and the water grew icy cold. Creatures big enough to scare even a finman warrior who had been in the Finfolkaheem navy for a while. 

      A short while. Until I'd refused an order and had been thrown out unceremoniously. 

      I was tempted to dive down as far as I could. I was in the mood for a fight, even if it was with a sea creature ten times bigger than me. I no longer cared about my safety. I didn't care about anything. All I wanted was for the anguish in my chest to be extinguished. I wanted peace. But would I ever find it on this planet? I was starting to doubt it. 

      The droning vibrations of a motor made me come to a halt. A ship, a big one. Not many vessels travelled in these waters - one of the reasons why the Hot Tatties dating agency had bought the island. They wanted privacy, no prying eyes, no alien hunters, no governments who might want to experiment on us. For all anyone knew, this was a billionaire's playground, where the rich stayed in fancy beach huts and had their every wish catered to. In reality, this was the only place on this planet where aliens and humans could live in harmony. And soon, there would be a second island, not far from here, for permanent settlements. There was only one small ferry between the agency's island and a bigger one a few hours by sea, with a hospital and larger airport and other amenities. 

      But this ship sounded bigger than the ferry by quite a bit. What was it doing in these waters? Curiosity felt better than jealousy. I might as well spend this afternoon chasing a mystery.

      I changed course, swimming with strong beats of my webbed feet while slowly approaching the surface again. I'd have to be careful not to be seen. My kind was the origin of humanity's legends of mermaid and mermen, but we hadn't swum in these oceans for centuries. By now, legends had become myths, fairy tales that only children believed in. I didn't want to be responsible for their revival. Humanity hadn't officially encountered other species yet. Most of them thought they were alone in the universe. I snorted, bubbles brushing against my lips. If only they knew. 

      The vibrations shuddered against my greenskin. I was getting closer. The water here was murky, full of tiny particles rising from the deep. Green strands of plant material moved in the current like dancing curtains. I passed a turtle, swimming slowly but steadily, flippers moving in an ancient rhythm. It had been Elise, Fionn's mate, who'd taught me the animal's name. I waved at the turtle. It stared back at me from old, wise eyes. 

      A dark shape appeared in the distance. The ship's hull. I slowed down a little, unsure of what instruments and scanners the humans would have on board. Would they be able to sense me beneath the surface? 

      I realised I didn't care. This was distracting me from the mess of emotions wrecking havoc inside my mind. I was going to be selfish. 

      I circled around the ship, approaching it from behind. Its huge propeller ploughed through the water, cutting it into pieces. I kept a safe distance from the metal guillotine. Beheading wasn't on my schedule for this sunpass. But I wouldn't glean information from down here. A few barnacles covered the hull, and there was a word painted on the side of the ship, but not in an alphabet I could read. If I wanted to know who this ship belonged to and what it was doing so close to the island, I'd have to surface. 

      From below, I watched the movement of the waves above me until I'd learned the pattern. Then I rose, my head breaking through a wall of water. Warm air hit my skin. I stayed low, only my eyes above the water, and hidden behind the waves. The ship was sleek and shiny, looking like it hadn't done many journeys yet. That matched the small amount of barnacles on the hull. Humans were moving around on the decks, waving their arms, shouting. Even from a distance could I see that something unusual was going on. Some kind of emergency? 

      I swam closer until I could hear their voices. 

      "... it's been too long..."

      "... they were supposed to be here..."

      "... not answering..."

      I was glad for my translator implant. While I'd done my best to learn one of their Earth languages, English, the implant amplified the voices and erased all interference. It was clear they were looking for someone. Part of their crew? Or someone else? 

      One male lifted a strange apparatus to his eyes and slowly turned from side to side. When the device was pointed in my direction, he yelled something.

      Time to disappear. 

      I dived far beneath the vessel until I was sure they wouldn't be able to find me with their primitive sensors. Finfolkaheem technology was far advanced to what they had on this planet, even after the no-tech movement a generation ago. 

      What to do now? I could swim back to the island. Or I could do something useful with my time and investigate the mystery of this vessel. They were searching for someone, or several someones. I would do the same. It would keep me out of trouble - and my thoughts from straying too close to yet more jealousy and self-pity. 

      I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the ocean. First, the engines of the ship above me, the propeller cutting through water. Then, footsteps echoing on metal. Human voices. Birds screeching high above them. I expanded my senses beyond my immediate surroundings. Air bubbles. Fish moving in large shoals. The turtle from earlier. And then, deep beneath the oceanic orchestra, a slow, sad song. I'd heard it before, sung by a creature as large as a star-eel, moving elegantly through the depths. They were majestic beasts, with large flukes that could easily knock a finman unconscious, and eyes that spoke of intelligence and awareness. They were singing in the distance, but their song was not the same melodic beauty I'd heard the last time I'd encountered the creatures. They sounded distressed. 

      I stayed in place for a moment longer, listening for anything else that could show me where to go, but my mind kept returning to that sad song. I didn't have any other leads. I didn't have to return to the island any time soon. So I swam, away from the ship, towards whatever awaited me in the deeps.
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      Verity

      I was no longer scared. I no longer scanned the waves for the curved dorsal fins of sharks. I was spread out on my back, staring up into the cloudless sky, imagining I was floating in my bathtub back home. The lifejacket steadied me in the waves that pushed me from side to side. My ears were beneath the water's surface, erasing the sound of the gulls screeching high above. Float to live. I'd seen the sign on lifeboat stations back home in the UK. I'd never thought I'd have to use that advice myself. 

      My lips were dry and cracked despite the water all around me. I was thirsty, so very thirsty. The urge to drink was even stronger than the desire to sleep. Exhaustion pulled at me, the desperate need to close my eyes and surrender to the darkness. But I kept my eyes open and watched the gulls. They meant there was land nearby. I hadn't been involved in charting today's course, so I was unaware of any islands that might mean my survival. 

      Hugo would have known. But Hugo had swum away, unwilling to listen to me. I'd told him that they'd be looking for us at our last known location. If the Minerva came looking for us, they'd come in this direction. There was no point in wasting energy trying to swim to them. It was impossible. But Hugo hadn't listened. Now he was gone. At first, I'd watched his slow progress, his head bobbing between the waves. He'd turned and waved a few times, then he'd disappeared in the distance. I hoped he would make it. I liked the guy. He was funny, even if his humour was a little cringeworthy from time to time. His taste in music was atrocious. But he was clever, kind, a nice guy to be around. And he still owed me a round of poker. He better not die.

      At least Jammie was still here with me, floating somewhere to my right. He was a PhD student from Birmingham. His thick Brummie accent made me laugh sometimes. He'd begged me to come along on the RIB today. I bet he regretted that now.

      In the beginning, he'd asked questions. Would the Minerva find us. What if it didn't. What should we do. How could we survive in the middle of the ocean. At some point, he'd stopped asking questions. Whether he didn't like the answers or whether he wanted to conserve his strength, I didn't know. 

      Despite the silence between us, I was glad I wasn't alone. 

      The accident kept replaying in my mind. The whale's fluke crashing down on us. The splashing water. Flying through the air, landing in the cold sea. And again, that fluke, waving at us as if saying goodbye. Or maybe 'fuck you, humans, stop bothering me'. It hadn't been one of the whales we'd studied, I was sure of that. I could recognise them all by their dorsal fins, and some had trackers attached to their thick skin to help us trace their movements and understand their behaviour better. 

      "Jammie, did you recognise the whale?" 

      My voice sounded as dry as my throat felt. 

      "No." He coughed. "But... I don't... know them all."

      He sounded to be in a worse state than I was in. How long had it been? The one day I'd forgotten to put on my watch... We'd set out in the early morning and had worked for at least two hours, following a pod of minke whales that had come to these latitudes for breeding. They weren't part of my research project, but I'd been happy to spend a day with the other two researchers, helping Hugo record the whales' behaviour and teaching Jammie more about field work. My own research circled around orcas. Most research on them had been conducted in polar and sub-polar regions, which is what I was about to change. 

      Unless I drowned today. Would anyone continue my studies? Or would it die with me?

      That thought gave me renewed strength. It wasn't the whale's fault. I didn't believe that. It had seen us as a threat, or maybe a toy and had reacted accordingly. We had encroached upon its territory, not the other way round. I'd only got a glimpse of its fluke - and I hadn't even seen the whale before it had crashed into our RIB - but I was pretty sure it had been a humpback whale. Just like minkes, they came into these warmer waters to find a mate. 

      I hoped it would meets its one true love. I didn't wish it ill, not even if this was to be the end. 

      I was done blaming other people - other whales - for my problems. Even if this whale's actions had been a little drastic.

      A bird flew low over our heads. Marine avians were not one of my specialities. To be honest, I could barely tell apart a herring gull from a ring-billed gull. I was all about the cetaceans. My love had started with a cuddly dolphin toy as a child - I bet my grandmother hadn't expected me to make a career out of it. 

      My chest grew cold at the thought of my family. If the Minerva didn't find us, if we...

      No. This was not going to be the end.

      "Vee..."

      Jammie sounded so very weak. I turned my head to look at the young man. He hung heavily in the water; his life jacket was all that was keeping him afloat. If only the RIB hadn't sunk, then at least we'd have something to hold onto. 

      "Yes?" I croaked.

      "I don't... want... to die."

      I reached deep for the last remnants of energy and flipped myself onto my front, then slowly paddled towards him. There were only two metres between us, but it felt like miles. I grasped his hand - icy cold - and squeezed it. 

      "I'm here. You're not alone."

      He gave me a grateful smile, but even his smile was weak. His eyes were red-rimmed, salt crusted in his hair and eyebrows. His lips were split open in places. His skin was pale, almost grey. Not good. Did I look just as pitiful?

      I turned onto my back again, but kept hold of his hand. The short swim had exhausted me. I had never craved water more desperately. 

      By the slow walk of the sun across the cloudless sky, I estimated we'd been in the water for at least five hours. It was afternoon now. And within a few hours, it would be dark. I'd spent enough time on lone ships in the middle of nowhere to knew the absolute blackness that would fall over the world once the sun had set. No lights save for the moon and the stars. At least it was a clear day, with no sign of clouds on the horizon. Full moon had been a few days ago, so we'd have enough light to see a shark before it started to eat us.

      Sharks were fascinating. And I wanted them to stay as far away from us as possible. It helped that we were floating and not trying to swim anywhere. Neither of us had any injuries save some bruises. If we were lucky, we'd not attract the sharks' attention. 

      If we were lucky. 

      I stared into the blue sky and wondered whether I should start to pray. I'd never been religious. Never seen the point in it. I could appreciate a pretty church or mosque or temple as a building, but I'd always lacked the urge to pray to some higher being. Until now. I couldn't save myself from this situation. I was relying on others to come to my rescue. Maybe a bit of divine intervention wouldn't be so bad. 

      "Vee..."

      Jammie's voice was barely audible over the sound of the waves.

      "Yes?"

      "I can't... hold on..."

      I squeezed his hand as tightly as I could. "You will hold on. You-" Water filled my mouth, salt erupted all over my tastebuds. I spat it out, coughing, spluttering.

      "You will survive. We both will."

      But my words sounded weak even to me. Hope was fading with every passing minute.

      Had Hugo made it to the Minerva? Or was he lost in the vast emptiness of the Atlantic Ocean? For a moment, I could hear one of the songs we'd sung along to earlier, Yellow Submarine by the Beatles. Everything had been okay then. We'd had no idea that less than an hour later, we'd be in the water, fighting to survive. 

      I started humming the tune. It was a broken, tired attempt, but it gave me something to focus on. 

      "...mmhm-mmh-mmh-mmh-mhmm..." 

      Jammie joined in. I looked at him, saw the determination in his eyes and steeled my own will to survive. We could do this. We wouldn't give up. 

      And that is when I saw the shark's fin cut through the waves. A grey triangle that triggered every single primitive instinct to run, scream, hide. Jammie hadn't seen it yet. 

      There was nowhere to run. We were sitting ducks. 

      I squeezed Jammie's hand to get his attention. "Don't move. Don't splash. No sudden moves. There's a shark."

      To his credit, he didn't react besides tightening his grip around my fingers. "Hit him... nose?"

      "That's what I've heard."

      I'd never planned to encounter a shark outside a shark cage. 

      A shadow passed beneath me. A second shark? It had looked like a smaller shape, but it was gone before I could get a closer look. Not that I wanted a closer look. I wanted to be far away from here, on a safe, dry bit of land.

      "Whatever happens..."

      I didn't get to finish my sentence.

      The fin disappeared, then reappeared a heartbeat later, slicing the water between Jammie and me. The sheer grace of it made my breath catch. Sharks were beautiful — I’d always thought so — but beauty didn’t help when you were about to be their dinner.

      It circled once. Twice. Close enough for me to see the darker blur of its body below the surface, moving with effortless precision. My heart hammered. The animal was maybe three metres long, smaller than a great white but larger than a mako. A blue shark, perhaps. Common in these waters. Curious, not immediately aggressive.

      Please stay curious.

      The tip of its tail broke the surface for a moment, glittering in the sun like polished steel. Then it vanished again.

      Jammie whispered, “Still there?”

      “Yes.” My throat ached with dryness. “It’s just looking.”

      He made a strangled noise. “Looking for lunch.”

      “Not if we stay calm.”

      It was ridiculous, trying to reason with both him and the sea. I was a scientist, but science didn’t comfort me now. Logic couldn’t fight teeth. My whole body was trembling, half from cold, half from terror. I tried to focus on the small things: the feel of the current brushing past my legs, the steady up-and-down of the swells, the rhythm of our breathing. If I focused on those, maybe I could pretend this was just another dive, another field study.

      The shark came closer. Close enough that I saw the ripple of its gills, the subtle roll of one dark, intelligent eye. It was studying us. Assessing. Wondering whether we'd taste good.

      I braced myself. “If it comes near⁠—”

      The water exploded beside me.

      For one wild instant I thought the shark had struck, but what breached the surface wasn’t grey — it was green, shimmering like polished jade. Something — someone — rose from the depths in a surge of power and foam.

      Jammie screamed.

      I didn’t. I couldn’t. The sight had robbed me of sound, of thought.

      The creature moved with impossible grace. One moment he was beneath the surface, the next he was there between us, chest heaving, water streaming off a body that looked human, but also didn't. 

      Sunlight caught on him, flashing across the green skin and bits of seaweed attached to his shoulders. His hair was dark, streaked with lighter threads that rippled in the water.

      The shark turned sharply and vanished into the blue, as if something larger and far more dangerous had entered its territory.

      I hung in the water, frozen. My heart was hammering, too fast to be useful. My brain struggled to form a single rational thought.

      He looked at me. Not at Jammie, not at the sea, but straight at me. His eyes were the colour of deep water, shifting and unknowable. They didn’t seem threatening, only curious.

      He spoke, a sound that wasn’t quite human speech but not entirely other either. The water seemed to carry it, wrapping the word around me until I felt it as much as heard it.

      "You."

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. I was cold to the bone, my teeth chattering so violently I could hardly breathe. Suddenly the last remnants of energy left me. I'd heard about this. People who nearly drowned hung on, only to then go completely limp when they saw their rescuers, believed that hope was imminent.

      The world tilted. The sea rushed up again, and suddenly I was moving.

      Arms, strong and unyielding, lifted me clear of the waves. I caught a last glimpse of Jammie’s pale face as I was drawn against the stranger’s chest. He was shouting something, his voice lost to the roar of the ocean. Then the horizon tilted again, and the sky dissolved into light.

      Salt burned my throat. My vision narrowed to a single thought.

      This isn’t possible.
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