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      When Demon, a merman tasked with patrolling the ocean for humans in distress, comes across a woman anchored to the bottom of the sea, he’s sure his dreams have come true. After all, she’s stunning, single, and makes his body burn with need. She’s also impetuous, being hunted by his enemies, and seriously conflicted on whether or not he’s a good guy. It’s his duty to not only protect her, but to win her heart—because this lonely merman is sure she’s the one for him. Now he just has to convince her.
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      This was hell.

      Victoria had no doubts about that simple fact. The rental boat she’d taken out on vacation had sunk, she’d drowned, and for her sins she’d been sent to hell. It wasn’t fire and brimstone. It was the endless abyss, the dark depths of the ocean—cold and lonely and wet.

      She was trapped at the bottom of the world, impossibly aware of her surroundings, unable to breathe anything but the salty brine. It turned out heaven wasn’t as lenient as some would have her believe, because a greater power had condemned her into the watery prison for playing a little too loose with her tax deductions, and calling Becky Gibson a bitch in the third grade, and any number of things she had considered small infractions at the time.

      Sorry Becky.

      And she found she was sorry. Victoria had a lot of time to think about it. She was sorry for a great many things these days. Or weeks? She couldn’t be sure. Time was not kept in the deep ocean, not like onshore.

      Something flitted by her vision and she stiffened. Victoria waited, the sickening feeling curling through her stomach to tell her that this was it—some grand finale to end her horrible journey through death. The monsters were going to come nibble on her again—horrible little fish with sharp teeth and glowing dots hanging from their heads. All she could do was thrash about until they went away or she became too tired to fight.

      She’d seen a couple of larger creatures, but thankfully they stayed in the distance, passing like shadows within a shadow. Tentacles skimmed sand, stirring clouds that looked like nightmares. She had to concentrate in the darkness to see them, her eyesight focused like the beams of two flashlights with a limited field of vision.

      Other creatures crawled beneath her through the pasture of flowing seagrass…or was it moss, or a fungus that crawled up from dark places? Once, a line of translucent lobsters with giant claws had marched past. She felt more than saw them, but tried not to move, not wanting them to notice her floating in the abyss like a meal on a string. Long, thin worms drifted with the currents and she tried to avoid touching them.

      The fear of things she couldn’t see was worse than the dangers lurking in the waters.

      Demons.

      They called themselves Olympians and acted like goddesses, but Victoria found nothing godly about their glowing eyes and unnatural coloring, or the way they’d pulled her into the water to drown her a second time—as if the first death had not been enough torture. They’d said many things when they’d held her prisoner at Mt. Olympus, but she’d been so dazed, coming in and out of focus as they spoke, that very little had registered.

      Yep. This is hell, and the Ancient Greeks run it.

      And the ugly fish with their razor teeth.

      And the darkness. Endless darkness.

      Victoria had become a strange and slimy plant. She was tethered by her waist, fastened to the seabed with a thick chain that was her stem. And her leaves were the silky fins where her feet used to be. She missed her feet. She missed her legs. Now there was a fish tail—useless because she couldn’t even kick with it.

      In the distance, she detected a large dome, sunken into the water like a snow globe some kid had dropped and forgotten. The Olympian demons who had planted her said that she should try to make it back to the dome, like a test rigged for her to fail. Yet, it was her only chance at salvation.

      Well, said was too incorrect of a word. They didn’t use their mouths to speak. Instead they implanted the thoughts of what they were saying in her head.

      The best Victoria could reason is that if she made it to the dome, she’d become a demon like the women who’d brought her here. They all had tails, too. Had they been like her once? A lost soul trying to reason with the unknown?

      Her thoughts drifted like ocean currents, making it harder for her to quantify events so she could fathom what had happened. Conclusions came to her, but it was as if they’d already been formed and forgotten like waves that had been washed ashore, useless, and pointless upon reflection.

      Mermaids? Demons?

      Was she a mermaid? She looked at her tail, and then at the ugly fins that jutted from her once smooth arms.

      The light from the dome caught her attention yet again and her thoughts drifted to salvation. Familiar darkness or the light of the unknown?

      Anything was better than the constant fear residing in her chest, and the oppressive icy silence of ocean water.

      Deep ocean. Mortals don’t come here. Therefore, I am not mortal, she thought.

      Victoria flung her arms back and forth, trying to pull herself through the water. Each inch was hard fought. After she managed to move several feet, she couldn’t pump her arms anymore. Water entered and expelled from her lungs, the feeling heavy and uncomfortable. She fought to move again, resting and fighting, fighting and resting. Two feet. Four feet. One foot. An inch.

      Victoria opened her mouth to scream, but the water kept her in silence.

      No more.

      Please, no more.

      I’m sorry, Becky.

      I didn’t mean to cheat on my test, Mrs. Larsen. I swear I saw the answer by accident.

      I’ll clean my room.

      I’m sorry I threw away perfectly good food. I know other kids are starving and would be grateful for your tuna noodle casserole, Mom.

      I miss my parents. I’ll call them more often.

      I’ll not take deductions on my taxes.

      I’ll not swear, or watch bad movies, or drink, or tell indecent jokes.

      I’ll volunteer more.

      So many sins…

      No more, please.

      I don’t know what else there could be.

      No more.
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      Demon grabbed Cain by his arm, throwing the Merr hunter so that he was propelled ahead. Together, they glided above the ocean floor. In his sights was the Olympian mermaid Pirene, who they had discovered swimming in open water. Damn mermaids were a nuisance. Both men would much rather be hunting the water spirits that attacked boats from the surface world. At least the scylla didn’t know what they were doing and, though very dangerous, they were predictable in their mindlessness.

      The strength of Demon’s toss forced Cain past the treacherous mermaid like a yellow javelin, allowing the man time to turn around and face her. As Cain stopped her retreat, Demon came up from behind to trap Pirene between them.

      Dark blue fins and brown hair fluttered in the water as Pirene tried to change directions. The mermaid was a loyal Olympian, following the teachings of her egocentric, pain-in-the-fin queen, Maia. Pirene made a hissing noise of irritation over the mind link as Cain darted for her.

      ‘Stop, by order of King Lucius,’ Demon commanded. All Merr communicated by telepathy in the water and he knew the woman heard him clearly. He was annoyed, being forced to patrol the waters outside the dome. As a hunter, and a member of the team nicknamed the Warriors, he was usually set free in the ocean waters to track scylla—not bored mermaids with demented ideas of overthrowing the king and taking control of their underwater world of Atlantes.

      ‘I recognize no king.’ Pirene swam erratically, darting left and right, up and down.

      ‘What are you doing out here, Pirene? You know it is forbidden.’ Cain kept his tone calm. ‘Come back with us to the palace and let’s see if we can’t start a conversation to end this nonsense. Don’t you think our world is fractured enough? We should be working together to end the curse, not apart.’

      Demon gave Cain credit for trying to speak reason, but even before Pirene answered, he knew it was useless. There was no negotiating with traitors, especially ones like the Olympians. The rumors surfacing over the last ten years about their actions were what his brother Rigel’s new wife would call cringe-worthy.

      All knew merfolk were very sexual creatures and received much of their power from sexual release, but the Olympians took it a step further. Instead of using the pleasure nymph dolls created to ease the loneliness of eternity for those without mates, they lured humans to the ocean, brought them below to Atlantes, and then treated them like slaves.

      ‘I answer to Queen Maia.’ Pirene made a direct line for the dome. ‘You would do well to bow down to her now, hunters, and perhaps she will reward you with a place on her palace floor once she is on the Atlas throne.’

      Cain laughed, the mocking sound filling the mind link. ‘What do you think, Demon, would you like to be a rug for Maia to walk on?’

      ‘No thanks,’ Demon answered. ‘I’ve heard how she treats people.’

      ‘How dare you speak—’ Pirene didn’t have a chance to finish. As if sensing the danger, the giant guard worm that lived within the rocky base of the Atlantes dome surged forward. The gelatinous creature didn’t have much in the way of a face, only a rounded tip with an elastic mouth that could swallow prey whole. Echoes of a scream were instantly crushed as the worm sucked Pirene into his mouth and kept swimming.

      The worm moved close to Demon. He lifted a hand to pet the ancient beast. The creature returned to his home as quickly as he left.

      ‘Did you call him?’ Cain asked.

      ‘No,’ Demon answered. He might not like Pirene, but he wouldn’t have chosen to kill her. The mermaid should have known the danger at the dome’s base.

      ‘I guess we’re not taking her prisoner,’ Cain thought wryly.

      There were only so many ways a Merr could end their immortality and that was one of them. Perhaps Pirene had psychically called the worm on herself.

      ‘Please tell me our patrol is over. I want nothing more than to get back to the ocean, away from these irrational females.’ Cain flicked his tail and shot toward the dome so that he could look inside at their contained world. His hand slid over the transparent, smooth surface as if to caress those below.
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