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Chapter 1






The coordinates lit up on Garrett's GPS, daring him. 41°22'N, 124°17'W. Thirty miles from shore, two hundred feet deep, in waters the government had kept off-limits for sixty years. Marine sanctuary. Protected zone. Salvage divers stayed away unless they wanted to lose their licenses and gear.

Garrett cut the engine on The Second Chance and let the boat drift. The Pacific stretched in every direction, gray and restless under a sky that couldn't decide between rain and fog. No other vessels in sight. No witnesses. That was the idea.

For three weeks, he kept telling himself he wouldn’t go through with this. Every morning, he planned to call Theron and refuse. Every night, the coordinates still burned in his mind. The $2.3 million from the Liberty ship hadn’t been enough. It never was, not when you were trying to buy freedom for someone from another world.

The wetsuit felt wrong on his skin. Too tight. Too purposeful. He’d worn this gear countless times, diving wrecks from California to Alaska, pulling up artifacts and scrap metal without hesitation. Salvage work was honest. You found what was lost, brought it up, and got paid.

This was different.

The Spanish galleon had been down there for three hundred years. Theron said it carried gold ingots from the Manila trade route, coins minted in Mexico City, religious artifacts worth a fortune to the right collectors. The Mer Council knew exactly where it was. They'd watched it for generations, protected it, kept human divers away from waters they considered theirs by ancient right.

Now they were offering it to him.

Not offering—selling. Theron had made that clear when he appeared at Garrett’s dock four weeks ago, water running from his silver hair, eyes as cold as the deep sea. "You want her? Prove you can provide for her. Prove you're worth the risk we're taking."

Garrett pulled his fins on harder than he needed to. The ache in his chest wasn’t from the wetsuit. It had been three months since Moira’s brother took her back beneath the waves. Three months of sleepless nights, remembering her in his arms, her amazement at tasting coffee, and her laughter when he taught her to crack an egg without getting shells in it.

Three months spent trying to forget what it felt like to be seen by someone who made him feel important.

Twelve-hour visits weren’t enough. Twice a month, Moira came to him changed—legs instead of a tail, warm skin instead of cool, eyes bright with joy that faded as time passed. They cooked together, walked the beach, and sat on his deck talking about anything while the hours slipped away.

And every time, she left. She had to. She slipped back into the ocean before the transformation reversed and left her struggling for air, while he stood on the shore watching her vanish into the darkness, afraid he’d lose her forever if he couldn’t find a way to keep her.

The money could make that possible. Theron promised it would. Enough to buy influence, hire lawyers, and set up protections even the Mer Council would have to respect. With that kind of power, a human could negotiate. Could ask for longer transformations, more visits, maybe even…

Garrett cut off the thought before it finished. He knew better than to hope for something permanent. Moira had told him the transformations hurt. Her body wasn’t meant to change forms so easily. But if he could buy her more time on land, more hours together, a life that felt real…

He checked his tank pressure. Three thousand PSI. Enough for the dive and ascent, with a safety margin. He’d done these calculations many times.

The regulator tasted metallic as he bit down. He adjusted his mask and stood on the dive platform, one hand on the ladder, the other holding the mesh bag for the retrieval. Small items first. Theron had given him a list: coins, religious medallions, anything valuable and easy to carry up.

Theron said this was just reconnaissance. A test run. Prove you can reach the site without getting caught, and then they’d talk about a bigger salvage operation.

Garrett looked at the water. From here, it was just ocean—waves, wind, and the same restless pull he’d always felt. But below the surface, everything changed. Pressure increased. Light faded. The temperature dropped. Down there, you were only a visitor in a world that didn’t welcome you.

He had never been afraid of that before.

He rolled backward off the platform and hit the water hard. Cold shot through his wetsuit for a moment before his body adjusted. He let himself sink, watching The Second Chance’s hull fade above, and kicked toward the coordinates that could save everything or ruin it.

The descent took twelve minutes. Forty feet. Eighty. One twenty. The water shifted from gray-green to blue-black. His dive computer beeped depth warnings, but he ignored them, just as he’d ignored his gut for weeks.

At one hundred ninety feet, the wreck appeared below him, ghostly in the dark water.

She was beautiful, and that was the hardest part. Three centuries underwater had turned the galleon into more of a sculpture than a ship. Coral covered every surface, bright orange and deep purple even in the dim light. Fish darted through old gun ports. Kelp waved from the broken masts like flags from a lost country.

Scattered across the deck, shining through the marine growth, he saw them—gold coins. Dozens, maybe hundreds.

Garrett’s chest tightened. It wasn’t the depth, though two hundred feet was near the limit for recreational diving. This was different. It felt like standing at the edge of a cliff, looking down at a fall he knew he couldn’t survive.

He remembered Moira’s face when she transformed. Her eyes would go distant for a moment, as if she was somewhere else, somewhere painful. Still, she smiled and reached for him, always reaching, even when he saw the strain in her shoulders.

He picked up the first coin.

It was heavier than he expected. Solid. Real. Worth more than everything he’d taken from the Liberty ship. He dropped it in the mesh bag and grabbed another, then another. The bag filled fast—too fast. Each coin felt like another stone weighing him down.

Something moved at the edge of his vision.

Garrett froze, his hand halfway to another coin. He turned slowly, already knowing what he would see.

Moira floated in the water fifteen feet away, her tail moving slowly to keep her still against the current. No transformation—she was all mer. Her hair drifted around her face like a silver cloud, and her eyes, which once looked at him with wonder and longing and almost love, now showed something else.

She knew.

Of course she understood. Disappointment. Grief. This offer without surveillance. Without witnesses. This was the test, and Moira was watching him fail it in real time.

He wanted to drop the bag. He wanted to swim to her and explain he was doing this for her, that everything he’d done since pulling her from those nets was for her. But the regulator kept him from speaking, the depth kept him from surfacing, and the gold in his hands made it clear this was exactly what it looked like.Theft. Trespass. Betrayal of every principle he’d lived by.

Moira’s expression stayed the same. She watched him, her tail moving in that slow, steady rhythm, and he realized she wasn’t surprised. She had known he would do this. Known Theron would tempt him, and that he’d be desperate enough to give in.

She had known, and she came anyway. To witness it. To watch him choose gold over his integrity. To see proof that Theron was right about humans after all.

Garrett’s lungs burned. He needed to surface. He needed to get out of the water, away from the wreck, and away from this moment where he could see his and Moira’s futures breaking apart like a ship on rocks.

He looked at the bag of coins, then at Moira, then at the galleon—beautiful, broken, and wrong.

He let go.

The bag fell toward the ocean floor, gold spilling out like blood from a wound, coins scattering across coral, timber, and the bones of men who had died for treasure three hundred years before.

Garrett kicked hard for the surface, for light, air, and any hope of saving what was left of his soul.
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Chapter Two 

He broke the surface, gasping. It wasn’t because he was out of air—his tank was still full—but because of the pressure in his chest that had nothing to do with depth or nitrogen. Garrett yanked the regulator from his mouth and pulled himself onto The Second Chance’s dive platform. His fins scraped the fiberglass, and his arms shook from more than just effort.



The boat rocked beneath him. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the sky, his lungs heaving as he waited for his heartbeat to slow down.



He’d dropped it. All of it. A fortune in Spanish gold left scattered on the ocean floor because Moira had looked at him with those eyes and he just couldn’t do it.



"That was stupid."



Garrett sat up quickly. Moira was on the edge of the dive platform, her legs dangling in the water where her tail had been just moments before. She must have changed while he was climbing aboard. Her hair hung wet and heavy down her back, and she wore one of his old t-shirts from the cabin. It reached past her knees.








