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Chapter One
Callum


Gray, I’ve always thought, is a rather funny color.

It’s muted, sure, plain, utilitarian, and somber even. Most might describe it as dull, especially when compared to the rolling hills of green grass or the yellow pop of wildflowers blooming in the spring. They might say it’s cold, likening it to a dreary afternoon or an empty, ash-choked hearth.

Yet, like everything in nature, there’s a depth to it.

The sky above my head, for instance, is a rippling expanse of clouds. Some are dark and heavy, while others are light enough to be almost white. Beams of sunlight poke through to twinkle off the gray waves of the sea surrounding me. I see bright flashes darting through the cold water, gray-scaled herring and haddock each full of life and movement. And, in the distance rises an island of gray rock, a place that I would soon call home.

For that, I’ve always thought, is the truth of gray. It’s solid, dependable, the foundation upon which all life can flourish. Those same gray-scaled fish fill my belly, garments of wool warm my body and my hands are calloused from a lifetime of working with tools of gray iron.

It is the stone of the house in which generations of children are raised and those same dark clouds of our dreariest days are what bring the rains, which allow our fields to grow.

“Captain!” a cheerful voice called. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

The corners of my lips quirked upward as I shook myself from my reverie. I turned away from the gray horizon to see an approaching sailor. James strolled across the slick, rolling deck as if he’d been born to it. His dark eyes were bright and his smile was easy beneath a mop of dirty blonde hair. He was lean, and his weathered, tattoo-marked skin was covered by a torn pair of pants and a heavy woolen coat.

“Aye,” I answered. “It’s a fine one.”

James had been at sea for nearly as long as I had and, like me, had grown up along the shores of the North Sea. And while the continents further south might be blessed with blue skies and clear waters, up here, everything was gray.

The trick was to find the beauty in what everyone else found stark and cold.

“And stop calling me that. We’re not in the Navy anymore, and your actual captain might throw you off this ship if he hears you.”

“Bah,” James said, coming to stand beside me. “He doesn’t have the balls. Besides, half the crew on this wallowing merchantman served with us on the Orca.”

“Aye, but you’re the only one who still calls me Captain.”

“Only because you ordered them not to.” He winked at me. “And I’m the only one smart enough to realize that you can’t boss me around anymore, Captain.”

I laughed despite myself and shook my head. “Well, you’re right that I can’t order you to get to work, but he can.” I nodded my head to where the ship’s bosun, a large, meaty-looking ramling man with one broken horn, was glaring at us. “We’ll be docking soon.”

Even as I spoke, the ramling, who looked like a cross between a man and a sheep, turned to bray orders at the rest of the crew. He sent them scrabbling up into the rigging with shouted curses and a few well-placed kicks, his dark eyes following the sailors up to make sure they properly trimmed the sails.

His vigilance was unnecessary.

As I’d seen during my last few days aboard this ship, the crew worked well together. Rope creaked, canvas snapped, and the sea sprayed as they scampered up the masts with practiced ease. They called out to each other as they hauled back on canvas sheets, staying balanced while the ship cut through the waves. The men and women were mostly human, though I noticed one or two other ramlings as well as a calican woman with the furred ears and long tail of a cat. A harpy soared down from the crow’s-nest to land on the forecastle, the brown feathers above her taloned feet matching those of her wings.

As James had said, I recognized many of them from my time on the HMS Orca as both lieutenant and captain. This ship was a lot different than that twenty-eight-gun frigate, but these men and women knew their business, and I was pleased to see that their skills had not dulled in the year since they’d been released from Her Majesty’s Navy.

Discipline, I thought, glancing back at James, may have slipped a little, but that was only natural now that we were no longer at war.

“Aye,” the man said, turning to squint out towards the island we were making for. “This ain’t much of an isle you’re taking us to, Captain.”

“James,” I warned. “You should be working.”

“Aye, aye, Captain, don’t fret. I came to see if you need help getting your trunk out of your cabin.”

“I got it.”

The sailor threw me a lazy salute and grinned into my annoyed frown. “Well, give me or one of the boys a shout if you need anything else. We ain’t forgotten what you did for us at Gadir, and the least we can do for you is make sure your stuff makes it to your new home.” He finally turned to amble away. “Even if it is nothing more than a pile of rocks covered in sheep and puffin shit.”

I sighed, ducking my head into my collar as the sea sprayed. I swung back to look out over the prow of the ship, not feeling the salt water drip off the thick wool of my long, dark blue coat.

Watching the island grow larger, it was hard to argue with James’s observation.

The Isle of Strom was one of dozens of small, rocky, windswept islands that were scattered throughout the sea on the northern fringes of Her Majesty’s domain. It was cold and nearly empty, the sort of place that appeared on only the most detailed of maps. There was nothing strategically important here, and its economy revolved around herding sheep, pulling fish from the gray sea, and supplying the odd whaler in the summer. It was home to only a couple hundred families, most of whom lived in the town that had sprouted up around the island’s single harbor.

In short, it was perfect.

“Mister Callum,” another voice, drier this time, pulled me from my thoughts. “We are approaching our destination, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

“Captain Edward,” I responded, turning to nod my head at the dour-faced man now standing beside me. “I have indeed noticed and you have my admiration in getting us here so quickly.”

The Captain inclined his head. “We in the merchant marine may not have the reputation of the Royal Navy, but we are proud of what we do.”

“And rightly so. The North Sea is no placid pond and you’ve handled her temper more ably than many veterans I know.”

The Captain inclined his head again, and this time, I saw the ghost of a smile soften his expression. I felt guilty for unintentionally usurping his authority, and my words, which cost me nothing, were true enough.

“You know these waters well?” he asked me. “I don’t recall there being much fighting up here during the war.”

“There wasn’t,” I agreed. “But I was born on the coast, in a village not far from where we put out in Cleeds. I signed on with the Navy at ten years old and served on a patrol galleon until the outbreak of the war.”

The other man grunted and I leaned my elbows onto the ship’s railing. It was still early in the afternoon and I was starting to see the shape of the town built atop the gray rock of the island.

“Have you been to the isle before?” The Captain asked.

I shook my head. “Never.”

We fell silent, and I watched the town grow sharper as the pilot steered us towards the open harbor. I could feel the man chewing on something, the words that he’d been dancing around for the entirety of my week-long journey aboard his ship.

Finally, he spoke. “I admit to some … curiosity about your motive in coming here, Mister Callum. The Isle of Strom is a—”

“Backwater?” I suggested, with a small smile. “A hinterland?”

The man didn’t react. “You came out of the war a hero, your name hailed in newspapers across the country after the Battle of Gadir. You were instrumental in the later victories at Canaria and Louen’s Harbor, and were a commodore in all but name. You’re young, not yet thirty, and you might have risen as high as Admiral had you stayed in the Navy, and yet, as soon as peace was signed, you gave up command of your ship and retired.”

I shifted, suddenly feeling a bit warmer in my coat. It was finely made, the wool heavy and thick and long enough to hang past my knees. It was dyed the deep blue of the Royal Navy and golden thread lined my sleeve cuffs and ran down both lapels. This coat was the mark of a Navy officer and was a sign of the regard in which I was held that I’d been able to keep it after I’d left active service.

“I’m not technically retired; the Navy will still be paying my salary.”

“To do what, exactly, if you’ll allow me the question.”

“There’s work to do ashore.”

“Are you to oversee the building of a new naval base? Will you command it?” the Captain asked, suddenly sounding excited. “If I may, I’d suggest—”

“Not a naval base,” I cut in. “A lighthouse, one that should already be built. In fact …” I trailed off, squinting at the small shape rising atop a promontory on the western side of the harbor. “I think that’s it right there.”

Edward followed my gaze, and I didn’t need to see his frown to know it was there. I was to repair and maintain the island’s single lighthouse, and, admittedly, my new domain didn’t look like much. It was a small, squat tower made entirely of stone, standing no more than three or four levels high. The eastern corner of it was partially collapsed, proving that even the gray rock wasn’t impervious to the island’s scouring wind and rain.

“Surely,” he said, carefully, “there are other tasks that a man of your caliber might be put to.”

I made a show of shrugging my shoulders. “I’ve been told that the lighthouse hasn’t been lit in near a decade. Fixing it up seems like good work to me.”

“That’s because there aren’t enough visitors here to warrant the effort.” The Captain shifted beside me, a bit of heat flaring in his tinder-dry voice. “Mister Callum, you know better than I how weak these past years of war have left us. Our enemies are circling, and a man of your ability and standing should—”

“Should what, Captain?” I turned to stare into his features. “Am I not serving my country?”

The man held my gaze for a handful of heartbeats before looking away. I couldn’t fault him for that. I had a good stare.

“I am merely pointing out, Mister Callum, that you have that possibility of reaching so much higher.”

“That is duly noted, Captain. Thank you.” I looked back out towards my approaching home. “Was that all?”

My obvious dismissal of the man on his own ship couldn’t be called anything but rude. It’s something I would have had a man flogged for back during the war, but we were at peace, and I was tired of this conversation.

Edward, however, did not look insulted. “Actually, no. I have a standing invitation with the mayor to dine with him whenever I am in port. I am sure he is expecting you, as well, and I came to see if I might escort you there.”

“Thank you, but no,” I said, straightening with my impromptu decision. “I’ll return for dinner, but first I’m going to explore my new home. I’d be obliged if you could pass on my regrets to the mayor when you see him.”

Edward inclined his head for the third time in as many minutes, his face shifting back into dour neutrality. Once again, not seeing my host right away was beyond bad mannered, but right now, I couldn’t bring myself to truly care.

I was starting a new chapter of my life and I was eager to get started.

“James?!” I called out, my voice cutting through the ship’s racket with the ease of practice.

“Aye, Captain?”

I winced and shot Edward an apologetic glance before turning away. “I think I’ll take you up on your offer. Will you carry my trunk over to the mayor’s house?”

“Will do, Captain!” He answered, giving me a cheerful smile from where he was working by the forward mast. “The boys and I will get that for ya. Where are you going?”

I matched his grin with my own. “To see my new home.”

My excitement grew when, an hour later, the sun fully broke through the gray sky and scattered the clouds. Light filled the world around me, making everything warm and bright.

Alone, I followed the curve of the harbor away from town, walking along a narrow dirt path that led towards the lighthouse. I’d left the last building behind some time before, striding atop the short cliffs that separated me from the frigid waters below. Rolling hills of short, tough grass spread out on my other side, the land creeping closer as it narrowed into a rocky promontory. Insects buzzed, gulls squawked and screamed, the surf crashed, and much less obnoxious birds chirped and tittered. No trees grew to obscure my vision; the hills were dotted instead with herds of grazing sheep and wind-scarred boulders.

I grinned to nobody, feeling the sudden urge to laugh.

It was all so muted, so peaceful compared to the creaking and racket of a ship. I inhaled deeply, breathing in the sweet scent of damp earth and sun-warmed greenery that drifted beneath the air’s salty tang.

James had been right; it really was a beautiful day.

The land was rapidly closing in around me, and I thought that I should be seeing the lighthouse soon. I lengthened my stride, the open flaps of my coat hanging past my knees. It felt good to stretch my legs after so many days at sea. My cutlass and pistol weighed comfortably around my belt; I didn’t expect to actually need the weapons in a place like Strom, but five years of war had made me cautious.

When I finally saw my new home, I couldn’t stop the laughter that burst out of me.

It wasn’t that bad! Sure, the lighthouse looked more rundown than it had from the deck of the merchantman, and what I had taken for a partial collapse of the eastern corner was a bit more substantial. The mortar was crumbling and riven by clinging lichen, the stone foundation was cracked around the outer edges and a handful of carved steps led up to an entrance way without a door, but still!

I could already picture how it would look once repaired: new, freshly cut stone bright against the old rock from centuries past and a fire blazing at its pinnacle.

Fixing it up would be hard work, but it would be good and it would be mine.

There was a small cottage tucked in beside the tower, one that looked newer and was in better condition. It too was made of stone, a single, square room with a couple of windows cut out of every side. The heavy wooden shutters and doors looked to be in good shape, and a small chimney poked out from the eastern corner. The roof sagged alarmingly in one spot, but all in all, the place looked very livable.

Plans were already forming in my mind of how I’d improve this little cabin. I’d work on this before turning my attention to the lighthouse.

To the west, facing away from the harbor and right across from the entrance of my new home, the wide open expanse of the North Sea spread out before me. It was beautiful, the sun shining off the gray water and clouds gathered along the horizon. The surf was wilder on this side of the promontory, the breakers crashing onto the shore with rhythmic violence. There were no cliffs on this side; the land instead flowed down to a stretch of beach that was no more than twenty paces from where I stood.

The whole thing was bathed in the warm June sun, and abruptly, I decided it was better to explore the area before poking my head into the cottage.

I started walking towards the ocean and into the sun, pale sand soon crunching beneath my boots. It was hot in my coat, but I relished the heat and the feel of the light on my face. When I reached the edge of the water, I closed my eyes, breathing in the peace and the wild scent of the sea.

When I opened my eyes, I turned towards the north. The beach stretched along the entire western side of the promontory and I wanted to see it all.

But then, I saw her.

A woman was pulling herself out of the ocean about twenty paces away, a creature both monstrous and beautiful. My pistol was in my hand before I finished blinking, my gaze meeting eyes that were black as the abyssal depths of the sea.

Then, the sharkin bared her teeth in a wide, hungry grin. “Hello, human, what are you doing on my beach?”


Chapter Two
Callum


There’s a sort of promise to the unknown, a hope and an oftentimes blind sense of optimism that comes with imagining what might lie beyond your home. Here you are unsatisfied, but over there, beyond the next rise, you might make yourself into something so much more.

The sweetest fruit, after all, is the one you have yet to bite.

It was exactly that sort of thinking that first drove me out to sea. Born the son of an indifferent serving maid and an absent father, I fled the poverty looming before me as soon as I could. The ocean was the great unknown, filled with endless risk and possibility. It gave me a chance at something more, and what I found there was a life that, while certainly not any easier, was undoubtedly better.

Yet, not all have had my fortune.

The sea is dark, powerful, and utterly uncaring. We are intruders there, uninvited guests in a world within which we won’t ever truly belong. And while we might’ve learned to harness the wind, read the tides, and even cross that endless expanse, we will never be its master.

For that title belongs to the sharkin.

“A stranger on my beach. Who are you, navyman?” Her tail flexed beneath her, grinding through the sand as she advanced. Her movements were a touch jerky, awkward, where she’d be far beyond graceful beneath the waves. “I’ve never seen you here before.”

“Stop.” My voice was calm, my heartbeat steady as I pointed my pistol. “Or I’ll put a ball in you.”

She bared her teeth in another sharp, predatory smile. “And will that one little bullet be enough to end me, do you think?”

I tapped the hilt of my heavy cutlass with my free hand. “Probably not, but I’ve got this to finish the job.”

She laughed at that, a sound that should have been low and threatening but was instead high and musical. There was a joy within it, an honest delight that made me frown. Still, I didn’t lower my pistol as she continued towards me.

Sharkin were killers, raiders, and pirates. They attacked coastal villages or scaled the sides of unsuspecting merchantmen to capture everyone aboard. During sea battles, dozens of them would prowl the waters between warring ships, killing and robbing any who fell overboard.

I’d watched dozens of shipmates die to them during the war.

Though they resembled half-serpent lamia, with a woman’s curves set above a powerful tail, sharkin were made for the sea. Their tails were shorter, though still long enough for them to stand upright and move, albeit a touch awkwardly, on land. Instead of a serpent’s scales, their lower halves were sheathed in a thick hide and tipped with a large, crescent-shaped fin. Another pair of fins extended out from partway up the tail. They could breathe as easily within the water as without, flesh webbed their fingers, and their ears were long, oceanic sweeps.

I pulled back the hammer of my pistol until I heard it click.

Scars cut into flesh and hide marked the one before me as an experienced warrior, as did the knives hanging from her waist. She was a dozen paces away now and I didn’t waste my breath on another warning.

I’d kill her if she came any closer.

Something of my resolve must have been visible because the sharkin finally stopped. Her lips curled into an approving smile.

“Caution is good, wariness …” She rose high onto her tail, a predator looking down on her prey. “I can smell your fear, but still, you are ready to act.”

My finger tightened on the trigger. “I’ve killed sharkin before.”

“As have I, navyman. But perhaps not so many as you. The gold on your coat marks you as a commander of ships and your bearing speaks of war. Against the Orleans, perhaps?” Her dark eyes never left me, though neither did my gaze stray from her. “Mmm, and your eyes … Blue and touched by ice. I see a confidence there, a decisive certainty. You’re not one to wait around before acting. I like that.”

My frown deepened into a scowl. “What do you want?”

“Oh my, that really is quite the stare.” Heat rose to stain the sharkin’s pale skin and her smile curled into something I didn’t recognize. “And as for what I want, well, it’s only polite to have a conversation with someone you just met.”

I snorted. “I’ve never met a sharkin interested in talking.”

“Well, you have now.” She relaxed to her more natural height and reached up with a pair of webbed fingers to tuck a lock of her long, black hair behind one oceanic ear. “I’m Rhenna.”

Had she just introduced herself to me? Sharkin, in my experience, were an ‘attack first, taunt the cooling corpse later’ sort of people. But this one, Rhenna, I told myself, seemed to want to … chat?

That sort of thing just didn’t happen. Well, perhaps in Tortusa, but we were a long way from the New World and the Pirate Isles.

She was still watching me, that enigmatic smile having yet to leave her lips. Why the hell wasn’t she attacking? I didn’t know what to make of this. It was as unnerving as her appearance.

Rhenna wasn’t horrid, or monstrous-looking, or anything like that. Quite the opposite, in fact. From the waist up, she looked almost human. Her eyes were large and expressive and were as black as the thick strands of hair that flowed past her smooth cheeks and gracefully curving neck. Seawater dripped down distinctively feminine curves and over breasts that were bound in an X of black cloth. The rest of her torso was bare, and her milk-pale skin gleamed wetly in the rare, afternoon sun. The light gave her long mane of black hair an obsidian depth and played off the strings of muscle woven beneath her naked arms, shoulders, and stomach.

A belt was lashed to the swell of her hips from which hung a pair of long knives. It helped hold up a skirt knotted along one side. The layered sections of pale cloth clung to the damp, sinuously curved length of her tail. A slit through the fabric revealed a section of her hip along which I could see the line where the pale hide of her tail’s underbelly became the deep, midnight blue of the outer side.

Rhenna was undoubtedly striking, her body practically rippling with coiled, confident power. Even on land, she moved with a predator’s stalk, her every line sleek, dangerous, and—

Beautiful.

I blinked, the thought like a pebble dropped into the still water of my mind. It disturbed me, distracted me, threw me off-balance, and was why, instead of simply ignoring her, I found myself speaking.

“A pleasure to meet you, Rhenna. I’m Callum.”

“Callum.” The way she said my name sent a shiver crawling up my spine, and in her eyes, I saw the flare of a strange, all-consuming heat. “I can assure you that the pleasure is all mine.”

I nodded, letting none of my rising unease show. My pistol was growing heavy at the end of my arm, but I didn’t lower it.

“Do you live here?” I asked.

“Mmm, I’m surprised you didn’t know.” Rhenna turned with a flex of her tail and naked stomach. Her hips swayed as she slithered away from the sea’s pounding surf. “Everybody on Strom knows that this is my beach.”

I turned as well, keeping my gun trained on her, making sure she didn’t come any nearer as she made her way up to where the sand was dry. “I just arrived.”

She peered back at me over one shoulder, her smile teasing. “Obviously. Still, I can’t imagine why nobody in Wick would have warned you before you came waltzing into my territory. They’re not exactly fond of me over there.”

“Because you’ve been killing and terrorizing the residents?”

“Me, terrorizing an entire town? Why, Callum, you’re going to make me blush.”

My expression didn’t flicker, even as hers reddened with what could only be called delight. It was strange; she was strange. At the end of the day, however, she was sharkin and they were all the same. No doubt, she’d been stealing from the locals: food, coin, liquor, clothing, and whatever else might have caught her eye.

Sharkin didn’t make, they only took.

There were also likely quite a few deaths that could be laid at her proverbial feet. Cruel tricks, buildings set ablaze; I’d be doing the entire island a favor if I shot her. Yet, there was something other than simple caution that was holding me back.

Was it that very strangeness, perhaps? Her wild beauty? The novelty of actually speaking to one of her kind? None of that felt quite right, but I didn’t have time to examine it further. No matter how I felt, however, I still had my principles. I spoke them aloud even as Rhenna lowered herself to the sand.

“I’ll kill you if I ever see you try and hurt someone.”

Her voice was a throaty purr. “Will you now? That implies that you’re doing more than simply passing through.”

“I’m taking over as keeper of the lighthouse.” I inclined my head back towards it, not taking my eyes from her. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“So we’re to be neighbors?” Rhenna stretched out onto the sun-warmed sand, bathing in the afternoon light. Pink heat was already staining her skin and her gaze too seemed to be growing hotter. “That’s the furthest thing from a problem. Consider yourself permanently welcome on my beach.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I plan on sticking to my lighthouse and will keep out of your way if you promise to do the same.”

Rhenna bared her teeth in another grin and extended a hand into the wide space between us. “Shall we shake on it?”

Despite myself, I barked out a laugh. “Not fucking likely.”

I left the sharkin there, backing away as the musical notes of her own laughter wove themselves around the cawing of the gulls and the crashing waves of the sea.

My retirement, it seems, had just gotten a hell of a lot more exciting. That wasn’t what I was here for, but I’d be damned if I let myself be driven off. I had a lighthouse to fix and I’d deal with things as they came.

In the meantime, I’d keep my cutlass sharp and my pistol loaded with powder and shot.


Chapter Three
Rhenna


The warmth of the sun on my skin was nothing compared to the waves of heat pulsing through me. My body was alight with the scent of him, with the memory of his wide shoulders and cold blue eyes. His chestnut hair, just a bit longer than what was considered respectable, the lines of his chest through that coat, and—

And his beard.

Sand and fucking salt, I loved beards, and his, trimmed short and neat, was a coating of roughness over his confident competence. I flexed the fingers of one hand, feeling the webbed flesh between them stretch, imagining what it would be like to slide my nails through those rough bristles.

It was perfect. He was perfect

Keeping my eyes closed against the sun shining onto my face, I inhaled deeply. He was distant, but still close enough for my sensitive nose to pick out the rich, heady, intoxicating scent of his blood beneath the lesser odors of land and sea. I filled myself with it, holding it deep within myself for as long as I could.

My exhalation, when it eventually came, was a groan of pure agony. This wasn’t enough.

I shifted where I lay stretched out on the beach, trying to focus on something other than the torture of his distance. Other senses were pulling at me: the brightness beyond my eyelids, the soothing lapping of the waves, the sun’s caress on my naked skin, and the softness of the sand beneath my back and tail.

The hungry throb of my sex.

I groaned again, sweeping my tail through the sand with a flex of my stomach. It was no use, I burned for him. This stranger, this captain in the blue navy coat, was everything I yearned for.

“Callum.” His name was a breath between my lips.

I recognized him, of course, had stolen enough newspapers during the past few years to realize that this was the hero of Gadir. That title, however, meant nothing to me. I didn’t care about his past beyond the fact that it had made him into the man who stepped onto my beach.

“Callum.”

Sand and fucking salt, just the sound of his name made me shiver. I was already his, and though he didn’t yet know it, he was mine.

My mate.

Unable to help myself any longer, I blinked my eyes open and pushed myself upright. Leaning back on my palms, I stared out to sea, pretending that the whole of me wasn’t straining towards the lighthouse behind me.

Sharkin, more than many of the world’s peoples, were guided by our instincts. They were lodged deep within us, powerful relics from an age before anyone had ever even dreamed the word ‘civilization.’ Instinct is what drove us to prowl the ocean in search of prey. It guided us away from those mightier than us, and gave us the strength to carve out territories for ourselves amidst the sea and rock.

And it was instinct, more than anything, that told us when it was time to breed.

I let out another breath and reached up to sweep back a lock of my hair. Using the motion as cover, I tilted my head just so, angling it back to peer at the lighthouse from the corner of my eye. Callum had disappeared inside of it after retreating from my beach and my ears had picked up the sound of shifting rubble.

I wanted to catch a glimpse of him ducking back outside, but he was already there, already watching me.

My heart leapt in my chest and I had to bite back an excited squeak. He was watching me!

Callum had taken off his blue coat and was looking down at me from the front of that little cottage. He was bathed in sunlight and saliva flooded my mouth as I saw the deep lines of his chest and arms through the thin, white fabric of his shirt. A frown was carved onto his bearded cheeks; wary, cautious, and a little bit unsure.

Gah! He was so handsome and perfect and adorable, and I just wanted to wrap myself around his scent and blood and taste him and—

My tail did a happy little squirm and, unable to help myself, I abandoned any pretense at subtlety and twisted my body around to stare at him fully. He started as his eyes met mine and, in an instant, his hand had found the handle of his flintlock.

That sent a shock through me and my nose was suddenly filled with his scent. His body stiffened into ready violence while a pulse of red heat obliterated my thoughts. I swayed in place, desperately off-balance, and wracked by savage tremors. Over the roar of my blood, I heard a low, whining moan escape my lips. Everything was hot and burning. Scarlet flooded my vision. My mind had been ripped away from me, my entire being eroded away until all that was left was a grain of sand about to be washed away by the tide receding around it. He was mine. I wanted him. I needed him. I would take—

I returned to myself and crushed down with my will. I managed to wrestle my body back into something resembling stillness. That grain of sand became a boulder, and the tide, a wave of red heat, flowed around it, away, and back down through me.

“Sand and salt and fucking storm.” I was audibly panting, still shivering with the aftershocks. “That was so strong.”

I was twenty-seven years old and no stranger to the breeding urge. It was powerful, no doubt, a red-wave that left our bodies aching and tingling and desperate to be filled. Still, I’d always made a point of pushing back against it. I was no slave to my urges, though others, like my mother, were happy to let it wash over them.

There were no males of my kind, and our bodies had adapted to take the seed of many species. We were predators, and when the urge came, we took what we wanted, no matter a male’s willingness to give. Those who gave themselves to it, who let themselves be swallowed by the red-wave, seized whichever man was unfortunate to catch their eye and dragged them down into the ocean’s depths to wring the seed from their bodies.

It was rare for one of us to meet our father. My own hadn’t survived the coupling that had birthed me.

But this was more than just the red-wave. This was the mate scent and it was on another level entirely. Most sharkin never found it, but I had, and now the whole of me thrummed with the thought of him.

Was this what my grandmother had felt? Mother’s stories had been—Gah! Nothing could have prepared me for this. I couldn’t resist it, wouldn’t, didn’t want to. My blood sang for him as I breathed in the scent of his own. He was perfect, and I wanted him, and the way he looked at me with a warrior’s readiness, recognizing my own prowess and respecting my strength, made me want to melt.

Callum was my mate. He was everything I’d left home in search of and was so much more than what I could have possibly imagined.

I just hoped that, for once, I could keep myself from breaking him.

The thought soured my mood, but it didn’t last because Callum was still there and he was still watching me from in front of his little cottage. His narrow-eyed glare was absolutely perfect and I gave him a wide smile, baring my teeth so that he could see how white and strong they were. That only made his stare icier and—

Gah! How could he be so cute!? It almost wasn’t fair, and—I bit back on a groan, a pulse of heat rippling through me. His attention thrilled me. I wanted to be all he ever looked at; every moment of every day, I wanted to feel his eyes on me.

And so, I decided to give him something to admire.

I stretched, reaching above my head and arching my spine. My curves were lean and predatory. Muscles rippled beneath my skin and I pushed out my tight breasts, twisting to let the sun play along my naked shoulders and stomach.

I was beautiful and my limbs hummed with the pleasure of showing Callum the body that was already his.

Exhaling out of my stretch, I lay back onto my side. The sand was soft beneath my skin and I felt his eyes follow my hand as I slid one along my bare flank and up the feminine swell of one hip. There, I fingered the hilt of one of my long knives, signaling to him the regard in which I held his warrior’s prowess.

His fingers twitched on the handle of his pistol and I didn’t think that I’d ever been this happy.

It took close to all my willpower to turn away from him and I used the rest of it to keep the movement smooth and casual.

“Careful, Rhenna,” I murmured. The smile faded from my lips. “You have to be careful.”

As good as it would feel, I wanted so much more than just a quick fuck. I wanted him, all of him. Nature had made him my mate, but humans did not feel as we did. They were stubborn, difficult, and subjected themselves to rules I did not understand and they were so fragile.

Everything was so fragile and I was so sick of going too fast and breaking everything that was good and beautiful in my life.

Slowly, I had to go slowly. It would take time for Callum to see the truth, to accept that we belonged to each other. I first had to ease his wariness. Then, I could slip into his heart and life, and show him that I was worthy.

I ran my palms along the sides of my tail, my fingers catching on ridges and divots of the scars dotting my smooth hide. Today had been a good start. It had been hard to keep myself from rushing to him as soon as I’d emerged from the water, but I thought I’d handled it well, in the end.

Not too fast. I had to remember not to go too fast.

I inhaled deeply, seeking his scent, and froze. He was leaving. My head snapped back in time to see him disappear down the trail. He was walking back to town and his scent was fading from the air.

He was leaving. Why was he leaving me?!

“Easy, Rhenna.” My entire body quivered as I kept myself from rushing after him. “Patience. Slowly.”

I counted the waves that washed ashore, forcing myself to focus on the passage of time. Finally, after enough minutes had passed, I heaved myself onto my tail and slithered up the beach towards the lighthouse. Stones bit at my hide as I made my way to the cottage door, but while the flesh there was softer than that along my back, my underbelly was still tougher than my human skin.

I stopped before the entrance to the little stone house, reaching up to tie my hair back as I twisted to make sure that Callum was out of sight.

The path was empty.

So, my stomach buzzing with excitement, I pushed my way through the door and into my Navy Captain’s home.

Only for the butterflies to wither and die.

I frowned as I moved into the nearly empty space, brushing my fingers through the dust coating the sturdy-looking table set by the door. Breathing in deeply, my displeasure grew when I picked up mere droplets of his scent.

It made sense, I supposed. He’d stepped in here for but a few minutes.

Still, the warmth of his blood was the only thing that might have redeemed this place in my eyes. It was small, a single room surrounded by walls of cold stone with a hearth set into one corner. Wooden furniture was scattered throughout the area and a few empty shelves were set above a stretch of kitchen counter. A single bed and a saggy bit of roof completed the interior.

I chewed on my lip as I came to a stop somewhere in the center, my fingers tapping on my hips.

This place didn’t suit him at all. It was too dark and cold and just … wrong.

I shook my head and started moving again, consoling myself with the certainty that he would change it. He needed warmth and light and … something, I wasn’t sure what. But what I did know was that my Callum wasn’t the type to live surrounded by all this stale air and cold darkness. Nor was he the sort of man who just sat around when things weren’t satisfactory.

Doing all that, however, would take time. And until he could remake it, this would be his home.

I moved throughout the room, humming to myself as I touched every wall and piece of furniture, careful to leave things undisturbed. I didn’t want my intrusion to be too obvious, but at the same time, I wanted to start working my scent into this place, to leave an echo of myself here that would tickle his senses.

I wanted him to think of me when he returned, for thoughts of me in his home to start worming their way into his head.

It would make things easier when the time came.

I paused only when I stood looking down at his bed. It too was small, but could fit two people who didn’t mind being close. My tail would hang off, but I could coil it around him. I could wrap him in my body, feel the kiss of his naked skin as he held me to his muscled chest with those powerful arms and with his beard—

I slapped both my hands to my cheeks. “No, Rhenna! Focus!”

The urge to climb in and rub myself all over it was nearly overwhelming, but I forced myself to turn away. I hurried out the door, not trusting myself to remain. Making my way to the edge of the cliff overlooking the harbor, I crouched down and, with a powerful flex of my tail, launched myself into the air.

I soared over the rocks at the base, curving my body into a graceful dive and knifing into the gray water with a soft splash.

My breath came easily beneath the waves and I felt nothing of the water’s chill as I swam fully submerged. I raced along the cliffs, my eyes guiding me through the gloom, cutting forward with precise twists of my body and powerful sweeps of my tail.

I wasn’t sure how long it would take a man to walk the path and I had to hurry.

Eventually, when I judged my progress sufficient, I curled upward through the disgusting water of the harbor to poke my head above the waves. Immediately, I felt the pressure that had been growing in my chest ease.

Callum was there, striding quickly along the path.

I slipped back underwater before he could see me, following the curve of the shore as he did, stalking through the ocean with smooth, sideways strokes of my tail. I’d watch him wherever he went and hide beneath the trash-strewn docks to be there whenever he might need me. He was mine, his enemies were my enemies, and I’d sink my teeth into any who tried to get between us.

Sharkin were proud, strong and unchanged from those first of us who were born when the world was young. We were called savage by soft fools who had forgotten what the world was like beyond the streets of their cities.

But Callum was a soldier; he knew the value of strength and a sharp knife. He would see that we belonged to one another, that I was as perfect for him as he was for me. Everything we wanted would be ours: happiness, love, family. We were mates, and together, we could take what we wanted from the world and make some small part of it ours.

Callum would see all of this, in time. He didn’t have a choice.


Chapter Four
Callum


Night was falling and I was late.

Wick was a typical northern port town, small and built to withstand the lashing fury of the Northern Sea. The houses huddled close together on narrow streets, the roofs were sharply peaked and the windows were narrow slits.

And everything, of course, was gray.

It wrapped around me as I hurried through town. My boots slipped over gray cobbles, undyed woolen clothing hung from lines strung up between windows, and my coat snapped in the air between stone houses. Cook smoke drifted in the sky above me, disappearing into the darkening clouds.

Yet, just as the ocean’s gray waters hid a wealth of life, so too did the blank walls of Wick shelter warmth and color within them.

Brightly painted doors flashed by me, yellows, blues, and reds. I heard high laughter and the murmur of conversation. Flowers bloomed on sills and in pots. Children peeked out of open windows, framed in the soft, orange glow of firelight, kept safe by the cold gray that enveloped them.

Wick’s mayor lived in a large, two-storey house within view of the harbor. Captain Edward had pointed it out to me before I’d gotten off his ship and a grinning James had been there as well, ready with my sea trunk. I was headed there now, eager for the promised supper even as I dreaded the no doubt long night of polite conversation that would come with it.

And the stories … I let out a breath. Maybe tonight would be different?

Striding past the docks, I made my way up to the mayor’s door. Pausing to catch my breath, I ran a hand through my hair, smoothing it out as best I could. I shifted my weapon-laden belt and adjusted my coat as well, brushing away any obvious filth and tugging on the dark blue fabric so that it hung comfortably atop my shoulders.

Then, ready as I was ever going to be without a bath or time to shave, I lifted my hand to the door—and hesitated.

Suddenly, I could feel it again. It was a prickle, a tingling pressure between my shoulder blades, and I turned to sweep my narrow-eyed stare over the harbor.

Other than a few puffin-harpy colonies along the cliffs to the north and east, Wick was the only real town on the Isle of Strom. It was home to only a couple of hundred families and the streets were quiet at this hour of the evening.

The docks, however, still hummed with activity.

Wick’s only pub was just a few buildings down and light spilled merrily from between open shutters to welcome the ship full of new arrivals. Doubtless, it would be a fairly rowdy night, but for now, most of the action was centered around the Cantebarny.

The merchantman bobbed amongst the rows of fishing skiffs and rowboats, her deck illuminated by flickering oil lamps. Sailors and longshoremen crawled over the shape of her, working to unload her cargo and haul it up the pier.

The air was thick with the cries of those men and of the gulls that lurked nearby. Salty sea air came in from the open waters of the harbor that lay just beyond, the whole of it empty of anything but the ocean’s gentle waves.

There was nothing out there, no reason why my fingers should itch for the handle of my cutlass. Yet, itch they did, and in my mind, I heard the whispers of instincts sharpened by half a decade of war.

I was being watched. Hunted.

Whatever it was, however, proved elusive. Another sweep of my eyes proved to be fruitless and I turned away after another few moments. I wasn’t in any immediate danger and was already late enough as it was.

So, I shook my thoughts clear, let out a breath, and knocked.

The woman who opened the door was nothing like what I had been expecting. She was young, a human who was likely not far into her second decade. Blonde hair was piled atop her head in a style I was sure was fashionable, with a few curls tumbling down to frame a smooth, heart-shaped face. Her curves were enclosed in a frilly, many-layered dress that poofed out from a corset laced tightly about her midriff. Two plump breasts pushed against the fabric of her neckline, the pale flesh stained by a faint flush of color.

Hers was the beauty of a doll, her every line artfully composed and perfectly done up.

“Captain Callum.” Eyes the color of the noonday sky crinkled as she smiled. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“Good evening.” Her smile grew wider as I folded into a short bow. “Although I’m afraid to say that you have the better of me, lady …?”

“Lenore,” she answered, extending her hand. “Mayor Alvert is my father.”

“A pleasure.”

Dutifully, I folded at the waist once more, this time to brush my lips against the top of her hand.

“Indeed, it is,” she answered, flushing prettily. “It’s not every day that we get to play host to a hero of the war.”

I plastered a smile onto my face. “I hope that I’ve not kept you waiting.”

“Not at all.” Lenore stepped aside, inviting me to enter. “We were just getting ready to sit down.”

She led me through a short hall, past an empty salon with a crackling hearth, and into a dining room with a long, wooden table. A dozen or so people stood as Lenore and I entered, men and women in fine coats who had the look of islanders. I recognized Captain Edward, of course, the dour-faced man standing not far from a broad-shouldered ramling with graying hair and a noticeable paunch.

“Captain Callum,” the ramling said, in a voice that was loud within the enclosed space. He stepped from the table to shake my hand. “Welcome, welcome, it’s an honor to have you in my home.”

“Mayor Alvert.” I shook his hand. “I apologize for any offence my tardiness might have caused.”

“Nonsense. This isn’t the capital and I’m not some tenth generation lord. You’re in time for supper, Captain, and around here, that’s what really matters.”

“A man after my own heart, then,” I said, cracking a smile. “I find a good dinner easier to digest than endless propriety.”

The mayor laughed, a loud bray that grated against my ears. He slapped my shoulder before turning to introduce me to the rest of the room. The men and women here, I gathered, were the influential citizens of Wick. There were merchants and respected craftsmen, a wealthy rancher, and the owner of the town’s largest fishing ship. I met the harbormaster and his wife, along with a pair of sisters who supposedly made the island’s best cheese.

I forgot each name as soon as it was spoken and tried to ignore the already building ache in my skull as I shook hands and kissed powdered cheeks.

Other than the mayor and his daughter, the only one who made any sort of impression on me was a young, puffin-harpy woman. Her name was Melany, she told me, and she was here to greet me in the name of the colonies. She was short and lean, like most harpies, and the feathers of her wings were black and tipped with white and orange. Her shoulder length black hair was streaked with the same colors. She was the only woman here not wearing a dress, and she was the only one here who looked as uncomfortable as I did.

“News of your coming caused quite a commotion,” Alvert said, waving us into our seats. “We get the newspaper up here, though it’s usually several weeks out of date by the time we get our hands on it. Still, we’ve all spent the last few years reading about your exploits, Captain.”

“Doubtless all exaggerations,” I said, finding my seat. I’d been placed to the left of the mayor, with the Cantebarny’s Captain on my other side and across from the blue-eyed Lenore. “Life at sea is often dull and the papers sell more copies if they stir things up a bit.”

“I hardly think so,” Lenore said, with a smile. “It is clear to all with eyes that you have the bearing of a great man, Captain.”

I returned her smile, trying hard not to grimace. “Please, just call me Callum. I no longer command a ship and don’t want to insult those like Edward here who actually hold the rank.”

“You still wear your officer’s coat,” she pointed out. “And does that gold thread not denote rank?”

“Yes,” I said, suddenly too warm. “But this coat is just—”

“Something you have earned,” Lenore finished for me. “For performing great deeds that ought to be honored even still.”

I shifted in my seat, trying not to glower at the young woman seated across from me. She was relentless.

“Indeed,” Alvert said. “I could hardly believe the news that the man sent to tend to our little lighthouse was none other than the famed hero of Gadir.”

“Aye,” another man said. “You taught those lily bastards a lesson that they won’t soon forget!”

“Hear, hear,” came an answering chorus.

“What a sight it must have been,” someone else said. “The thunder of the guns and the sight of all those ships of the line. Is it true that the battle lasted an entire day?”

“Not quite,” I said, my stomach sinking. “But let me tell you, sir, five hours feels like twenty-four when lead is flying.”

“Five hours,” an older woman said. “Is that really all it took for Admiral Falgar to break the Orlean Navy?”

There were dozens of other questions after that and, for the next several hours, I entertained the fine folk of Wick as best I could.

I told tales of my time in the Navy, of my travels before the war, and of the people I’d served with. We joked about food and the vagaries of the weather. I told them of the capital, of its grand monuments, of parliament and the Queen and her council of lords. And, when Lenore asked, I told her about the parties and grand balls held by dukes and the glitter of the dresses worn by their duchesses.

But, no matter what I spoke of, the conversation always returned to Gadir.

It was my greatest triumph, after all, never mind that that day’s deeds weighed so much more than all of the medals they’d shoved in my face.

It had been foolish to think that this night would go any other way.

And so, I told them of the blue skies above us that day, of the blue sea, and the heat of the summer sun. The sea was placid so far south, and under the command of Admiral Falgar, our fleet had rounded the point of the Cape of Gadir to find the enemy there.

A chorus of horn and trumpet blasts from our flagship had seen us fall into position with smaller ships, like the frigate I served on, making way for our heavier ships of the line. I described the shrillness of the Captain’s voice, the too-loud jokes and jerky movements of the crew, as well as the way our eyes kept drifting towards the horizon.

Naval engagements of this scale are typically fought at a distance, with opposing lines of ships firing broadside at each other until one side is smashed or turns away.

And on that day, the enemy line seemed to stretch into endlessness.

We were outnumbered, out-crewed, and outgunned. The Orlean Armada was the pride of its nation and thirty-three ships of the line, including Le Dauphin, a monstrous, four-deck, hundred-and-forty-gun flagship, faced off against our paltry dozen. Those massive warships were supported by a hundred or more smaller frigates and galleons.

Then, I spoke of that first volley, the rolling thunder of the cannon, and how the balls had ripped through us. The stink of powder, the splinter of wood and men. A salvo had torn through the command cabin of my own HMS Orca, killing our captain, his first mate, and nearly a dozen other officers, leaving me, a twenty-three-year-old lieutenant, in charge of the twenty-eight-gun frigate.

Our fleets traded several more volleys, but we were hopelessly outmatched. We couldn’t stand up to them, though duty, and Admiral Falgar’s horns, insisted that we did. I was terrified, out of my depth, and at the head of a crew that was on the edge of breaking.

We needed to act, and so I did.

I ordered my helmsman to break ranks and bring us forward, and shot him when he refused. The wind was with us and, taking up the bloodstained wheel, I steered us into their teeth.

To this day, I told them, I have no idea why anyone followed me. The admiral would later call it a moment of beautiful madness, but when he saw me swinging my small frigate into the waves between our lines, he ordered the entirety of our fleet, ships of the line, frigates, and our own galleons forward.

The Orlean flag bore the white lily, and it flew from so many masts that it was like we were sailing into a field of flowers.

They weren’t prepared for our suicidal charge and weren’t able to properly respond. We took a few more scattered broadsides before we were amongst them, breaking their line into three. So divided, we were able to concentrate our guns on the smaller, isolated groups and wipe them out. Admiral Falgar took Le Dauphin, and I myself led my crew into two separate boarding actions against opposing frigates.

Beneath their fervor-bright eyes, I told the fine men and women of Wick how we broke the Orlean Armada.

Bile squirted into my throat as they laughed and cheered. The mayor slapped my back, and his daughter, Lenore, gazed at me with wide eyes and flushed cheeks. I suffered through their good humor, only just holding onto the thinnest of smiles.

It wasn’t their fault.

I’d told them nothing of the screams, of the thunder and whistling death of the cannon, or the way the stench of piss, fear, and burnt powder clogged your nostrils for days. My ears too rang with the crack of musket fire, the crash of men tumbling from the rigging, and the desperate sobbing of the wounded for whom I could do nothing but watch as they died. Would their laughter fade if I spoke about the pulped and broken bodies of my crew? Or of how it felt to bury your cutlass into the shoulder of a man as young and as terrified as you?

What about the shine in Lenore’s eyes, or the pride burning in all their bellies? Would any of it survive if I really told them?

I did not doubt that life was hard out here on this small, wind-scarred island. They were far from the ease of the bigger cities; they didn’t matter, but that isolation was also their greatest gift. No Orlean sails had ever appeared on their horizon and Her Majesty’s recruiters had never bothered to drag their sons and daughters from the warmth of their beds.

It wasn’t their fault that they knew nothing of war.

Dinner came and went, borne in and out by a pair of neatly dressed servants. Eventually, when the candles burned low and the night grew dark, people began to excuse themselves. These were working men and women after all, and one by one, they shook my hand and left.

When only the mayor, his daughter, Captain Edward, and I remained, the ramling invited us into his salon. We three men settled into the overstuffed chairs and divans scattered about the hearth while Lenore excused herself to make her way into the kitchen.

None of us spoke for a time, each of us content to listen to the crackle and pop of the hearth. The silence was comfortable, and I was almost disappointed when it lasted only a few minutes.

“Well, Callum,” the mayor said. “What do you think of our island so far?”

“It’s small, father,” Lenore said, entering the salon before I had a chance to do more than straighten in my seat. In her hands was a silver tray atop which rested four stemmed glasses. “Small, cold, and boring. That’s what everybody says about Strom.”

“Well, I don’t say that.” The ramling reached for the tray as his daughter came close. “Is that the port? Ah, bless you, girl.”

Lenore offered a glass to Captain Edward and her smile shifted when she turned towards me. There was a playful bit of wickedness tugging at the corner of her lips and her blonde curls bobbed as she bent at the waist to offer me the tray. I was treated to a view of the valley between her full breasts and it took a considerable amount of will to keep my gaze fixed on her smile.

The port, when I tasted it, was rich and sweet, and we all voiced our pleasure as the young woman settled herself into the final seat.

“I haven’t seen much of your island yet, Mayor,” I said, at last. “But what I have seen of it is beautiful. Apart from that, Wick is a fine town, and I truly could not have wanted for better hospitality.”

“It’s important to care for your neighbors,” Alvert agreed. He tilted his head to smile at me, his curving rams horns gleaming in the firelight. “There’s a lot of good folk here and I’m sure it won’t take you long to find your place amongst us.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I told the man, honestly. “Although I’m not sure how often I’ll be able to come into town with all the work I have waiting for me at the lighthouse.”

“Fixing that up will be hard work.”

“Aye, well, I’m not afraid of that.”

“Good man.” The mayor laughed. “You’ll find lots of it here. Remind me, I’ve got a wagon full of supplies to send with you when you leave. Tools, cut stone, stuff like that.”

I inclined my head. “Thank you.”

He waved my comment away. “It was no trouble. The Navy paid for everything; all I had to do was keep it dry until you got here.”

“Still, I appreciate it.”

“Well, maybe you’ll appreciate a piece of advice too.” He took a slow sip of his port, settling deeper into his seat. “This island can be rough, but it’s also good to those who aren’t afraid to earn their place here.”

“Something that you should have no trouble doing, Captain,” Lenore said, fingers clutched delicately around the stem of her glass. “For so long as you choose to remain.”

“Rest assured, lady.” I lifted my own glass towards her. “I plan on staying here for a long time, if only to enjoy the pleasure of your company.”

Lenore smiled, her blue eyes sparkling as she lifted her glass to her lips. I thought that I was maybe laying it on a little thick, but she was obviously a joy to her father, and the old ramling had done me a favor.

A few compliments cost me nothing.

“Your manners are a delight, Captain,” she said. “But surely, you will soon miss the glittering streets of the capital? The culture and the excitement, the lavish balls and the halls of power; how can our little island possibly compare?”

The halls of power, I thought, were populated by nothing but rank stupidity, arrogance, and greed. I’d spent nearly a month in the capital after Gadir, staying with Admiral Falgar at his manor. I’d met the Queen when we’d been honored by Parliament for our victory and had attended dozens of soirees hosted by some of the country’s most powerful lords and ladies.

I’d hated every minute of it, from the soulless pomp to the uncomfortable clothing and feckless words of men and women who’d never had to work a day in their lives.

No, if I were sure of one thing, it’s that I wouldn’t miss the capital.

“I’ve had enough excitement to last a lifetime,” I said. “I’m ready for many long years of quiet calm.”

Lenore frowned, the expression marring her delicate features. Before she could respond, however, the mayor spoke up.

“I’m afraid that things might not be as quiet as you wish.” His tone was apologetic. “I’d have warned you if you’d stopped by first, but a sharkin has claimed a stretch of the coast there.”

“Rhenna,” I said, nodding. “Aye, I’ve met her.”

“Met?” Alvert’s shaggy eyebrows shoot up. “What do you mean you ‘met her’?”

“I mean exactly that,” I said. “I was walking along the beach—”

“The beach!” He exclaimed, while, in her seat, Lenore’s expression became alarmed. “Good god, man, you’re lucky to be alive!”

“Aye,” I agreed. “In hindsight, it was rather foolish.”

Alvert grunted. “The creature’s been a damned plague, killing and taking what she wants from us. Fishermen are scared to take to their boats and the mussel beds along that stretch o’ shore are lost to us.”

“How many has she killed?”

“Four men, good men, from this town.” He took another sip from his glass and let out a long sigh, suddenly weary. “We’re no strangers to sharkin here, lad. They pass through at times and there’s been one living along the island’s northern shore since before I became mayor. But that one’s far. This one— It arrived just last summer and our men were dead within a week. We petitioned the Navy for aid in driving her away, but with the war …” He shrugged. “Even before all that, we’ve never been high on the Queen’s priority list.”

I frowned, troubled. This was more in line with the sharkin I knew, but Rhenna …

“Did it attack you, Captain?” Lenore asked, leaning forward. “Did you have to fight?”

“No,” I said. “We just talked.”

The mayor’s face was incredulous, but it was Captain Edward, with his ever-present frown, who next spoke. “You’re saying that you spoke with a sharkin?”

“Aye, it was strange. She came out of the sea and just introduced herself. We spoke and then went our separate ways.”

“Mister Callum,” Edward said. “Sharkin do not just converse. I’d be inclined to call you a liar if you were a man of less honor.”

“Believe me, I know how it sounds.”

Alvert shook his horned head. “In any case, be careful out there.”

“I’m sure that the Captain can handle a lone sharkin, father,” Lenore said, pushing herself to her feet. “But, on that note, I will retire. Captain Edward, your usual room has been prepared, and you,” she gave me a smile, “shall have the room next door.”

“Oh,” I said, hurriedly standing. “Please, I’ve already imposed too much. I can head back to my cottage tonight and return for the wagon in the morning.”

“Nonsense,” Lenore said. “It’s much too late and we have the space. Besides, your sea trunk has already been placed there.”

“Sounds like you took care of everything,” the mayor said with a low laugh. “Best not to argue with my daughter, Callum. Letting you spend the night is no trouble at all.”

“Thank you,” I said, no longer having any choice in the matter. “I hope that I can repay your hospitality one day.”

“Bah,” he said, waving the comment away. “Just come back with a few more stories and we’ll call it square.”

“And if not that,” Lenore said, a glimmer in her blue eyes, “I’m sure that we’ll be able to think of something else for you to do.” She brushed past me on her way out of the salon and I caught the scent of cinnamon in her wake. Then, at the edge of the doorway, she turned and dropped into an elegant curtsy. “Goodnight, everyone.”


Chapter Five
Lenore


Lenore closed the door to her chambers and took a few moments to light the candles scattered about her vanity before lowering herself onto its upholstered seat. There was a small, polished mirror propped against the back wall, and she stared at her reflection with eyes too unfocused to really see.

Her mind was preoccupied with the events of the past few hours and the navy man that was even now beneath her roof.

“Captain Callum,” she murmured, her breath making the candles flicker and dance. “A hero of the war.”

Like everybody else on the Isle of Strom, she’d been shocked to hear the news that the man most responsible for the triumph of Gadir was being sent to live on their tiny island. She’d had no idea what to think. This sort of thing simply didn’t happen and the more time she’d spent looking into who this man was, the more convinced she became that this simply could not be.

Callum was a man meant for great things, not the lonely life of a lighthouse keeper.

Seeing him today, in his finely cut coat with its beautiful golden thread, and listening to him speak had only cemented the thought. The glory of his victories could not be denied. He was accomplished, famous, and written about in every newspaper. The Queen herself had honored him in Parliament and those tales he’d told of the capital, of its music and theater, the banquets and glittering balls, and the soirees spent in the manses of powerful lords and ladies … The whole of it had rekindled the fire of her certainty.

She, too, was meant for more than a life spent here.

Lenore stirred in her seat, her eyes finally focusing on her reflection. She examined her features by the soft glow of her candles, taking in the smooth lines of her face and the artful pile of her rich, golden hair. No scars or blemishes marred the rosy flesh of her cheeks, and her lips were full, red, and curved alluringly when she smiled. Her eyes were a vivid blue, and though the arch of her eyebrows still wasn’t quite right, she was pleased.

Lenore worked hard at being beautiful. She worked hard at so many things that were beyond the scope of this tiny, nothing island.

Lifting her hands to her head, she began removing the pins from her hair. She placed each of the plain, metallic accessories onto the surface of her vanity, her eyes finding every scratch and dent carved into the wood. It, like everything else she owned, was simple. There was no flourish in its design, its drawers were boxy and unadorned, and no details worked in to make the piece unique. It was simply … serviceable.

Lenore wanted more than that. Her father was wealthy enough, with a pair of servants and a large house, but that was only when compared to the rest of Wick. She loved the man dearly, but he wasn’t able to provide her with all the things she dreamed of.

For heaven’s sake, this was the only fashionable dress she owned. It fit her well, no doubt, but a respectable lady should have a wardrobe full of the things. She should have perfumes, boxes full of jewelry, and many sets of fine silverware.

She should have more than just what washed up on this island.

“A flower,” she told her reflection, “can’t bloom in a place like this.”

Lenore had known since she was a little girl that she could never be happy here. As her fingers began working to undo the first of her many braids and tresses, her thoughts returned to the captain.

Callum was a gentleman in every way. He’d been impeccably mannered and smartly dressed, even if he hadn’t worn the tight collar and frilled sleeves that were currently in vogue. He was eloquent and well-spoken, with a sharp wit and more than a little charm. He was also young, not too much older than her, and handsome enough with his broad shoulders and weathered skin. His hair was a bit too long and the beard would have to go, of course, but she liked his eyes.

The blue paired well with her own.

The man was too much for this island and Lenore knew that he wouldn’t remain here long. It was too small, too boring, and too far from anything that mattered. He had earned a place for himself amongst the lords and ladies of the capital, and when he inevitably decided to return, he would do so with Lenore at his side.

The fact that he was still unmarried was too good an opportunity to pass up and she’d be damned if she let it slip through her fingers.

Lenore was made for the glittering world of the capital and Callum would be the one to take her there. In exchange, she had to show him that she was the wife he needed. She was smart and ambitious. She was good with people and could navigate any social gathering with poise and grace.

And she was, of course, beautiful.

With her golden hair now down all around her, Lenore once again considered herself in the mirror. He’d appreciated the sight of her, she was sure. Perhaps he was even now feeling the first stirrings of attraction? She’d felt his eyes on her face throughout the evening, although, she thought, plucking idly at the laces of her bodice, he hadn’t glanced at her breasts nearly as often as she’d have expected.

That was to be expected of a gentleman, she supposed, though she was confident they’d help ensnare him.

Lenore gave herself one last smile before she got up to get ready for bed. She might never love the man, but together, with his reputation and her drive, she was sure that they’d reach the dazzling heights of the capital.

Everything she had ever hoped and wished for was finally within reach. All she had to do was make Callum hers.


Chapter Six
Callum


I woke up to the sound of rain pattering against the shutters, a light drizzle that experience told me would roll away sometime before noon. It was still early, but when I went downstairs, the mayor was already awake. We had a quick breakfast together, after which I followed him out behind his house to where a pair of human men were already loading a wagon.

“Good morning, Erik,” Alvert said. “And to you as well, Ian. Might I present to you Captain Callum, hero of Gadir and our new lighthouse keeper.”

The two men looked like brothers, with the same dark hair and stocky build. They were large men, dressed in gray wool, and looked to be a decade or so older than my twenty-eight years.

“Honored to meet ya, sir.” Erik set a crate down and wiped his hand on his trousers before offering it to me. He spoke in the lilting accent of the region, his words jumping in a few odd places and jumbling together in others. “The rumors are true, then? You really are planning to stay?”

“Aye,” I told him, taking his callused grip. “And I’d appreciate it if you could just call me Callum. I ain’t never met a lighthouse keeper with the bloody gall to demand folks call him ‘sir,’ and I don’t plan on being the first.”

The man flashed me a quick grin before releasing my hand. His brother, Ian, seemed less enamored with my charm, however, and merely grunted out a greeting when I shook his hand.

“Other than my daughter, these boys here are the closest thing I have to family,” the ramling said with a fond smile. “Their da’ was my business partner back in the day, Lord rest his soul. I find myself relying on ‘em more and more as I get grayer.”

“And fatter,” Erik winked.

Alvert chuckled, tapping his ample stomach with one hand. “Getting fat’s the reward for getting old, boys. Remember that.”

I circled around to the back of the wagon, peering into the covered interior. “This is what you’re sending me away with, then?”

“As promised.” The mayor stepped up beside me and slapped a meaty hand against the side. “Everything that you’ll need, all paid for by the Royal Navy.”

Packed tightly within were sealed barrels, crates of food, and different sorts of tools. There were sheets of canvas, leather, and a few planks of wood. I saw stacks of home supplies: woolen quilts, a set of pewter plates and utensils, along with a lantern and a small cask of oil. There were seeds and other gardening tools, which interested me greatly. My sea chest was here as well, along with a few other boxes whose contents I couldn’t see.

“There’s a lot here,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Wasn’t a bother. Like I said, it all comes from the Navy.”

Rain droplets were beading on the old ramling’s hair and darkening his curling, sheep’s horns. My own head was getting soaked, and though I had a hat in my trunk, a proper, sailor’s tricorn that did wonders to keep the rain off me, I didn’t feel like digging around for it. This drizzle wasn’t that bad, and I had always thought that the thing looked rather stupid.

“You should have everything you need here to get set up and start working on repairs. There’s a ton of cut stone waiting as well, but I figured it was best to give you a few days to get settled and take a proper look at what you need before sending it over.” He winked at me. “No use in drowning you in the stuff before you’re ready.”

“What about lumber? I see a few planks and bits of firewood in there, but I’m going to need more.”

He chuckled. “I could’ve guessed a sailor would rather work with wood.”

“Aye,” I answered with a smile. “As a boy, I started out by working under the ship’s carpenter. He was drunk six days out of seven, but he really knew his way around a saw.”

“Didn’t need to see straight to cut straight?”

I grinned. “Exactly.”

The ramling let out another low laugh, though the sound quickly faded. “Unfortunately, Callum, I’ve got some bad news. You haven’t seen much of Strom, yet, but trees don’t grow easily on this island.”

I frowned. “You don’t have any?”

“Oh, aye, we do, but any timber worth more than just stove filler is privately owned.” He shrugged. “Stone is a lot cheaper and that’s what the Navy decided to pay for.”

“So, if I want lumber, I’ll have to buy it myself?”

“That’s the right of it,” he said, pushing his hands into his pockets and letting out a breath. “I can introduce you to a few of the landowners. They’ll sell to you, but to do any real work, you’ll need more than just the tools I’m giving you here.”

I remained silent, mentally comparing my meager savings and salary to the renovation plans that I’d already started to make. If I had to buy everything … well, the results weren’t good.

“You’ll get used to working with stone, though.” The mayor patted my shoulder. “We’ve been building with rock and thatch here for as long as there’ve been people. It’s tough and more than a bit stubborn, but so are we.”

“Aye,” I said, blowing out a breath. “Well, I’d still like the names of a few of these landowners. Can’t hurt to talk to a few.”

“Come by tomorrow, then. I’ll have a nice list written up for you and I can take you around to see the rest of the town.”

I bowed my head. “You’re too kind.”

“Not kind enough to help us with this wagon,” Erik said, hauling another box over.

The ramling grinned. “Another perk of age, my boys. I get to go back inside my warm house while the rest of you stay out in the rain.”

Alvert did exactly that, turning to make his way back inside while I stayed to help the brothers.

The two of them were fishermen, though they did a lot of work for the mayor. Odd things mostly, Erik told me, tasks like this that needed doing. I learned quite a bit about Wick in the twenty or so minutes that it took the three of us to finish loading the wagon. Erik was a friendly sort, chatty, with quite a few tales to tell. He had a dependable look about him, as did his brother, though I didn’t get much more than a grunt from the other man.

Erik shook my hand once we were finished. “I’m a head over to the docks and help ‘em get that merchantman loaded up. Ian’ll take ya over to the cottage.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” I said, squeezing his palm. “Thanks for all your help.”

“Wasn’t no bother. Swing by the pub next time you’re in town, lots o’ folks’ll be willing to trade a few pints to hear how you smashed those lily bastards in the war.”

I kept my expression from curdling. “Aye, I’ll keep that in mind.”

Ian was waiting for me on the driver’s bench and he flicked the horses into motion as soon as I’d pulled myself up beside him. We didn’t speak as we rattled out of town. The morning was wet and cold, and both of us remained huddled into our coats. As we continued along the outer edge of the harbor, however, I found my eyes inexplicably drawn to the gray waters of the sea.

The prickle had returned. It felt like I was being watched, yet no matter how often I looked, I could see nothing amongst the waves.

The rain finally stopped when we came within sight of my closest neighbor, a nearly deaf old ramling who I’d briefly met the day before. His name was Bruce and he lived alone in a little stone cabin surrounded by his sheep. The farm was set back from the coast and it took a few more minutes for the path to reach Rhenna’s beach.

Ian pulled the wagon to a stop when we came within sight of it. The sharkin wasn’t there, thankfully. Still, the large man reached behind the driver’s bench to pull out a musket.

“There’s powder and shot back there.” He laid the weapon across his knees. “Mind grabbin’ it for me?”

The man had the same lilting accent as his brother, though his voice was deeper and had a rasp tickling the edge of it. His eyes were sharp and though he shared Erik’s dark hair, his was wilder. His beard, too, was a mess of tangled bristles where the other man kept his combed neat.

There was also a weird intensity about him as he scanned the empty beach, an unsettling sort of … eagerness? I wasn’t sure, but it was enough for me to take note.

Still, I thought, reaching back to find his powder horn and pouch of lead shot, I couldn’t fault the man his caution. I’d loaded my pistol before leaving, keeping it tucked within the folds of my coat so that the powder remained dry.

“That for Rhenna?” I asked.

He snorted. “I heard the bitch gave you her name. Don’t right care to hear you use it.”

“That so?”

Ian grabbed the horn and shot from my hand, his lip curling into the beginning of a sneer. “Monsters ain’t deserve a name.”

I didn’t respond, watching the man as he loaded his musket. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Ian had suffered from the sharkin’s presence. Perhaps she’d stolen from him? Or had he been close to one of the men she’d killed?

In any case, it wasn’t any of my business and I didn’t press. We were moving again after a few minutes.

I hopped off the wagon when we pulled up in front of my little cottage. Pushing open the door, I stepped inside with the goal of finding somewhere to pile up my supplies. Something, however, made me pause just beyond the threshold.

My hand found the hilt of my cutlass as I swept my gaze over the interior. It was just as I’d left it, the single space as dark and dusty as it had been yesterday. I heard only the waves and the cries of the gulls and couldn’t smell anything but the salty sea air. And yet, there was … something there, some sense tickling at the back of my mind.

It made me think of Rhenna, and when I turned to head back outside, I was relieved to see that her beach was still empty.

“Bitch knows better than to come out when I’m here.” Ian stepped up beside me, his thick hands still wrapped around his loaded musket. “Don’t matter how often I come ‘a lookin’.”

“Aye? How often is that?”

“Every couple o’ weeks or so. Been trying to catch it out here. Was hoping that today would be the day I’d finally get to put a ball in that damned monster.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. Sharkin were hard to put down, even if one discounted the near impossibility of actually trying to track or hunt an intelligent being with the ability to breathe underwater. They were vicious fighters and if they worked themselves up into a blood frenzy … Well, I’d seen one at Gadir with a chest torn open by buckshot rip through a squad of sailors before she died.

Ian noticed my expression and spat to the side. “Just because I’m no ship captain don’t mean I’m stupid. I know it’ll be hard to kill, but it’s weak on land an’ I’ll have time to get it with a shot or two if I can catch it unawares.”

I shook my head. “One.”

Ian scowled. “What?”

“I watched you load that thing.” I nodded at his musket. “And I’ve seen the sharkin move. She’s slower on land than we are, but even still, if Rhenna was down there, you’d have time for one shot before she was on you.”

The man turned to face me, taking a step forward so that he loomed above me. “Ye sayin’ I’m not good enough?”

Ian was big, huge really, with thick arms and heavy shoulders. He was used to wielding his size, doubtless having used it to cow more than one man when things started to get rowdy at the pub.

I, however, had seen more than some drunk sheepherder. Tilting my head back, I locked onto his gaze. “You’re slow. A soldier in the army should be able to shoot three times in a minute. You can perhaps do two and it wouldn’t take her that long to get up here. When she does, you’re dead.”

Ian’s lips curled back into a snarl. “I’ve beaten more than one visiting soldier to a pulp.”

“But you’ve never fought a monster.”

I didn’t look away as the man stared at me for several long moments. Finally, he snorted. “Lucky for me then, that you’re just the man to help.”

“I’m retired. I’m done going after trouble.”

“Aye, but you’re a hero, ain’t ya?” He let a bit of condescension color his tone. Likely, he meant it to be offensive, but I found it refreshing. “You’ll do what’s right. That bitch needs killing for what she’s done an’ there ain’t nothing but cowards and fools left in Wick.”

“I’m not going after trouble,” I said again.

“Trouble’s already here. And it’d be real stupid of you to do anything but get it handled.” Ian bared his teeth and clapped me on the shoulder, hard. “Don’t fret neither, Captain. I’m not about to let you kill the thing on your own. On land, and against the two of us, she’ll have no chance. Keep an eye out for her in the next few days, what she does, where she goes, and if you can lure her back up here for another little chat. Then, me an’ you can see about making some sort of plan. With a bit o’ luck, we’ll be free of this thing before winter.”

I watched as he swept his eyes over the empty beach, not bothering to answer. It was pointless. I had no intention of going along with whatever this was, but Ian didn’t care. He’d threaten and bully to get his way.

When that didn’t work … Well, then we would see what kind of man he truly was.

I sighed and shook my head before turning to begin unloading the wagon. God help me, why couldn’t I have picked another damned island for my so-called retirement?
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Ian left as soon as we’d finished unloading the wagon, driving off after giving the still-empty beach one last, hopeful look.

This man, I thought, would be a problem.

I shook my head and pushed him from my mind. I’d deal with that trouble when it came. Right now, I had work to do. Taking a deep breath of the clean, salty air, I felt something within me ease.

Finally, I was alone.

A few hours later, I’d opened up all the cottage windows and swept out the worst of the dust and grime. It hadn’t started raining again, so I’d pulled all the furniture outside to properly air everything out. They, and the walls, would need to be properly washed, but right now I was up on the roof. My feet were anchored firmly to a ladder’s rung while I used a few of my precious planks of wood to fix the sag in one corner. I’d need to rethatch this section of it today as well.

When I’d first gotten here yesterday, I’d pictured myself stripping the roof away entirely. I didn’t want to keep it. This little cottage—it was fine, but I was a sailor. I’d been living on ships since my tenth summer, and I was used to being surrounded by planks of smooth wood. The lapping of the waves, the groan and flex of timber, and the warm glow of an oil lamp; these were what comforts I knew.

But this … I didn’t like all this stone; it was too cold, too still, and silent.

Still, I wasn’t fool enough to knock the whole thing over and restart. Stone was tough, durable, and resilient. It made sense to use it as a foundation, and the four walls of this cottage were well-made. Instead, I imagined adding a second floor, one with wooden floors and walls. I’d have a little living room up there, with its own hearth and chimney, along with my bedroom and maybe one extra one. There’d be carpets on the floor, soft seats by the fire, and windows to let in the sound of the sea.

It’d be perfect and, apparently, would cost me a fortune.

And so, I was fixing my roof. My second floor would have to wait; I’d have to save money, look for a source of food, find the right tools, and—

“Well,” a voice, smooth and feminine, said. “You’ve been busy.”

Iron rasped as I wrenched my cutlass from my belt and I whirled around fast enough to rattle the ladder beneath my feet. I pointed the weapon at where Rhenna watched me from the ground.

“Oh?” The sharkin was a handful of paces away, looking up at me with a grin crinkling the corners of her black eyes. “Are you afraid of me, Callum?”

She stood with the relaxed, easy confidence of a predator. The finned tip of her long tail swished through the air in slow, stalking sweeps, and seawater clung to every lean, curving inch of her. She’d tied her long hair back to expose one side of her neck, the smooth, milky pallor of her skin flowing down to a chest bound by crossed strips of cloth. Her stomach was naked beneath, and her webbed fingers rested atop the swell of her hips, conspicuously close to the knives she kept lashed to her waist.

“What are you doing here?” I said harshly. My heart was pounding in my chest and my mind was a swirling litany of curses. Less than a year past the war and I was already getting this sloppy? I’d stopped paying attention. She’d snuck up on me, could have killed me without much trouble at all. “We had a deal.”

“A deal?” She cocked her head to the side, the long tips of her ears bright against the obsidian blackness of her hair. “What deal?”

“The one we agreed to yesterday,” I growled. “You stay on your beach and I keep to my lighthouse.”

“Hmm, I don’t remember agreeing to anything like that.”

I narrowed my eyes, causing her to grin widely.

“Where I’m from, a deal without a handshake is just a pile of empty words.” She stuck out one webbed hand and waggled it through the air. “Care to shake on it now?”

“Don’t take me for a fool, Rhenna. Leave.”

Her face lit up and her tail stilled. “Say it again.”

“What?”

“My name, say it again.”

My shock and fear were rapidly bleeding into anger and irritation. “Go back to your beach.”

“I want to hear you say my name.”

“And I don’t want to play whatever this game is,” I told her, gesturing with my cutlass. “Leave.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Is this how you treat a visiting neighbor?”

“When she’s unwanted? Aye.”

Heat bloomed beneath her cheeks, staining them red and setting her gaze alight with a strange sort of intensity. “‘She’ … Like a woman.”

I glowered. “What the hell are you talking about?”

A shiver ran through her, the flush spreading down to her chest. Her eyes, however, never left mine. “You see me as a woman.”

“I see you as a monster, a pirate, and a killer.”

Her lips curled into an unexpected smile. “You’re a veteran of war, Callum. You were captain of your own ship. Do you think the widows and orphans of those men swallowed by your cannons call you anything different?”

My grip tightened around my cutlass. “They’ll never call me a murderer.”

“I never understood the human insistence on distinguishing everything. Dead is dead; it doesn’t matter if you call yourself a soldier or not.”

I shook my head. The problem was that I agreed with her; dead was dead, and all the flowery justification around what we’d done in the war was one of the reasons I’d left the Navy.

Still, that didn’t mean I wanted to talk about it.

“Go back to your beach, Rhenna.”

“Oh!” She bounced on her tail and clapped her hands with delight. “That was perfect! Thank you!”

“What’re you—”

My question devolved into a loud curse when I realized that I’d just given her what she’d wanted. The sharkin let out a bright peel of laughter while I tried, and failed, to figure out what exactly was going on. Nothing about Rhenna, this situation, or this damned conversation made any sense.

After a few moments, I lowered the curved point of my sword. “Why are you here? What do you want?”

“I want you to come off that ladder, for one.” Rhenna’s tail flexed beneath her, the finned tip once more starting to sweep back and forth. “Speaking like this is growing rather tiresome.”

“Not happening.”

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Turning, she started to move away. I watched her go, the bright scarlet of her tied-on skirt drawing my gaze down the smooth arch of her naked spine to the swell of her hips. There was a distinctly feminine sway to them, an odd, thrilling lurch that emphasized her body’s lean, sinuous curves and the smooth, undulating strength of her tail.

Then, instead of heading towards the beach, she turned to weave through the furniture, tools, and supplies I’d left scattered about.

“Rhenna!” I called after her. “What’re you doing?!”

“I can’t hear you!”

“Go back to your beach!”

She ignored me, trailing her fingers along the surface of my table, chairs, and every other crate and barrel she passed by. Was she trying to steal from me? It didn’t look like it. Then, as if I couldn’t be more mystified, I heard her start to hum a little song.

What the hell was going on?

Rhenna paused when she reached my coat. Without the rain, it was warm enough that I could work in a simple shirt and I’d slung my heavy, blue and gold garment over a chair sometime after Ian had left.

Then, without glancing my way, she plucked it from the chair and slipped it over her shoulders.

I blinked, watching as she pushed her arms through the sleeves and tucked her chin into the high collar. The garment trapped her waves of obsidian hair and even from here, I could see the shiver that rippled through her as she hugged herself in it.

Was she cold?

The thought surprised me and I pushed it away as unimportant. I’d be damned if I let her steal my coat.

“Rhenna!” I practically roared, sliding down the ladder. It was time to end whatever the hell this was. “Get the hell out of my coat!”

She ignored me once again. I tightened my grip on my cutlass and stomped towards her. At the sound of my approach, she turned. Her black eyes were blown wide open, and a deep, crimson flush stained her rapidly rising and falling chest. The coat’s gold-trimmed collar tickled her reddened cheeks, and the smile she sent me was blissful, almost … beatific? As if she were happier than she’d ever been in her entire life.

The expression brought me up short and, of course, did nothing but grow my confusion.

“There,” she said, voice breathy. “Isn’t that better?”

“No. Get out of my coat.”

“I don’t want to. It’s a nice coat.” She made a pleased sound, twisting her torso this way and that. Her eyes flicked up to mine, black as the deep ocean and yet infinitely warmer. “And besides, do I not look beautiful in it?”

I coughed, choking on the threat I’d been about to growl. The question was so unexpected that I couldn’t help but consider it.

The coat was open at the front and hung down past the generous curve of her rear. The deep blue-and-gold fabric was a pleasing contrast to the pallor of her bare stomach and did not clash with the red of her skirt or the shark’s hide sheathing her tail. The high collar caught her hair and hemmed in her gracefully curving throat while the coat’s open edges flowed down past the tight swell of her breasts.

Yesterday, I’d thought her beautiful. But now, with her flushed cheeks and her lean, predatory curves swaddled and softened by my coat’s too wide sleeves and shoulders, Rhenna looked almost … cute?

A short, high-pitched squeak yanked my thoughts back into the present. I looked up in time to see the sharkin slap a webbed hand to her mouth. We stared at each other for a few moments, my confused frown meeting her wide-eyed stare.

“Was that you?” I eventually asked.

“That was—” She cleared her throat. “Never mind. Just answer the question. Do I look beautiful?”

“You look like you want to steal my coat.”

“I’m not going to steal it! Callum this—” Her tail flexed beneath her and she let out a sharp breath. “Listen to me. I’m sharkin and you have every right to be wary of me. It’s smart and very flattering, but, believe me, when I say that I mean you no harm.”

I snorted. “You’ve already killed four men from Wick. How can I trust that you’ll treat me any differently?”

“Because you’re not like those fools.” She bared her teeth. “They tried to take what wasn’t theirs. I hold onto what’s mine, Callum, no matter the cost.”

“As do I,” I said, coldly. “Give me back my coat. I won’t ask again.”

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

“So you say.”

“You can trust me.”

I didn’t deign that with a response. The finned tip of Rhenna’s long tail lashed the air behind her, a gesture to accompany the frustration twisting her features. After a few moments, she forced herself to relax and let out a long breath.

“Callum, I—”

“Leave,” I said, cutting her off. “Go back to your beach. If you don’t, trust me when I say that we will have a problem.”

She stared at me, the heat of that fiery intensity still having yet to leave her dark eyes. Finally, she nodded and began pulling off my coat.

“This is your home and I respect that. I will not intrude, nor will I take any of your things. I will, however, continue to come visit. We are neighbors and, of late, I have found my solitude to be rather grating.” She draped my coat back over the chair. “That being said, I promise that I’ll leave whenever you ask it of me.”

I didn’t speak or nod my head, though neither did I shake it in denial. Rhenna seemed to take that for the acknowledgement that it was, because her lips twitched into the ghost of a smile. It became slightly teasing a moment later when she extended her hand.

“Shall we shake?”

Despite myself, I felt my own smile fight to get through. Keeping it from my features, I said. “Goodbye, Rhenna.”

She let her hand drop, though her expression didn’t change when she nodded her farewell. “Until next time.”


Chapter Seven
Rhenna


My Callum was difficult.

He was stubborn, infuriating, and strong, and handsome, and—why hadn’t he let me spend the day with him?!

I cut through the dark, dirty water of the harbor, moving alongside the cliff top path that my mate was even now striding along. He couldn’t see me down here, hadn’t seen me at all since casting me from his home the day before.

That had been—gah! Just the thought of it had me gritting my teeth.

He was beyond frustrating. He’d pulled his cutlass on me at once, and that had been nice, but then he never put it away! We were mates, and he hadn’t wanted to talk to me at all, or get to know me, and he didn’t trust me, or want me close to him, and—! I screamed my feelings, making the sea around me thrum and sending a school of fish darting away.

That helped, somewhat.

I was calmer when I took my next breath. A looping twist of my body and a flick of my finned tail had me turned around and swimming back the way I came. When I was sure that I had gone far enough, I poked my head out above the waves.

A heartbeat later and my eyes were fixed on Callum’s back.

I couldn’t smell him from down here, but as it always did, the sight of him eased something in my chest. Yes, he didn’t trust me. He didn’t want to know me yet or let down his guard. But that—well, in truth, it was only to be expected.

The mate-bond would never have triggered for some weak, easily dominated fool. My Callum was a man all his own, a soldier and commander of ships. He was confident in himself and had the will to follow through on the choices he made.

I’d known going into this that I’d need to be patient. I just didn’t ever think that it would be so hard.

Sand and sea and salt and storm, why was it so impossibly hard?

Like now, what I wanted to do was to keep watching him and rush over to him as soon as he got back to his cottage. He’d gone into Wick early this morning and, with that merchant ship getting ready to depart alongside the usual fishing vessels, there’d been too many eyes on the harbor water to risk me getting too close.

It wasn’t fair, and I hated it, and I’d only gotten one measly glimpse of him during all that time!

He’d been standing on the docks with another man, a sailor I didn’t recognize with tattoos and dirty blonde hair. They’d been laughing together, and the sight of my Callum with a grin splitting his perfect beard had made my stomach flutter enough that I’d felt almost queasy.

His glares and suspicious scowls were absolutely adorable, but to see his happiness … I wanted it every day. I wanted to feel the warmth of his laughter, to bask within the glow of his smile, and wrap myself around him while he—

Gah!

I shot through the water before I could change my mind, cutting forward with powerful sweeps of my tail. Patient, I had to be patient. We were past noon now and he’d been in town all day, but that didn’t matter. Much as it ached, I knew that I needed to give him a bit of space. Yesterday—I’d gone too fast yesterday. I couldn’t force him. He’d just been so handsome and teasing him was just so much fun, and then I’d put on his coat and been so warm and surrounded by his scent and—

“Nope!” I shouted, spitting out a mouthful of bubbles. “No more of that, Rhenna! We’re going home.”

Home, yes. That’s where I needed to go. My hair streamed behind me as I rounded the lighthouse promontory and swam north along my beach. A handful of minutes later, the stretch of pale sand narrowed into sharp cliffs. Racing along it, I turned when I spotted a crack that led deep into the hard rock.

Four skulls peered down from where I’d arranged them around the opening. It made the entrance impossible to miss, but everyone in Wick already knew where I lived. The bones were to remind them what happened to those who went where they didn’t belong and tried to take what wasn’t theirs.

I dove into the narrow gap, twisting through the winding darkness and propelling myself forward with my hands and tail. Even at high tide, this channel wasn’t fully submerged. I could have swum along the surface if I had wanted to, but there was more space beneath the water.

Besides, it wasn’t long before I was hauling myself up into my cave.

This was a little pocket of rocky dryness, a space smaller even than Callum’s little cottage. The floor was sandy and the ceiling was high enough that I could stand in most places. I had a bed here, well, a nest really, made of layers of soft cloth and dried seaweed. Though I did often sleep along the ocean floor, this was where I spent most of my nights. It was also where I kept my things and the tight space surrounding my nest was filled with chests, barrels, and laden shelves.

I could even have a fire down here and, once I’d swept my wet hair back from my face, that’s what I worked on lighting. The smoke was pulled away by a few finger-wide cracks in the ceiling, and though my eyes didn’t need the flickering orange glow to see, I liked the warmth, and it did make everything look cozier.

Once the pile of sticks and dried kelp was burning, I slithered into my nest and stared into the flames to slow my swirling thoughts.

It didn’t work.

“This rule is so stupid,” I groaned, flopping over onto my back to stare at the rocky ceiling. “He doesn’t want me around—ha! Too bad! I’m going to go see him later and ask why in the hell he thought it was okay to be gone all day!”

I wouldn’t actually do that, but I liked the fantasy.

Sighing, I pushed myself back up after a few more minutes. I had a water barrel down here, set beneath a crack in the ceiling through which rainwater would fall. Peeling off my clothes and taking up a bar of soap, I started by scrubbing the harbor filth from my skin and hair. I wrapped a dry blanket around myself once I was clean. It was blue, though much paler than Callum’s coat. The wool also wasn’t nearly as soft and, of course, did not fit me nearly as beautifully.

All at once, I had to bite down on a squeal of pure delight.

Callum had thought me beautiful! When I’d put his coat on and asked him—eek! —The squeal came out along with a happy wiggle that rolled through my entire body. My frustration, irritation, impatience, and everything else were drowned in the flash flood of yesterday’s memory.

Callum thought I was beautiful!

He was shy, so of course he hadn’t come out and actually said it. I could see it in his eyes when he’d looked at me, though, and when he’d—eek! I did a little spin, my sudden laughter rebounding off the walls around me.

My mate thought I was beautiful and, suddenly, I couldn’t remember why I’d ever been so upset.

“Okay,” I said aloud, clapping my hands together. “Let’s go see him.”

First things first, though, I had to get ready. A flex of my tail sent me towards my chest of clothes. I didn’t have many, mostly variants of the same skirt and crossed chest-wrap. Most sharkin, in fact, wore very little. We rarely felt the cold, and cloth, unless it was wrapped tightly around you, tended to drag through the water. It made swimming both more awkward and less comfortable, factors that could be lethal in a fight.

Besides, I loved to feel his eyes roving over my naked skin.

Humming to myself, I bound my breasts and tied a skirt around the swell of my waist. Once dressed, I moved towards a tall, rectangular mirror.

It was broken, a spider-web of cracks twisting through the reflective glass. Still, it was one of my most prized possessions and it had come with me all the way from Tortusa.

I’d taken it during one of my very first raids as a pirate within my mother’s crew. We’d attacked an Espanian treasure ship, the hold loaded with a fortune of tobacco, sugar, and precious metals. I’d been barely more than a girl, but still, I’d scaled the side of the ship with the rest of the raiders. Dodging musket fire, I’d used the knife clenched between my teeth to break into the captain’s quarters and kill the cowering man and his much braver wife.

This mirror had been theirs and I’d fallen in love with its silvered frame and the artful, swirling wave pattern that had been worked into the precious metal. I’d claimed it right there, though I had broken it almost immediately. That was a usual refrain for me. My absolute favorite book was also in two pieces from when I’d torn it too quickly from a too-tight shelf. Anyway, even with the cracks, this mirror had been worth more than my share of the spoils for that raid.

My mother could be ruthlessly domineering, but that day, she’d been kind to let me keep it.

Black Jane—I thought about her as I reached for a hairbrush. My mother hadn’t liked that I’d left home and she certainly wouldn’t like that I’d found my mate.

“Love sates,” she’d say. “Sharkin are meant to be hungry.”

We were predators; we took from those weaker than us and kept what we were strong enough to defend. The mate-bond made us weak. It dulled our edge, turned us into something less than who we were meant to be, and forced us to cut away whole pieces of ourselves.

She’d seen it all too often, she said, particularly with her own mother.

The woman who’d birthed her, my grandmother, had been mated. My mother had grown up with her father, a fact that I’d once seen her shoot a sharkin for bringing up. Jane had hated the man who’d raised her, and my childhood had been filled with dire warnings about what happened to those of us who let ourselves be so tamed.

Those stories, however, fascinated me more than anything else.

I’d never met my grandparents; they’d both died before I was born. Still, I felt like I grew to know them both over the years I spent listening to my mother and elder sisters talk about them. And while they scorned the life my grandmother had chosen, I’d go to bed and dream of it.

What must it feel like to never be lonely? To love and be loved, to raise a family and be surrounded by happiness and joy for the rest of your days? I wanted to be filled by it, to gorge myself on everything that sort of life could offer.

Sharkin were meant to be hungry? Well, hunger ached. It was cold and empty and I was only a little girl when I decided that I’d had enough of it.

I wanted to finally be full. I wanted to be complete.

“Callum will do that for me,” I said aloud, running my brush through my sodden hair. “I just need to keep going slow and be patient.”

My mate was in front of his cottage when I slithered onto my beach. He watched as I swept the ocean from my hair and tied it back. His coat was slung over his shoulders, though the day was warm enough that he kept it open at the front. I could clearly see the butt of his pistol and the hilt of his cutlass hanging from his belt, both of which he drew when I started moving his way.

I smiled. No matter how frustrating it could be, it was still cute to see him so suspicious.

“Callum,” I said. “How are you today?”

“I want you to leave.”

I paused. “What?”

“Leave,” he repeated, those blue eyes of his so cold above his bearded cheeks. “Now.”

Though I’d warned myself that this might be a possibility, the abruptness of his dismissal took me aback. I inhaled deeply to try and ease my suddenly pounding heart. Unfortunately, that had the effect of filling my lungs with his scent. My blood began to thrum with the call of his own and I felt the red-wave begin to rise.

“Callum,” I said, managing to keep my voice even. “I just got here.”

“And now you’re going to turn around.”

“But I got ready and everything! And look—I just want to talk and you’ve been in town all day!”

His eyes narrowed into slits. “How did you know I was in Wick?”

“I just—” Gah! Why had I said that?! The heat rising through me was making it hard to think and the finned tip of my tail lashed through the air in nervous agitation. “I came onto my beach this morning and you were gone. Then, I saw the ship you came on, the Cantebarney. It was leaving and I thought that you’d gone to say goodbye.”

He stared at me for a few more moments before nodding sharply. “Fine. Now, go.”

“Can’t we just sit together and talk?”

“No.”

“This is ridiculous! I’m not going to attack you!”

“I don’t trust you. Turn around.”

“Callum, I—”

He pulled the hammer of his pistol back with a loud click. His voice was ice. “Yesterday, you told me that you’d leave my home when I asked. Was that a lie?”

I bared my teeth. Again?! He was sending me away again?! He couldn’t; he was mine! There were no limits between mates, no boundaries to what I felt for him. He was mine, and I wanted him, and I could take him. The sheer, bloody rightness of that pulsed through me on a tide of red heat.

“Rhenna,” he warned.

Why shouldn’t I have him? I had to take him. He was mine! He was mine! My fingers were curled into tight claws and my entire body was stiff, the whole of me clenched around a burning tide that threatened to swallow me whole.

“Rhenna!”

Sand and sea, I really did love the way my name sounded on his lips. The thought helped pull me back from the edge and, a few heartbeats later, I felt the red-wave recede. It left a tremble in its wake, and I—

“Rhenna,” Callum said for a third time. I blinked into the muzzle of his pistol. He was pointing it right at my head. “What the hell was that?”

“Nothing!” I gave him what I hoped was a lovely smile, but it likely came out all twisted and sickly. I needed to leave. “I’ll go, then. Have a good rest of your day!”

I turned away before he could respond, hurrying back to the sea and diving in as soon as I reached it. That had been close, too close. Callum, his presence and the scent of his blood and body— He’d sent me away and the red-wave had almost washed me away.

I had to be more careful, more in control. But that, I was realizing, was likely impossible around him. I was going to break him like I did everything else. It would be a disaster, and I’d hate myself and would lose my one chance at love and happiness and joy.

If he only stopped being so stubborn. We were mates, and we belonged together, and rejection—he couldn’t keep rejecting our bond. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t natural. He was mine. He was already mine, and if he kept rejecting me …

No, I could do this. I could hold myself back. For once in my life, I wouldn’t rush forward and break and ruin everything.

I don’t know how I could live with myself if I did.


Chapter Eight
Callum


God help me, I’d been on Strom less than a fortnight and I already hated coming into Wick.

Mayor Alvert had given me a proper tour of the town on the afternoon I’d returned for his list of landowners. The people here were good: they were kind, friendly, welcoming, and always eager to help. This was the sort of place where neighbors took care of neighbors. Life was hard in so remote a place, and Wick was the sort of community where folks came together and worked to make it a little easier on everyone.

It was exhausting.

That first visit with the mayor had been pleasant. This, however, was my fifth trip back in as many days. I needed more than the basic supplies the Navy had left for me and I was eager to get the last of them now and return home.

Would Rhenna be there?

I blinked, frowned, and lowered my gaze from where I’d been looking up into a gray, shrouded sky. The thought wasn’t exactly unexpected. I’d seen her every day for the past week, mostly when she came around my cottage, though once or twice she’d been further down the beach when I’d come up the path from Wick.

It wasn’t odd to think that I would see her today. What was strange was that the thought didn’t have my fingers tingling for the butt of my pistol.

“Captain!” a gruff, masculine voice called out. “Sorry to keep ye waiting.”

I shook my head clear and turned as Fergus, the town blacksmith, came up beside me. He was human, a big man with a shaved head and a bit of a paunch. His shoulders were broad and he had the thick arms of a man who spent his days hammering metal.

“Wasn’t any sort of trouble,” I said, taking the pouch of nails he held out towards me. “And please, Fergus, I told you to just call me Callum.”

“Aye, well, I figure that you’re a big part o’ why there’s no lily on the harbor flag. That deserves some respect.”

“I’m just a lighthouse keeper now.”

“Just because a man changes his coat doesn’t mean he ain’t the same underneath.” There was a twinkle in the big man’s eye when he added. “You ain’t even do that much, Captain.”

I chuckled and resisted the urge to adjust my officer’s jacket. “Aye, fair enough. How much do I owe you for the nails?”

“Just a couple o’ pennies ought to do. Anything else I can do fer ya?”

“I’m sure I’ll find something else I need soon,” I told him, pulling payment out of my depressingly light purse. “But for now, I’m hoping that this will be most of what I need to get the lighthouse burning again.”

He grunted and held out his hand for me to shake. “You know where ta find me if you do.”

“Aye. Have a good day, Fergus.”

“Captain!” a woman called before I could turn away. “Wait!”

“You know the drill, Captain,” the blacksmith grunted. “Agna’s got to send you off with something.”

Agna was Fergus’s wife and the town baker. The same pile of coal that powered his forge fed the ovens that took up a good part of the bottom floor of their little two-storey home. She was waving at me from the open doorway, a kindly ramling woman with stubby horns, wobbling cheeks, and arms as thick as her husband’s.

“Mrs. McAnness,” I said. “Please, that’s not—”

“Oh, hush.” The woman waved away what would have been an objection. “I’ve got a dozen scones warming for you that won’t take more than a minute to fetch. Cole! Fetch the Captain his scones and don’t forget to use the gloves!”

“He’s got it!” Fergus called to his wife. “The lad’s almost twelve!”

“There’s no harm in— Not that close, Cole!”

Agna hurried back into the house, leaving Fergus to cross his arms and grumble. “Ain’t no good gonna come from coddling that boy.”

I shrugged. “Cole’s your only child, right? Seems normal that his ma’s protective.”

“Aye, but she’s taking it too far. He’s been around the forge and the ovens his whole life. He ain’t suddenly gon’ forget the gloves now.” The man sighed and uncrossed his arms. “S’pose you’re right, though, Captain. I can’t really blame her. Not after what happened on the beach.”

“The beach?”

Fergus grunted. “The one by the lighthouse, aye. The lad was there with a few of his mates when the sharkin first arrived.”

I straightened. “He was? So, the four she killed—”

“Weren’t none of them boys, praise God.” The blacksmith let out a breath. “Way Cole tells it, they were playing on the beach when she first came out o’ the sea. She told ‘em that the beach was hers and then roughed up one of the lads when he got mouthy. The boys all came home, though, even if Cole still has nightmares about it.”

“Plenty of sailors I know still dream about sharkin encounters. They’re never pleasant.”

“Aye, ain’t no shame in walking carefully around those monsters. And this one’s got the bloody gall to claim an entire stretch o’ coast.” Fergus shook his head. “Anyway, the mayor went over to talk to her the next day, and she told ’im the same thing. He told us to keep well clear after that, said the navy would take care o’ her but with the war …”

He left the rest of it unsaid. The Queen and her admirals had had quite a bit more on their plates during the last few years of war.

I was the one who next spoke. “So the four that she killed?”

“Local men, lads who weren’t too keen on waiting around for someone else to solve our problems. They watched her for a while, figured out that she sleeps in this cave up past the beach. You can only get into it from the sea, so one night, the four of ‘em rowed over with their muskets to try and kill her.”

I frowned. “Sharkin can see in the dark and trying to fight one while she’s in the sea …”

“Was a right bit o’ foolishness,” Fergus agreed. “Ain’t one of them made it back to town and we leave her an’ that beach well enough alone.” He eyed me. “In truth, most of us expected that she wouldn’t take kindly to having you around.”

“Aye, I figured the same thing.”

“She ain’t attack you yet?”

I shook my head.

“Why?”

“That, Fergus, is a question I’d love to be able to answer.”

The bakery door opened before either of us had the chance to say another word and a chubby boy ran out to hand me a steaming, cloth-wrapped bundle. I thanked everyone once again and shook the blacksmith’s hand before leaving.

This was the last of my errands, and, stretching my legs, I hurried to get out of town and onto the path towards my home.

My trials, however, weren’t quite over.

“Captain Callum!” another voice called out. I recognized this one and turned in time to see the mayor’s daughter, Lenore, approach. “So good to see you!”

The young woman wore a smile and a much more utilitarian dress than the frilled horror I’d first met her in. It was simple, made of a fine wool that was colored a pale gray. Around her shoulders was a shawl dyed the same blue as her eyes and her blonde curls had been left to hang loosely around her heart-shaped face.

Behind her was another man I recognized: Ian. If Lenore seemed pleased to see me, the big man did not. His glower followed me as I bowed over the hand that the mayor’s daughter held out to me.

God help me, we were on the edge of Wick. I’d been so close.

“Lady Lenore,” I said, straightening from my bow. “Ian, it’s a pleasure to run into you.”

“You appeared to be running away more than anything, Captain,” Lenore said. “We’ve been hurrying after you since the docks.”

“Apologies,” I said, with another bow. “I didn’t notice you. I just picked up the last of what I needed for the lighthouse from Fergus and I’m eager to get to work.”

“While admirable, I am sure that there are better ways to fill your time.”

“Repairing the lighthouse is what I’m here for, my lady.”

“Indeed,” she smiled and dipped her head, a bashful expression that was a touch too perfect to be called natural. “And I, for one, am grateful that the hero of Gadir is watching over us.”

I bowed for a third time, using the motion to hide the scowl creasing my features. Luckily, Ian spoke before I had to try and school my expression back into neutrality.

“We’d be a whole lot safer without that damned monster. Ye seen much of it yet, Captain?”

The bit of scorn he poured onto that last word was just as I remembered. I hadn’t seen the man since he’d dropped that first load of supplies off nearly a week ago and in that time, I’d decided that, like most of my problems, this was better faced head-on.

Looking him in the eyes, I said. “What I see or don’t isn’t any of your business, Ian.”

It was the big man’s turn to scowl. “That thing’s everyone’s business.”

“I told you that I’m not getting involved.”

“And I told you,” he growled, stepping towards me. “That ye ain’t got a choice.”

“Aye, Ian, I do.” I didn’t try to stretch my height in an attempt to match his, nor did I reach for the weapons hanging from my belt. My voice, however, was heavy with the weight of a commander of war. “And I continue to bear the consequences of every single one of my choices. Be sure that you’re prepared to do the same.”

The bearded man sneered, though it was Lenore who next spoke.

“Ian, would you please return to my father? I believe he mentioned wanting to move some of the sheep at dinner last night.”

He shot her a glance. “I shouldn’t leave you alone.”

“Then, it’s a good thing that Captain Callum is here. He will be my escort.”

“Lenore, I—”

“Are not needed here,” she said firmly. There was no give in the young woman’s voice and she bore the weight of the big man’s stare with ease. “Go see my father. His back will hurt for days if he tries to do all that on his own.”

Ian nodded after a few moments, giving me one last baleful look before turning to stomp back the way he’d come.

“I apologize for him,” Lenore said when he was out of earshot. “He has his reasons for acting the way he does, though none of them excuse his rudeness.”

“It’s quite all right. He’s not the first man I’ve known who’s a little rough around the edges.”

“Ian is a brute,” she said, bluntly. “But a hammer has uses to one who knows how to wield it. Would you walk with me, Captain?”

I held my arm out to her, unable to come up with a polite enough excuse to decline. “Of course. Shall I escort you home?”

“I still have some shopping to do around the docks.” She slipped her arm through mine and gave me another lovely, practiced smile. “Rest assured that I will not force you to suffer through that. It might not be seemly for an unmarried woman to go about on her own, but this is Wick. Nothing will happen to me here.”

“As you say, lady.”

We began to walk together, a slow, measured pace that chaffed at me. This close, I could smell the cinnamon of her perfume. It was a thick, cloying scent that was much too spicy. I could feel a headache starting to throb behind my eyes.

Wick was small, I told myself. The docks were only a few minutes away.

“What do you think of our island so far?” Lenore asked, her dress swishing with her every step. “Now that you’ve had a bit more time to get acquainted with it.”

“My answer remains the same as before, lady. Strom is a fine place and I’m eager to discover what remains of its charms.”

“I fear that those charms will quickly fade for one such as you, Captain. Life here can quickly grow dull.”

“A bit of dullness is exactly what I’m after.”

“Then, you shall find enough of it to practically drown in.” She squeezed my arm. “Speaking of which, my father and I have missed your company at dinner these past few nights. We both agreed that the table has been a little too quiet of late.”

“That’s kind of you to say,” I said, inclining my head. “You are both fine hosts and I regret that I can’t spend more of my nights in your company.”

“Better a lonely lighthouse?”

“Certainly not, but I’ve been warned that winter comes early so far north and I have much to do to prepare.”

We were getting close to the harbor now and the smell of salt was a welcome tingle in my nostrils. There was a market set up before the docks and the streets here were starting to get busy.

“Winter is not an easy time,” Lenore acknowledged, before giving me a teasing smile. “Still, I must insist that you make time for us. I know that my father, at least, would dearly love to hear more of your time in the war.”

I tried to keep myself from grimacing. “Those stories can be difficult to tell, lady. My past is not always fit for polite conversation.”

“Then, we shall discuss your future and all that you shall achieve.”

“My future is here.”

“For many, that is true.” She pulled me to a stop on the edge of the harbor square, seemingly unaware of all the eyes that were turning to glance our way. “But you are too great a man to settle into quiet contentment. You’re meant for more, Captain, and there are few here for whom the same is true. Though few is not none. There are those of us who burn for more than the life we have. We want it with a force that you would hardly believe.” Lenore shifted her grip on my arm, her blue eyes finding my own. “And we would do anything to get it.”


Chapter Nine
Callum


I was still thinking of Lenore’s words when my cottage came into view an hour or so later.

Not the part about being meant for more. That was ridiculous. Life was what you made of it and I was retired. Not one bit of me was ready to budge on that. I was done with the Navy, and war, and whatever nonsense the Queen and her nobles got up to in the capital.

What I wanted from my life was exactly what I was here to pursue in this out-of-the-way corner of the world: the peace, the quiet, somewhere I could finally put down some real roots. I wanted to build my house, run the lighthouse and, one day perhaps, find a woman worth marrying and raising a family with.

There’s no doubt that I’d already done much to make that reality happen. But the way Lenore had spoken …

There are those of us who burn for more than the life we have. And we would do anything to get it.

Is that how I felt about this? Did I burn for it? I wasn’t sure. In truth, I wasn’t sure that I’d felt that strongly about anything for the entirety of my life.

That troubled me enough that I didn’t notice Rhenna until she called out to me. “Callum! Wait a minute!”

The sharkin was on her beach, her tail digging an undulating wave in the sand as she hurried up towards me. It looked like she’d only recently come out of the ocean. Her tied-on skirt was plastered to her tail’s underbelly, and seawater clung to her pale skin and dripped from her dark hair.

I stopped to watch her approach, not drawing my weapons even as she came within a dozen paces of me.

“I’m happy I found you.” She smiled, using one hand to brush aside a few strands of damp hair. In the other, she held out a torn piece of cloth that looked like it had once been a sort of dress. “Do you have any thread I could borrow? I ran out.”

“You ran out?”

“That’s what I said, aye.”

I crossed my arms. “Yesterday, you needed an extra candle. The day before, you’d broken your last cup.”

“And I’m still drinking from my hands because of it!”

“What’s it going to be tomorrow?”

She grinned, her teeth as bright as the light dancing in her black eyes. “I’m not sure. I’m running out of things to break.”

That actually drew a laugh from me. “You’re persistent.”

“Mhm.” She closed her eyes as a shiver ran through her. A flush rose to color her cheeks and the pale flesh above her crossed chest-wrap. “I’m sharkin. We take what we want.”

“And what do you want, Rhenna?” I asked, purposely using her name. “You’ve come to see me every day for the past week. I’ve pointed my pistol at you and sent you away every time. Yet, here you still are.”

“Getting rid of me was never going to be that easy, Callum.” She opened her eyes and I saw something I couldn’t explain within their dark depths. “I’m here and what I want is very simple. I want to talk.”

“About what?”

“About anything and everything. I want us to get to know each other.”

I couldn’t keep the frown from my face. “Why?”

“A handsome, bearded stranger moves in beside my beach.” Her smile was teasing. “Do I need any other reason to want to know more?”

“Stranger? Not hero?”

Rhenna’s smile faded at the tone in my voice. Her expression turned thoughtful and she settled lower into her tail as she considered me. After a handful of heartbeats, she said, “I know about Gadir, if that’s what you’re asking.”

It had been, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why I’d actually asked her. Pushing that aside, I said, “You’ve never mentioned it.”

“It doesn’t interest me.” When I blinked, she added, “You don’t believe me?”

“I —not really. It’s all anyone I meet wants to talk about.”

“Well, Callum, I’m not like anyone you’ve ever met before.”

Even with the femininity sculpting her pale curves, none would ever mistake Rhenna for human. That in itself wasn’t particularly odd. The world was large and humanity shared it with hundreds of different species. Many were more monstrous than sharkin, with little about their appearance that I might call beautiful.

Rhenna, however, was beautiful, much as I might prefer to think otherwise.

Was that why I was entertaining whatever this was instead of simply putting a bullet in her? I didn’t know, but I’d be a liar if I said that she wasn’t intensely appealing.

If Lenore were a doll, perfectly made up with no hair out of place, then Rhenna was the knife used to cut it into shape. Hers was a savage beauty, fierce as a wind-lashed coast. There was no meekness in her, no softness in the lean, predatory curves of her body. Scars of blade and tooth were cut into the hide of her powerful, sinuously curving tail. Black hair tumbled past sharp cheekbones and muscle rippled beneath the naked skin of her arms, shoulders, and stomach.

And her eyes—something burned within them: an energy, a fervor, a wanting, one which I didn’t understand, but it made my heart pound.

“No,” I said, at last. “You most certainly are not.”

A smirk tugged at her lips. “Neither are you, Callum.”

I stared at her for a few moments longer before shaking my head clear. “In any case, Gadir was an important part of my past. Pretending it wasn’t important is foolish.”

“I’m not saying it wasn’t important. That war shaped you, made you into the man with the nerve to stare a sharkin in the eye without fear.”

“I wouldn’t say that I’m not afraid.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere with me,” she practically purred. “But let me assure you that your past matters a lot less to me than who you will become.”

“Aye, well, who I’ll become is the keeper of this lighthouse.”

She nodded. “And I do believe you shall. You have my admiration for that.”

My face twisted into a scowl. “Are you mocking me?”

“Not at all.” Muscles rippled and flexed as her tail shifted beneath her. “I can’t pretend always to know the goings on of the landbound, but even I know the importance of Gadir. You were losing the war before your shocking victory. Afterwards, it would have been easy to let that become all you were, to let that single moment define you for the rest of your life. But that would have made you miserable, right? You’d have had to keep cutting away pieces of yourself to fit within the box that your rulers and co-patriots built for you.”

I swallowed, unable to look away from her black-eyed gaze. Her words were harpoons punching through the whole of me.

“So, Callum, you chose to live for yourself. You broke from the obligations that others tried to chain you with and came here. Finally free, you want nothing more than to find out who else you can be.”

“You—” I cleared my throat. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

She flashed me a quick grin. “Well, I wasn’t ever a hero, but my mother … Well, she had expectations of me that I didn’t care to meet. My sisters did too. I’m the youngest, you see. I wanted to live a life outside of their shadows.”

“And so you came here.”

“And so I came here,” she confirmed. “It’s been the best decision I’ve ever made.”

“Aye, well, I hope it works out for me too.” I nodded to the torn dress she still held in one hand. “The only thread I’ve got is white linen. Is that okay?”

“That’s perfect.”

“Alright. Do you—” God help me, I can’t believe I was doing this. “Do you like scones?”

I held up the still-wrapped bundle that I’d gotten from my visit to Wick. Rhenna cocked her head to the side.

“Scones? I was wondering what that delightful smell was.”

“Agna gave them to me. There’s probably close to a dozen in here and I can’t eat them all before they start to get stale.”

The sharkin stiffened and the smile that had been curling her lips suddenly withered. “Another woman gave these to you?”

I frowned, confused by the sudden ice in her voice. “Agna’s the town baker. I had business with her husband and—actually, you’ve already met her son, Cole.”

“The married baker? One with a child who won’t think about taking what isn’t—good.” Rhenna let out a breath, relaxing enough for her own puzzled frown to crease her features. “How could I have met her son?”

“He was there when—”

She snapped her webbed fingers. “When I first arrived! Of course.”

“You scared him pretty badly.” I moved towards my cottage, setting the bundle of scones down on a windowsill not far from the front door. “He had nightmares for months afterwards.”

“Hmm, the world is harsh. Better a few bad dreams than death.”

“Would you actually have killed a child?”

“Probably not,” Rhenna sighed. “Though, don’t go telling that to anyone here. This is still my beach and I’d have had to make my warnings harsher if I were ignored.”

“Aye, well,” I said, thinking of the four men she’d killed. “I’m sure they haven’t forgotten what you’re capable of.”

The sharkin inclined her head and watched as I slipped out of my officer’s coat. This left me in a loose, white shirt that I kept tucked into my dark trousers. Rhenna’s gaze stayed on me as I pulled the chair I’d left beneath my window away from the cottage wall. A red heat bloomed beneath her cheeks and I noticed how her eyes flicked over every single part of me.

Interestingly enough, she seemed to barely notice the cutlass and pistol now prominently displayed on my belt.

“Can you sit in a standard chair?” I asked, draping my coat over the backrest. “Rhenna?”

She started, blinking rapidly. “What?”

“A chair,” I said. “Like this one. If I fetch one for you, will you be able to sit in it? Your tail’s pretty big.”

“You— You want me to sit with you?”

“I’m certainly not going to force you to stand while we get to know each other.”

Her hand flew up to her mouth too late to catch the squeak that slipped free. “Yes! Yes, I can use a chair!” A wiggle rolled through her and there was another high-pitched ‘eek!’ of sound. “Thank you! Thank you! I’ll—that’s so nice!”

Shaking my head, I turned to push my way inside. “Wait here.”

“Will do!”

The inside of my cottage was dark, but I could see well enough after pushing open a few shutters. It didn’t take me long to find my spool of thread and I grabbed another one of my kitchen chairs as I made my way back out the door.

Once outside, I paused.

Rhenna had already seated herself in my chair, accomplishing the feat by folding her thick tail between the wooden legs in a position that, while doubtlessly uncomfortable, didn’t look painful. She’d also wiggled into my coat and had her face buried into the collar while her arms hugged it tightly around herself.

“You’re in my coat,” I said.

“I am.” She looked up at me. Her cheeks burned scarlet, though no shred of embarrassment touched the bright smile I could see beneath the messy tumble of her dark hair. “How do I look?”


Chapter Ten
Callum


“While I appreciate your service and everything you’ve done for our country, I really can’t sell this timber for anything less than we’ve already discussed. My family needs the coin.”

“I understand,” I said, hiding my disappointment with a polite tilt of my head. “You’ve cut me a deal on your rowboat and that’s more than I had when I got here.”

Donald, a human man in his mid-fifties and one of the largest landowners on Strom, gave me a warm smile. “Aye, I haven’t had much cause to use the old thing these past few years. I hope it serves you well.”

“It’s going to help feed me. I used to love catching cod as a lad and I’m hoping that my skills haven’t deserted me.”

“The sea’s full o’ fish, never worry about that.” He frowned, the expression creasing his gray-streaked beard. “Although you’re not thinking of going out in that sharkin’s waters, are you?”

“Rhenna and I have an understanding. Of sorts.”

The man’s frown deepened. He crossed his arms. “Captain, you can’t really be telling me that you trust the creature?”

That was a question I’d been asking myself since we’d shared a few scones the day before. Speaking with Rhenna had been nice. It had been really nice, to tell the truth. I’d found the sharkin to be intelligent, with a sharp wit, a wicked sense of humor, and an entirely unapologetic sense of who she was.

I could admire all of that, even as I remained wary of her.

Rhenna was sharkin and I wasn’t fool enough to actually let my guard down. I’d sat far from her, keeping my cutlass drawn across my lap and my pistol ready at my belt. When it had been time for me to get back to work, I’d sent her away. She’d obeyed without arguing and I hadn’t seen her since.

“I don’t trust her,” I replied honestly. Tapping the sword at my waist, I gave him what I hoped was an easy smile. “I don’t just keep this on because it looks pretty.”

“Aye,” the man chuckled. “I don’t suppose you do. Need any help getting the old boat down to the beach?”

“I’ll be fine.” I dipped my head in a shallow bow. “Thanks again for lending me so much of your time.”

“It wasn’t no trouble,” Donald said with a cheery smile. “Come back with a few more war stories and I’ll even treat ya to a bit o’ supper!”

“I’ll be sure to stop by next time I’m in the area.” I shook the man’s hand. “Have a good rest of your day.”

Donald’s farmhouse was large, a two-storey home made of both stone and timber. It was lovely, and exactly the sort of thing I wanted for myself. Unlike me, however, he had several copses of fine spruce growing on his several hectares of land.

Trees that I couldn’t afford to buy.

It was an ominous start to my search. Donald had been at the top of my list and the one who, according to the mayor, was the most likely to be willing to sell at prices I’d be able to afford. The others … well, I’d keep trying my luck.

With a sigh, I turned and made my way towards a large barn. At least I was getting a rowboat out of this trip. The vessel was fairly new, well taken care of, and was built for the restless waters of the North Sea. It had cost me the rest of the coins I had for the month, but I’d be able to save quite a bit of money in the future by taking it out to catch fish.

When I reached the large building, I noticed that the door was open. Inside was a man I recognized.

“Erik?”

The large man glanced up from where he was loading hay into a ready wagon. His face broke into a wide smile and he slung a final bale onto his load before striding towards me with his hand outstretched.

“Callum!” he exclaimed, vigorously pumping my hand up and down. “Cannea say I expected to see you today. How are ya?”

I grinned, genuinely happy to see the man. I’d run into him a few times during my trips into Wick and he was always in a good mood, not to mention that he was one of the few who didn’t insist on calling me ‘Captain.’

“I’m good, Erik. Are you here for the mayor?”

“Aye, he buys a few loads of hay from Don and his wife every year. What about you?”

“Came to talk to him about buying some of his timber.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I couldn’t afford any of it, but at least I’m coming away with a rowboat.”

Erik’s eyes crinkled cheerfully and he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “That one back there?”

“Aye, that’s her. I’m planning on rowing it most of the way back.”

“Yer not—”

“No,” I said firmly. “I’m not going to go anywhere near Rhenna’s beach.”

“Good man.” He clapped his hands together. “I’ll help ya carry it down to the water.”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to—”

“None o’ that now.” A smile split his well-trimmed beard and he gave me a wink. “Sir”

I groaned, though my own smile was fighting to get through. “Alright, alright, let’s get her down.”

Piling the oars within, Erik and I were able to each grab hold of one end and walk it out of the barn and towards the nearby shore. This estate was on the coast, just a handful of hours north of Rhenna’s beach. The sea was relatively calm today and the morning’s rain had petered out. I was looking forward to being out on the water again, feeling the waves, and breathing in the salty air.

Though when Erik and I stepped onto the rocky beach, I felt the familiar prickling between my shoulder blades.

Something was watching me.

I paused, ignoring the big man’s questioning grunt to sweep my eyes over the North Sea. This unease was something I felt almost daily now, and, as of yet, I couldn’t figure out why. I trusted my instincts, but as usual, I saw nothing out there but empty ocean.

“Callum,” Erik said. “Are you okay?”

I tore my gaze from the sea and hefted my end of the rowboat. “Aye, sorry. Let’s get this to the water.”

We set our burden down less than a minute later, close enough for the sea to lap at the hull. Erik wiped his hands on his pants. “There we go. I’ll help you push it into the water, but I’m not getting my boots wet.”

“Aye, fair enough,” I chuckled and extended my palm out towards the big man. “Thanks for the help.”

“Wasn’t no bother.” He shook my hand, though his smile had faded by the time he released my grip. “Listen, Callum, I wanted to apologize for my brother. I heard about how he’s been acting around you and I tried talking to ’im but—”

“But you’re not sure if it’ll do any good,” I finished for him.

Erik nodded. “Aye, that’s the right of it.”

“While I appreciate the apology, Erik, there’s no need for it.” I rolled the sleeves of my coat up to prepare for my rowing. “I’m not offended, or anything. Ian is who he is, and I’ve dealt with plenty worse in the Navy.”

“Aye, Callum, I’m sure you have, but I—” Erik swept a thick hand through his dark hair. “He’s my little brother and I’m worried about him. Ian’s always been a bit surly, but ever since Rob died …”

The man trailed off and shook his head, leaving me to ask the obvious question. “Rob?”

“Our eldest brother. Ian idolized him and the two were almost inseparable. The sharkin killed him.”

“He was one of the four.” I didn’t say it as a question.

“Aye, and Ian would have gone too, but he took ill that night. Rob left ’im behind.” Erik sighed. “S’pose I should be grateful for that, at least. The other three were their mates from the pub and together they were a right herd o’ fools.”

The big man stared out to sea, letting the crashing surf fill the silence for him while he gathered his thoughts. My own mind went to Ian; his anger, his hatred, and his hunt for Rhenna.

This certainly put a lot of things into perspective.

“They were good lads, great to share a pint but with more ‘en one rough edge to ‘em. Rob and Ian were like that, used to drive our ma crazy. They were bully boys and a pack o’ talkers; the type to run their mouth about all they’d do to the Lilies if en they ever came up this way without doing a damned thing to try and enlist in the war. Still, good lads.”

“I’m sorry you lost them.”

“Aye,” Erik said. “Me too. All that to say, Callum, my brother’s still got quite a bit o’ the fool still left in ’im. I’m worried he’s going to get himself hurt. You don’t owe me anything, but if’n you see ’im readying to do something stupid, I’d appreciate you comin’ to me so I can sort him out.”

“Of course. That’s no problem at all, Erik.”

“Thanks.” Then, he shook himself and gave me a forced smile. “Right, I got to get back to work and I dinnae want to keep you any longer. I’ll see you town soon, aye?”

“Aye,” I said, clasping his hand for the second time. “Have a safe trip back.”

“You too.”

With the big man’s help, I was able to get past the breakers and begin rowing out into the open ocean. I didn’t go far from shore, of course, and paused out where the waves were gentler to slip out of my coat.

As I did so, I could see the shape of Erik walking back towards Donald’s farmhouse. I found myself going over what he’d told me, even as I folded the heavy garment and placed it on the hard, wooden bench.

Ian, Erik … Rhenna had killed their brother.

The thought didn’t disturb as it once might have. I’d already known that she’d killed four men here and learning their identities changed nothing. For me, it wasn’t personal. I hadn’t known these men and going into a sharkin’s lair at night was beyond stupid.

That was callous of me, perhaps. They’d been trying to defend their town, after all, and their homes. Rob had been a good man.

Good men, however, died all the time. I’d killed more than a few myself.

Letting out a breath, I shook my head clear. Setting my boots against the boat’s stern, I took up the oars and started to row in earnest. My back was to the prow and I couldn’t see where I was going without peering over my shoulder. The little vessel was designed to be rowed this way, however, and all I had to do was follow the coastline south.

I had hours to go before I needed to worry about entering Rhenna’s territory. Obviously, I didn’t know exactly where it began, but it was likely much closer to—

A large shape burst from the water just past the stern of my little rowboat. I released both oars, barely noticing them splash into the sea as whatever it was latched onto the rear gunwale. The whole vessel lurched beneath the thing’s weight and I only just managed to keep my seat. I tore the pistol from my belt in the next moment.

“Really, Callum,” a voice said. “I thought we were past this.”

I blinked as the shape resolved itself into Rhenna’s dark-haired form. She was hanging off the edge of the boat, crossing her arms over the stern’s side while most of her was still in the cold ocean. Dark eyes were on mine and her expression was exasperated beneath her sodden mass of hair.

My pistol, I then noticed, was pointed directly at her forehead.

“Rhenna!” My heart was a hammer pounding against my ribcage. I lowered my weapon. “What the hell are you doing?!”

“Almost getting my head blown off, apparently.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t.” I scowled. “What were you thinking?”

“That, I—” She interrupted herself with a loud gasp and the rowboat lurched as she pushed herself higher up the outer edge. “Were you worried about me?!”

“What?” An inexplicable flush seared my cheeks. “No! I just don’t—”

“You were! You were worried about me, Callum! That’s so amazing and nice and—eek!” The rowboat heaved again as the sharkin released it to dive back beneath the waves. I saw the pale flash of her swimming one and then two tight circles before she burst back out of the water. This time, it was to the side of the vessel.

“Thank you!” Reaching over, she grabbed my hand with both of hers and pulled it to her cheeks. “Thank you, Callum.”

“For what? I just …”

This was the first time we’d actually touched, and God help me, Rhenna’s smile was brighter than the noonday sun. It did something to my chest, gripping and squeezing it. The pressure was at once gentle and overwhelming, tender and undeniable.

Her fingers, meanwhile, were strong around mine; they were cold and wet with the chill of the North Sea. I could feel the flesh webbing her fingers and the press of her cheek against the back of my hand. Its softness surprised me and her skin—I don’t know what I’d been expecting—was smooth and perfectly feminine.

“I’m so happy.” She rubbed her cheek against my hand and I felt myself grow warm. “I’m so, so happy.”

“Yeah, sure—” I cleared my throat and hesitated a moment before pulling my hand away. “I know sharkin are hard to kill, but a ball to the skull would have likely done it.”

Rhenna’s hair was a shimmering curtain, a river of liquid midnight. She tucked a lock of it behind a long, oceanic ear. “And you don’t want to kill me?”

My cheeks were hot and I had to fight the ridiculous urge to glance away. “I don’t.”

“Even though I’m a killer and a sharkin?”

“I won’t stand around and let you kill again.”

She waved the comment away. “That’s not what I’m asking. You don’t hate me for who I am?”

“I think that you’re a dangerous woman, Rhenna. You’ve hurt a lot of people.” That was something we had in common and I wondered if the suffering she’d caused would ever be on par with mine. “But no, I don’t hate you for it.”

Heat flickered within the depths of her eyes. “A woman—I like it when you call me that.”

I swallowed again. “Aye, well, it’s what you are, right?”

“It is,” she hummed, red blooming beneath her pale cheeks. “A passionate woman, a woman with wants and desires, a woman who feels ever so strongly, a woman who loves.”

She shifted her grip on the side of the boat and pushed herself upward. The entire upper half of her body left the sea and her weight fell atop the edge her hands were anchored to. My little rowboat lurched and would have flipped entirely if I hadn’t thrown myself back against the other side.

“I’m all that and more, my Callum.” Rhenna rose above me, dark, powerful, and heart-poundingly beautiful. Heat pulsed beneath her skin and saltwater soaked the tight curves of her body. It streamed down the rippling length of her stomach and over her crossed chest-wrap, gathering like rain along the naked underside of each breast before splattering against my boat. “And I don’t want you to ever forget.”

My fingers creaked where they gripped the butt of my pistol. I should lift it to her skull, should pull the hammer back, and rebuke the possessiveness she’d attached to my name. She was sharkin. She was dangerous. No good would come from letting her cross this line.

Yet, as I stared up into her black, burning eyes and the hungry curl of her lips, all I felt was a thrill.

“You’re going to tip my boat,” I said, at last. “Get off.”

“Your boat?” She flicked her eyes down to where she was pushing down against the side before meeting my gaze once more. “You don’t want to join me for a swim?”

“No.”

“I could make you.”

Now, I did lift my pistol, letting none of the thrill that still beat through me show in the lines of my face. “And I could kill you.”

“Can you?” Rhenna’s hungry smile never wavered. “You just told me that you didn’t want to kill me.”

“Right now, I want to fall over the side even less.” My pistol was steady. “I’ll shoot if you force me into something.”

“But I just caught you.” Her skin seemed to burn even hotter, and she leaned more of her weight against the side, dipping it alarmingly low. “How can I let you go, now?”

I pulled the hammer back with a loud click. “I’m going home, Rhenna, with or without you.”

A shudder rolled through her, quick and sudden. Then, she let out a long breath, blinked, and eased herself off the gunwale to sink most of the way back into the cold sea.

“With,” she said, drifting back towards the rear of my little rowboat. “I like that even more than the way you say my name.”

“Aye, well,” I shifted back to the middle of my rowing bench, tension flowing out of me. “I don’t have much of a choice here.”

“Of course, you have a choice. You could just shoot me, threaten me until I went away, or do a hundred other things. You’re choosing not to, and hiding from your own actions cheapens them.”

I scowled down at her, but she was right. All of this was happening because I was allowing it to and I’d lived for too long and through too much to start turning away from my decisions now.

So, I inclined my head towards her and said. “Can you grab those oars that are floating away? We have a long way to go.”
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Rhenna and I were both silent for much of that first hour of travel. I worked my oars in a smooth, practiced rhythm, my body working while my mind turned over everything that had just occurred between us.

Something had changed, if not in her, then in me.

I didn’t trust her. Despite appearances to the contrary, I wasn’t a complete fool. I was, however, at sea with a sharkin. The uncomfortable truth was that, out here, I was at her mercy. I had my pistol, sure, and the cutlass at my belt, but my little rowboat was far from a proper ship and as she’d already proved, it wouldn’t take much for her to tip me into the ocean. Once there, my flintlock would be useless and my cutlass would do little to keep her from dragging me beneath the waves.

Instead of trying to kill me, however, Rhenna was helping.

She was in the water directly before me, holding onto the boat’s stern with her tail extended behind her. It swept through the waves with slow, powerful strokes, pushing forward and leaving swirls of disturbed current in her wake. Propelled by her strength, my rowboat was cutting through the water faster than I ever would have managed on my own.

I hadn’t asked her to do so, nor had she voiced a single word of complaint. There was work to do and she’d simply gotten to it, lightening the load that would have been mine alone to bear.

Belief, I think that’s what had changed. She’d told me more than once that she meant me no harm. I think that I was finally starting to believe her.

That, however, raised the question of what exactly she wanted with me.

I didn’t believe that it was simple loneliness that kept her visiting me again and again. She’d been on this island for over a year, and even with everything she’d done, I’m sure that she could have made friends with a fisherman or two. No, she was seeking me out specifically and while my head told me that, like everybody else, it was because of Gadir, my gut said otherwise.

Then, why? Why was she trying so hard to get close to me?

I already knew the answer. I’d known it since she’d first started flirting with me. I hadn’t let myself consider it before, but now …

Rhenna wanted me.

I’d seen it in her eyes and heard it in the way my name had crossed her lips. She wanted me in a way I could scarcely comprehend, much less understand. It was possessive. It was jealous and dark, uncompromising and utterly overwhelming, like she was on the edge of losing herself to madness.

It was dangerous, but God, how it had thrilled me.

I couldn’t deny the feelings that stirred within me, even as I shied away from whatever they might imply. I wasn’t deranged, I told myself. It had simply been a long time.

I’d known a few women throughout my life, though I’d been wary of them since Gadir. That battle had changed my life. Overnight, I went from being a nobody officer on a nothing ship to the country’s greatest hero. I started receiving more attention than I ever had before, from noblewomen to maids, wealthy merchant daughters to the stars of the stage.

And while I couldn’t say that I had never accepted anything of what they might have offered, it was clear that it had been the deeds they’d admired, not the man.

But Rhenna … She’d looked at me, and it had been Callum she’d seen, not the hero of Gadir. No wonder it felt so intoxicating. It had been years since any woman had looked at me like that and she—she was unlike any woman I’d ever met.

It wasn’t just that she was intensely beautiful. She was that, even with the overly long shark’s tail she had instead of legs. It suited her quite well, in fact, giving her a sinuous sort of grace that I couldn’t help but admire. The rest of her, too … God help me, the sight of her body, pale, curving, and soaked with water, was seared into my mind. The way it had streamed down her every slope and ripple, and dripped from her—

“Are you thinking about me?”

Rhenna’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, startling me enough that I lost my rhythm with the oars. They skipped awkwardly over the waves and I swore as the handle of one jabbed me in the chest.

“You were!” The sharkin laughed, delight flushing her cheeks pink. “You had this cute little frown and you were staring at me like—”

“I wasn’t staring at you!” I lied, hoping the sweat of my exertion would mask the heat crawling over my features. “And I was thinking about how stupid it was to be at sea with a sharkin.”

She grinned and released the end of the boat to do a little spin. “But you’re here and you trust me!”

I let my glower speak for me while I stowed the oars.

“Gah! You are just the most adorable—! What exactly were you thinking about, Callum?” A flick of her tail brought her back to the boat and her webbed fingers gripped the edge. “Was it my body? I loved the way you looked at me earlier and I can show you again if you—”

“No!” I quickly cut in. My cheeks were on fire, damn her. “Stay in the water, Rhenna.”

“But if you want to see, then I can—oh!” She brought her hands up behind her neck, fingers working at the knot holding up her crossed chest-wrap. “Let me just take this off, first and I’ll—”

“No!” My knees hit the wooden bottom of the boat as I lunged forward, the whole thing shifting alarmingly as I reached over the stern and caught both her arms. “Don’t!”

“What?” She blinked up at me, her nose twitched, and, suddenly, heat was flooding her features. “Callum, your hands …”

“Sorry!” I released her, ignoring her whine of protest. “Did I hurt you?”

“You weren’t hurting me! You were finally touching me, and your hands were so big and rough and strong, and your scent was so—” A shudder rolled through her, a glare materializing in its wake. “Why the hell did you let go of me!”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to grab you.” My knees throbbed as I pushed myself back onto my rowing bench. “I was just trying to stop you from undoing your chest-wrap.”

“Why?!” she repeated, angrier than before. “You don’t want to see my tits?”

“I—what?” Was I going crazy? Were all the rules of the world suddenly backwards? “You can’t just show random men your breasts!”

“I agree.” Her fingers were, blessedly, once again holding onto the boat. Her glower, however, had lost none of its potency. “But you’re not some random man. You’re my mate and you should want to see them!”

“Your mate? What the hell is a—no, you know what? Never mind. I’m too tired for this.” I let out a long breath, wishing I had something to lean my back against. “We’re taking a break.”

Rhenna’s glare lasted a few moments longer before it shifted into something sheepish. “You’re right, it’s too early.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It’s just you never looked at me like that before and you touched me and it was almost like a hug and then you just—” Her breath shuddered out of her. “I got carried away. I’m sorry.”

I shook my head. “Sure.”

Rhenna looked up at me for a few moments, chewing on her lip. Concern slanted her black eyes. “I can push us the rest of the way, if you’re tired. We’re not far from the edge of my territory.”

“I just need a few minutes.” I arched my spine, feeling it pop. “And if we’re only getting to your bit of ocean, what were you doing up by Donald’s estate?”

“I like to keep an eye on that stretch of coast and I wander up there from time to time.” She shifted her grip on the boat’s stern and started it forward again with a few quick sweeps of her tail. I frowned and made to reach for the oars, but her voice stopped me. “Rest, Callum. Let me push for a while. It’s my fault you’re so tired.”

I didn’t deny it. “This isn’t too heavy for you?”

A quick shake of her head was her only answer and I let it go at that.

This stretch of coast was unfamiliar, all cliffs and the surf crashing against dark rock. I shifted to peer over my shoulder, hoping to see the northern edge of Rhenna’s beach. Evening would be upon us soon and it had been a long day. I was eager to get home, sit in the rocking chair I’d built with what was left of my lumber, and enjoy what was left of the stew I’d made the night before.

Several minutes later and I’d resigned myself to the fact that we still had a ways to go. I was reaching for the oars when Rhenna’s voice stopped me once more.

“I know that I’m a lot.” She wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I know that I just keep jamming myself into your life and maybe you don’t want the same things as me and, well, I’m trying to be considerate. I really am. I tell myself to go slowly, but then I see you and I just … can’t.”

“Aye, you’ve been rather forceful.”

She winced and I forced myself to push aside the twinge of guilt that caused me. This wasn’t the time for it, nor was it the time to consider why I so hated to see her in pain.

“I know. I’m so scared of going too fast and breaking—” she shook her head and closed her eyes before letting out a long breath. “I’m sharkin and this is all new to me and it’s so hard. It’s so, so hard and, well, I’m not going to apologize for who I am or how I act. I’m probably going to keep making mistakes, but I just—” Black eyes opened and settled on mine. “I’m grateful, Callum. I want you to know that I’m so, so grateful you’re giving me a chance.”

A chance for what? I didn’t ask it, but the question was there, tingling on the edge of my lips. She’d tell me if I voiced it, but I decided that I didn’t want to hear her answer. It was too soon, as she’d already told me.

For now, some things were better left unsaid.

“Aye, well, stupid as befriending a sharkin is, I can’t say that it’s been all bad.” I gestured at where she was still working to push my boat forward. “I’ve got my own personal ferry.”

The smile or bit of laughter I’d been searching for didn’t materialize. Instead, Rhenna’s expression remained serious and her eyes never left mine. “I can do so much more for you, Callum. You’ll see. Keep me close and I’ll do anything and everything you could ever want.”

“And what if what I want is to never see you again? What if I asked you to leave and never come back?”

“I—” Agony twisted her features and her eyes became wide and frantic. I had to once again clamp down on a surge of guilt and protectiveness. “I can’t! Callum, please, anything else and it’s yours but that … I’m sorry.”

I nodded and that dark part of me thrilled, even as the rest of me cursed me for a fool. “I appreciate your honesty.”

She searched my face. “Are you going to ask me to leave?”

“No.”

Relief sagged her shoulders, though her gaze never left mine. “I’ll never do anything to hurt you, Callum. I swear it.”

“I believe you,” I said, letting out a long breath. “That’s actually what I was thinking about before—” I cleared my throat, a bit of heat spotting my bearded cheeks. “Never mind.”

Rhenna grinned and I was happy to see the twinkle return to her dark eyes. “Before you started thinking about my body?”

I knew better than to answer that. So, instead, I reached for the oars, only to be stopped for a third time by the sharkin’s shout of “Wait!”

“Rhenna,” I growled. “I’m going to row. I want to get home.”

“We’re at mine now!” She pointed towards the nearby cliffs. “Look!”

For the first few moments, I couldn’t tell what she meant. It looked like just another blank section of cliff.

Then, I noticed the skulls.

There were four of them, arranged around a crack in the dark rock. Empty eyes and grinning teeth stared down at me, the white bone shockingly pale against the cliff-face. It was a warning to all who saw it, and, all at once, another image appeared in my mind.

I saw a black flag adorned with a pale death’s head. It snapped from atop a tall mast, a symbol all knew and feared.

The Jolly Roger, the banner beneath which pirates prowled the sea.

“What do you think?” Rhenna asked, her shark’s grin framed by a sodden cloud of black hair. “It’s a good warning, right?”

“Aye, nobody who sees this is going to think you like visitors.”

“I do like visitors, well, a specific one.” She tilted her head towards the dark crack. “Do you …?”

I shook my head. “I’m not going into the skull-adorned fissure.”

Her lip curled into something like a pout. “You just said that you believed I won’t hurt you.”

“Even so.”

“Fine, but wait here.” Her smile returned with an extra quirk of excitement. “I want to give you something.”

“Rhenna,” I sighed.

“I’ll be fast! Just give me a minute.”

With that, she dove down beneath the waves and disappeared with a twisting sweep of her tail. I’d barely had time to begin feeling impatient before she reappeared, water streaming down her head as it broke the surface.

“Here,” she said, through heavy breaths. She pushed a glass jar into my hands. “This is for you.”

I took it. The jar was large and tightly sealed. Inside was a yellowish, almost syrupy sort of liquid dotted with chunks of the same color fruit. “Is this jam?”

“Mango jam,” she confirmed. “It should give you a bit of energy.”

“Rhenna!” I tightened my grip on the jar that was suddenly worth its weight in gold. “Where did you get this?!”

She rolled her eyes and leaned her arms against the side of my boat. “I didn’t steal it, Callum. My mother sent me a crate of these from Tortusa. They’re my favorite.”

I frowned. “Tortusa? Is your mother a pirate?”

The New World lay across the ocean and far to the west. It was a place of vast, untapped wealth with a natural richness that was unlike anything we could find here. A fortune of gold, sugar, tobacco, precious stones, and a thousand other luxuries was pulled from the continent-sized colonies, only to be sent back to the old country in fleets of treasure-loaded ships.

And there, along one of the main routes back, was Tortusa.

It was a tropical island, one of dozens scattered through warm seas down there. While most were claimed by different countries or powers, Tortusa recognized no rule but its own. It was independent and drew no wealth from the slave-worked plantations that were so common in that part of the world. Rather, the island was a haven of thieves and plunderers, wreckers and raiders, drunks, gamblers, prostitutes, swindlers, and murderers. What laws existed were enforced by the most powerful ship captains, their rule secured by cannon and cutlass, and the loyalty of their crews paid for with rum and plundered gold.

Tortusa was an honest-to-God republic of pirates, and it was where a great many sharkin chose to live.

“She is,” Rhenna answered. “Has been for most of her life.”

“Were you?”

“For a time. Does that bother you?”

I frowned, turning the thought over in my head before I said. “No, though it would have at some point in my life. The war—we captured more than a few Orlean and Espanian merchantmen during those years.”

The sharkin’s dark eyes were on mine. “And you didn’t always release the crews back to their families.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “No.”

“The world is hard. We all do hard things to survive in it.” She was still watching me. “I was here, you know, in these oceans, I mean, during the war. I wasn’t at Gadir, but some of those other battles … The sheer scale of them—nothing like that has ever happened around Tortusa.”

“That’s why you came, then? To steal from ships and kill sailors?” I said the words without judgment. How could I, when I had done the same thing?

“At first. Piracy is especially profitable during war and a lot of us left Tortusa for exactly that reason. We took from you, your enemies, and your allies; we raided undefended coasts and plundered weakened harbors. A lot of us returned richer than we’d ever dreamed.”

“But not you?”

She shook her head. “That sort of life lost its luster long before I crossed the ocean. I was already looking for a way out. Two years ago, I took it. At first, I came up here because it was so far from the war. It was only supposed to be for a few months, but I grew attached to this place. The quiet, the solitude, everything here is so different than on Tortusa. I was part of something there, but here, I’m beholden only to myself and my wants and decisions and what I can hold onto with my own two hands.” She smiled. “It’s intoxicating, is it not?”

“Aye. It’s—well, I came here looking for the same thing. That war …” I didn’t like to talk about it, but something about Rhenna’s gaze drew the words from me. There was no wonder there, no sense of pride or misplaced feelings of glory. There was only a quiet understanding of one who had herself lived through the horror of battle. “That war wasn’t about survival. It was a senseless waste and everything I did was for the benefit of a Queen and lords who care nothing about me.”

“You freed yourself from that, Callum. You fight for yourself now; you’ll take and defend what you need and want from the world. Just like me.” She crossed her bare, sea-soaked arms atop the side of my rowboat. Her smile now was a small, teasing quirk. “Just like any good sharkin should.”

I chuckled, despite myself. “Aye, we’ll see.”

“The only thing I want to see is you try some of that jam.” She pushed down on the boat’s side, making the whole thing shift. “Come on, it’s delicious.”

“Aye, aye.” I wedged the precious, still-closed jar carefully between my legs. “I would have some now, but I do have a few scones left from yesterday. They’d go perfectly together.”

“Maybe. I’ve never tried it with scones.”

I finally managed to take up my oars. “Well, I guess you’d better come along then.”


Chapter Eleven
Rhenna


Callum left me again today.

I prowled through the ocean’s dark waters, swimming up and down the length of my beach. Whenever I reached the lighthouse promontory, I poked my head up to see if he’d returned. When he wasn’t there, I’d turn around, head back towards my cave, and try not to scream.

Where was he?!

Why did he keep leaving? This was the third day in a row! I wasn’t even counting the day we’d come back together in his little boat because then, at least, we’d gotten to talk and spend time together and had an amazing afternoon.

But he wasn’t taking it!

The rowboat was still there, pulled up onto my beach and flipped over so the rain didn’t pool in the interior. Now, he was just getting up and walking away while the sun was barely over the horizon. I’d tried following him as I had before, but he was heading too far inland for me to follow and I—

Fish scattered as I let out a high-pitched scream.

I spun around with a twist of my body, rocketing away from my cave with a few powerful sweeps of my tail. My Callum was gone, and I couldn’t keep an eye on him, and I didn’t know if he was safe or what he was doing or who he was with or if he was even thinking of me! It could be worse, too. What if he was hurt? He was a warrior and he was strong, but what if a hundred of his enemies had suddenly shown up!? Or a thousand!?

Gah! Why’d he have to leave!

The worry was driving me literally insane. I was swimming back towards Callum’s cottage, but considered diving down into the ocean’s depths instead. I’d gone there a few times during the past few days, plunging far enough from the surface that the darkness closed around me like a fist.

In those moments, it felt like that pressure was the only thing keeping me from flying apart.

But no, right now, it was getting to be late in the afternoon and I didn’t want to be gone when he returned. We’d barely spoken these last few days and I was not going another day without sitting down with him.

Things were finally starting to go well between us and I was desperate for that to continue.

To distract myself, I focused on my memories from the day we’d come back together. I saw again the way his muscles had played beneath his thin shirt as he’d rowed, the flush coloring his bearded cheeks when he’d run his eyes up and down my body, and remembered the feel of his hands and the heavy, masculine scent of his sweat and proximity.

It had been incredible, the whole day made better by the real progress we were making. He hadn’t told me to leave! Not even once! It was amazing and so wonderful, and he’d lit up when he’d first tried the jam I’d brought him, and some of it had trickled onto his chin, and I’d had to really force myself not to lunge forward and lick it all up and I—

Why wasn’t he back!?

I was once more staring at an empty, lifeless cottage. My Callum was nowhere to be seen and it was killing me. Sand and storm and fucking sea, he was my mate! He was mine and he should be here with me. What could he possibly need out there? The world was dangerous and there were other women, too!

One had already given him scones. Scones!

Agna … I hated her. He’d told me that she was the old baker and that she was married, but that didn’t matter. I was sure that she was scheming to get her claws into him. My Callum was amazing and perfect and he was too much of a gentleman to properly reject their wiles.

I mean, he hadn’t even wanted to see my tits!

He was so adorable and shy, and while I’d respected his wishes, not everyone was as considerate as I was! Was that what was happening? Had some whore with fat, disgusting melons cornered him so that she—

He was here!

With a loud eep of sound, I dove back beneath the waves. Callum had appeared on the path to his cottage and I didn’t want him to see me waiting for him halfway out of the sea. A handful of minutes, or an eternity, later, and I risked poking my head back above the surface.

My mate … as always, the sight of him eased the tightness in my chest. He was here. He was safe.

But the expression on his face—oh, no, it was all wrong. He was always like this after one of these stupid outings! Everything he needed was right here and it would be so frustrating if he didn’t look so exhausted. Collapsed into the chair he kept out front, he was slumped forward, frowning down at his hands. This wasn’t anything close to the cute little frown he always gave me. That one was light and playful, but this one was just … dejected.

My poor Callum.

I wanted to rush to him and hug him and hold him and take care of him. He needed me and it was so difficult to keep myself here. I had to give him space, wrong as it felt. I had to be considerate and go slowly. I couldn’t break him.

Still, as soon as I got up there, I’d be demanding to know where the hell he kept going.

It took a few more minutes for my Callum to stand back up. I was happy to see him moving again. Better yet, he was taking off his coat! I bit back my laughter as I watched him sweep his gaze over the beach. He was looking for me, his expression wary as he held onto the blue and gold jacket. That was the right sort of frown and it was just so cute.

He didn’t see me, hidden as I was with only my eyes poking out of the gray sea. He gave up trying to find me after a few moments and I had to clap my hand over a delighted squeal as I watched him stuff his coat behind a large rock.

He didn’t want me to find it!

Afterwards, he moved around to the back of his cottage, where I knew he’d been working on setting up a little garden. Now was my chance, and I didn’t let it go to waste.

I propelled myself out of the water, and within minutes, I had his navy coat around my shoulders and was slipping my arms through the sleeves. It was still warm with the heat of his body and felt so soft against my wet skin. Shivering, I wrapped it tightly around myself, burying my nose in the collar and filling my lungs with his scent.

I loved this, loved how warm I felt wrapped up in him. I swayed in place, feeling my muscles go watery and resisting the urge to collapse into a moaning, boneless heap.

This is where I belonged. With him. My mate, my Callum, my home.

All too soon, I forced myself to raise my head. Letting out a shuddering breath, I slapped myself on the cheeks a few times.

Focus, Rhenna. He’s not yours yet.

A flex of my tail sent me slithering towards the back of the cottage. I used the handful of seconds it took to round the wall to properly adjust his coat. I wanted his eyes all over me, so I left the coat open at the front and slid the collar off one shoulder to leave it bare. I knuckled my naked stomach to make the muscles pop, shifted my tied-on skirt and knife-laden belt to show more of my hip, and flicked sand off where it clung to the still-wet hide of my underbelly. Finally, I mussed my hair a little and put on the coy, alluring little smile that I’d practiced the night before.

But, as I came around the corner and saw him kneeling in that little square of dirt, I had to slap my hand over my mouth and bite down on a finger to keep from shrieking.

HE WASN’T WEARING A SHIRT!

Callum’s back was to me. Greedily, my eyes devoured every inch of him; the shift of his muscles, the freckles dotting his smooth, pale skin, and the drops of his sweat.

I memorized it all, unable to look away.

My sex pulsed and a shiver rippled through me. My head was filled with a rhythmic pounding, growing louder with every beat of my heart. The red-wave was rising and everything was growing hot. This close, the scent of him was intoxicating. It was salt and masculine exertion, wet earth and the crash of the sea. It was wild and strong, steady and warm, at once comforting and exhilarating.

It was the scent of my mate, and that impossible thing in his blood made the entirety of my body sing.

I forced myself into stillness, concentrating inward. The red-wave was strong, but I was in control. I wrestled it back and released a long, shuddering breath before I allowed myself to move again.

Resisting was growing easier, if only barely.

Callum turned at the sound of my approach and the scowl he sent my way was perfect enough to make me forget everything else. He stood and placed his hands on his hips, one resting close to the cutlass he kept belted there.

That made me smirk. He was still so adorably cautious.

“Rhenna,” he said. “You’re in my coat.”

“It’s strange.” I extended my arms to let the too-big sleeves hang loose. “I found it all bundled up behind this rock when I was coming out. I couldn’t just leave it on the ground.”

He glowered and all I wanted was to rub my cheek against it until I saw what was underneath. “What’re you doing here?”

“Mmm.” Saliva flooded my mouth as I took in the shape of his chest, the strength, the dusting of hair, and the way the lines of his stomach pulled my gaze … down. “What’re you doing without a shirt?”

He coughed, and I thrilled to see the flush bloom beneath his bearded cheeks. “It’s hot with the sun out like this.”

Was the sun out? I blinked. Sure enough, the clouds had parted after that morning’s rain and light washed over the small area between Callum’s cottage and the harbor side cliffs. It was beautiful. Gulls wheeled in a sky touched by blue, the sea was shining, and the grass was pale and bright.

My gaze, however, quickly returned to my mate.

“Did you not notice?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow.

“What I noticed was that I’m the only one with any clothes on.” I went to pull off his coat, making sure that he saw me hook a couple of fingers into my chest-wrap as well. “A situation which I’m about to—”

“No, no!” He was holding his hands up and his cheeks were actually on fire. Sand and salt, I thought I might melt right there. “Keep it on!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

I tugged on my chest-wrap. “It’s just that you always hate it when I’m in your coat—”

“God in—keep it, Rhenna!”

“Well, alright, I’ll happily keep it for myself.” I let my teasing curl my lips. “But only because you’re insisting.”

He shook his head, but I could see him fighting off a smile. I hummed my pleasure before turning to move along the edge of his little garden. He’d been industrious, my mate, digging rocks out of the earth and shaping it into neat rows.

“This seems like a lot of work to get a bit of food,” I told him. “Why do all this when the sea is right there?”

“Fishing isn’t so easy when you can’t breathe underwater.”

“Hmm.” I bent down to rub a bit of dirt between my webbed fingers. It stained my skin. “Lucky for you, I’m here to help. We could go out on your boat again and I’ll show you the best spots.”

“That’s generous. But, I still need a place to plant my potatoes.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll never understand the obsession you northerners have for those flavorless roots.”

“Ah,” he said, that precious smile finally peeking through his sandy beard. “That’s because you’ve never prepared them right. Bake one, add a bit of salt and butter, and you have yourself a fine meal.”

“If you’re allergic to anything resembling flavor, perhaps. I make this fish stew with lemon that will melt your brain.”

“Aye,” he admitted. “Okay, that does sound nice. I hated living in the capital, but one thing they did have was easier access to lemons. I can’t imagine they’ll be easy to find up here.”

“Unless,” I said, turning up the coyness of my smile. “You know a beautiful sharkin with a mother in Tortusa.”

His lip quirked again, but my stubborn mate only said, “Did she send you some of those along with that mango jam?”

“She did, indeed. And I’ll even share.” I winked. “If you’re nice.”

He chuckled, a low sound that thrummed through my belly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Keep the rest of me in mind, too.” I let his coat slip a bit further down, exposing more of my skin to the warm sunlight. “I’m more than just a source of fruit.”

His gaze flicked down from my face, though it returned disappointingly quickly. The sudden glimmer in his blue eyes, however, made up for it. “But you’re so good at it.”

He was teasing me! I loved it, I loved him, and he was shirtless and looking at me, and I—!Slowly, Rhenna. I smoothed the breathy quaver from my voice before I said. “You know, the fruit is probably what I miss most from home.”

“Not the weather? The water must be a lot colder here.”

“It is, but we don’t really feel the cold.” I tilted my face up towards the sunny sky. “I like feeling warm, though, and that’s a lot harder here.”

“Thus, the sun.”

I lifted my hands and the too-big sleeves. “And the coat.”

Callum laughed, a real one this time and I thought it was the most amazing sound in the world. He turned back towards his work and said. “It does suit you. Just leave it on a rock or something before you go.”

My breath caught and I bit down on my tongue, wiggling my body in a soundless squeal. It suits me, he said! Heat seared through my cheeks, chest, and lower down. He likes it, he likes me, he thinks I’m beautiful, and I’m so happy!

Callum was kneeling in the dirt by the time I tamed my body and mind into stillness. He had a small shovel beside him and his hands around a large rock and, luckily, was too focused on his work to have noticed what his words had done to me.

“When I go?” This time, I wasn’t able to keep my voice from being a little breathy. “You’re the one who leaves every day.”

He grunted, his amusement clear. “You noticed that, but not the sun in the sky?”

“Mhm, you’re much more interesting.”

A flex of my tail had me rippling forward and my Callum lifted his eyes when I looped around to his front. I wanted all of his attention, so I shifted my shoulders in a way that had the collar of his coat slip away completely. Held by the forearms I kept in the sleeves, it pooled around my waist, exposing the entirety of my nearly naked torso to the warm sunlight.

Callum’s gaze, however, heated me even more.

This time, I was pleased to see his eyes slowly glide down the pale curve of my neck to linger on the tight swell of my breasts. It was all I could do to keep from purring. I knew he loved them. And that wasn’t even it! He took in all of me, tracing his gaze along the length of my stomach and over the knives at my waist to follow the curve of my hips down.

Heat pulsed through my center.

Coiling my tail into something like a crouch, I said. “Now, where do you keep going, Callum? Am I not interesting enough to stick around for?”

Heat washed up his neck and over his bearded cheeks. He grunted something wordless and dropped his gaze, focusing his attention back on the rock he was digging up. I watched as he curled his fingers beneath it and tugged.

The rock didn’t budge.

“Wood,” he said, with a sigh. “I’m looking for somewhere to get lumber, or even just trees I can cut down. The mayor gave me a list of people who have timber on their land and I’ve been speaking to one or two a day.”

“It hasn’t gone well?”

“No.” His eyes slid past me on their way to his cottage. “I want to fix this place up, but they want my monthly salary for a handful of planks of ratty pine. To get anything better, I’ll need to get it from the mainland, and that—why are you grinning like that?”

“Sorry,” I said, reaching up to tuck a lock of my hair behind the sweeping point of one ear. I used the gesture to try and clamp down on my wild surge of happiness. “I just … I had a feeling that you wouldn’t be happy with this cottage. I’m glad to see that I was right.”

He stared at me a moment. “Aye, well, the cottage is fine. But all this stone is just too cold and—”

“—still,” I finished for him. “Right?”

“And quiet. Yeah.”

I nodded and hesitated a moment before I said, “I’ve slept in houses like this a few times, but I hate the way they muffle the sound of the sea.”

“Aye,” he said. “I completely agree.”

We shared a smile and I thought my heart was about to burst.

“Anyway,” he said, shifting his hands on the trapped rock. “I want to add a second floor to this place, somewhere with a few bedrooms and its own hearth.”

“Somewhere warm.” I felt my insides glow. “To live and sleep.”

“Exactly.” He shot me a quick grin before turning back to his rock. He dug his fingers into the earth, his muscles bunching as he readied to heave. “I want it to be a place—ow, fuck.”

My entire being stilled as Callum drew his hands from the dirt. He’d cut himself. Blood oozed from a pair of torn fingers and the scent of it, naked and raw, hit me like the ball of a cannon.

It smashed through me, shattering me into a million pieces and then building me back up in an instant. It was everything I wanted and was made for: it was love, sex, desire, hope, tenderness, fullness, and a thousand other things. The scent of my mate’s blood brought on a red, liquid wave of impossible heat. It swallowed me, scouring my mind and soul of everything but a single, roaring thought.

Callum was mine. I would have him.


Chapter Twelve
Callum


I drew my hands from the dirt, scowling at the red blood trickling from the tip of one finger. I’d cut myself on the damn rock. The little wound wasn’t particularly painful, but it would need to be cleaned and wrapped. It would be tender for days afterwards and still had so much work—

A sound, something like a whine but low enough to be a moan, pulled my eyes up to Rhenna.

The sharkin was as I had last seen her, settled onto her tail just in front of me in a way that might be called a crouch. Her dark, silken hair slipped past the pale curve of her neck to spill across her naked shoulders. My coat, now covering nothing but her forearms, was bunched around her waist. The dark blue and gold looked good with the red of her tied-on skirt, the pale ripple of her bare stomach, and the dark hide of her tail.

Yet, where I had expected to see a teasing smile tugging at her lips, I saw nothing.

I frowned. “Was that you?”

She didn’t respond, her body locked into an unnatural stillness. There was nothing on her face, no flicker of any thought or emotion. Blank, empty eyes were fixed on me, on my bloody finger.

“Rhenna?” I said, slowly. My heart was beating faster, pounding to match the sea crashing against the cliffs just beyond my little garden. “Are you—”

The sharkin lunged, exploding forward with all the sudden violence and speed of a musket ball. She crashed into me almost before I could suck in a breath, knocking me backwards. Rocks tore at my naked back and the hilt of my cutlass dug painfully into my side as she rode me into the dirt, her weight landing atop me.

“Rhenna!” I bucked, trying to shove her off. “What’re you doing?!”

She struggled against me, pushing her hips into mine and scrabbling at my wrists with webbed fingers. Her breath was a ragged panting, heated by the scarlet flush staining her chest. Gritting my teeth, I twisted and shoved upward, my boots digging grooves into the earth as I fought to get them beneath me. The sharkin wouldn’t be dislodged, however, locking her hands around my wrists and coiling her heavily muscled tail around my legs.

“Rhenna!”

A nameless roaring filled my head. I thrashed and twisted, shoved and jerked, fighting her with all the panicked desperation of a cornered animal. But she had all the advantages. Her muscles bunched and she pressed into me with the entirety of her weight, pinning me in place.

I was trapped.

Fear, sour and acrid, rolled through me. I tasted bile at the back of my throat as I stared up into the dead, empty eyes of a predator.

I could do nothing as, with a flash of bright teeth, she bit down onto the meat of my shoulder. There was a flash of pain and I bucked to feel my skin break. Blood gushed from me and Rhenna moaned, almost melting into me. She sank her teeth deeper into me, her chest and hips rolling with mine, riding me as I fought to get free. Fire coursed through my veins, heat pouring into me from where her tongue lapped at my torn flesh.

My breath was as ragged as hers by the time she released my shoulder. My entire body burned with fear and an unfamiliar heat. Rhenna’s knives were belted to her waist, and my sword was still at mine, but I couldn’t reach them. She was holding me in place, unnaturally strong, her nails digging into my wrists while her face rose above mine. Empty eyes were framed by cheeks blazing with scarlet heat, and red dripped from her open maw, staining her lips and bright teeth.

Rhenna was sharkin, a monster. In that moment, I knew I was about to die.

Instead of tearing out my throat or squeezing the life from me, however, she started moving her hips. She rubbed herself against me, moving back and forth, her body flexing and rolling as shivering breaths and a low moan slipped from between her lips.

The whole of it was so unexpected that I froze, unprepared for the feel of her cloth-wrapped sex grinding into mine. Her navel was taut and there was a wet, giving softness beneath the layers of her skirt. Hard nipples jutted through the fabric of her chest-wrap and her stomach rippled with her every undulating roll.

That was when I became aware of my own hardness.

It was arousal unlike anything I’d ever felt before, a strange, burning need that cared nothing for my fear, comfort, or the pain pulsing through me. Everything was red and hot, and my manhood throbbed with that same unfamiliar heat. I hadn’t felt a drip of lust in the last few moments, but now that I was conscious of it, the feeling twisted itself into something unbearable.

I hissed against the pain of it, mindlessly thrusting upward in search of relief. Rhenna mewled her approval, grinding herself harder against me even as her tightly bound breasts pressed into my chest. The pressure helped and I pushed my hips upward again and again. The sharkin moved with me, squeezing and rolling, her breath hot against my ear.

Then, all at once, she was off me.

Her weight and the delicious grind of her sex vanished, though the painful, burning need hadn’t left with her. What the hell was wrong with me? My shoulder was screaming and my breathing was ragged. My thoughts spun as I blinked up into the open sky, trying to latch onto anything that might explain the fire searing my veins.

I moved without deciding to, pushing myself to my feet even as the whole world swayed. I didn’t see Rhenna, couldn’t bring myself to look for her and didn’t notice as she shifted around to place herself between me and my cottage.

Then, the sharkin sent me lurching forward with a hard shove.

I tripped and stumbled through my garden, somehow managing to stay on my feet though everything around me swam. The edge of the cliff loomed large in my vision, but I stopped myself before I plunged over it.

Lurching around, I saw Rhenna there. She was hissing towards me, jaws wide and eyes dead through hanging strings of black hair. Crashing into me, her weight took me off my feet and, together, we tumbled over the cliffs and into the cold, gray sea.

I hit the water with a large splash, the shock of it enough to knock a few things back into focus. My body still burned, but cold numbed the pain and dulled some of the desperate insistence. I could think and Rhenna wasn’t there, so I kicked my booted feet, swimming for the surface. I broke through the water with a gasp and wasted no time in lunging towards the rocks at the base of the cliff. They were so close and if I could get back onto land, then I—

A hand closed around my ankle and I was wrenched back beneath the waves.

Bubbles streamed from me as I let out an involuntary scream, my precious air heading towards the sunlight even as Rhenna pulled me down into the darkness. I tasted salt and everything faded to a watery blur. I fought her, kicking and straining upward, but sharkin ruled the sea, and my wild flailing did exactly nothing against the power of her finned tail.

It took only seconds for my lungs to start to burn. We were deep now and I could see next to nothing in the ocean’s gloom. Drowning was a sailor’s worst fear and panic had well and truly taken root within me. So much so that I only remembered about the sword still belted to my waist when Rhenna released my ankle to snake up the length of my body.

By then, it was too late.

My arms were free, but Rhenna had already wrapped her tail around my legs. My fingers found the hilt of my cutlass, but she jerked my hips to hers with a flex of her lower half. She was too close. Her flesh glowed with a ghostly pallor and a distant part of me noted that she was still wearing my coat.

I felt the press of her chest as she wound her arms around my neck. Her face was a bare handsbreadth away now, her lips bright red. A river of midnight hair streamed back from her smooth cheeks and sweeping ears.

She was beautiful, I thought, even as she killed me.

The last of my air slipped from me as another stream of bubbles. My head pounded with the need to breathe and, no matter that it would be the death of me, I was a few moments from trying to suck oxygen from the surrounding seawater.

Rhenna had once again started rubbing herself against me. My cock was still unnaturally stiff, burning with that same desperate need. I felt the roughness of her belt grinding against my stomach and, in a flash, remembered the knives she kept there.

I ripped one free and was an instant from plunging it into her naked side when, with a flex of her arms, Rhenna pulled my lips to hers. She kissed me and it was a shock of such gentle softness that it shoved everything else away.

My lips parted and her breath flooded through me, easing the desperate pressure in my chest. I closed my eyes, tasting sweetness beneath the salty ocean and the coppery tang of blood. And, stupid, idiotic, fool that I was, I responded.

Rhenna’s lips shifted against mine as I returned her kiss. The knife slipped from my fingers and I slid my palms around her waist, gripping her tight. Her tongue flicked forward, a soft, probing caress of liquid satin. A pleased hum thrummed through her as I welcomed it with my own. Her body melted into me, so warm where the sea was so cold, and I forgot all about my fear and panic as we sank into each other.

The tension had all bled out of her by the time our lips parted. My legs were free of her tail and though she still held onto my neck, her arms were loose. I opened my eyes to find her doing the same. Her black eyes, no longer empty, were alive with shimmering wonder.

Then, I remembered that I had to breathe.

Water flooded into my lungs as I tried to suck in a mouthful of air. Rhenna’s face twisted into horror. She shouted something, but it was muffled, and I was choking and coughing. My entire body spasmed as I let out a final stream of bubbles.

I was drowning.

Darkness closed in on me. The world was fading away, and distantly, I felt something grab hold of me. There was movement, I think, there had to be because the next thing I knew, my back was in sand and someone was beating my chest.

“Callum!” a voice screamed, fists pounding against me. “Callum!”

I blinked, seeing nothing but light. I opened my mouth to try and breathe, but found that I couldn’t. I was too full, there was something—. Another blow to my chest made every part of me clench and I heaved myself to the side and vomited what felt like a gallon of seawater. I coughed and choked and puked until I was empty, and then, I breathed.

I took one breath and then another. I nearly wept at how sweet the air tasted.

“Callum.” A warm palm slid along my bearded cheek, webbed fingers cupping my face. It was Rhenna, her voice cracked but achingly gentle. “My Callum. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Then, she was gone, and I was alone.


Chapter Thirteen
Callum


I’d forgotten what she was.

That was the thought that played through my head as I sat in my cottage, my body torn and aching. The fire in my hearth made the shadows around me twist and contort, the heat doing little to ease the chill that had sunk deep into my bones.

It was hours after Rhenna left me alone on the beach outside my door and I could hardly move. Cold, wet, and bleeding, I’d managed to stumble inside. A tremor in my limbs had made starting a fire difficult, but I’d eventually gotten one going and had taken several more minutes to strip out of my sodden clothing and wrap the wound on my shoulder.

After that, I’d collapsed into this chair, my energy spent.

Whatever she’d done to me, whatever that strange fire had been, had burned itself out by that point. My every nerve felt raw, my veins scorched, and I felt weaker than I could ever remember being. I was completely drained, as if my very vitality was what had been used to feed the blaze.

God, I was such a fool.

I knew sharkin, knew what they were like, and still, I’d let my guard down. I’d thought of her as what, a companion? A friend? Whatever it was, I’d found her beautiful and intelligent. I’d been starting to enjoy her company.

Fool that I was, I thought she’d liked me as well. Instead, she’d been biding her time, waiting for her chance to strike. Her ambush, when it had come, had been flawless. I’d been completely unprepared and, in truth, I had no idea why I was even alive. I’d been at her mercy, trapped by a dead-eyed predator and unable to resist as she dragged me beneath the waves and … kissed me.

Why the hell had she done that?

Why hadn’t she killed me? Why wasn’t my skull even now being set behind those of the other men she’d murdered? Why had she attacked me, dragged me into the ocean and to the edge of death only to yank me back? It didn’t make sense. She’d won, but instead of tearing out my throat or letting me drown, she’d fought to save my life.

My Callum. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.

Why had she said that? Why had she bitten me and moaned as she’d rolled her hips and ground herself against me? That fire in my veins, what had she done to me? Why had her eyes gone dead only to return to life? What had happened?

Why had she fucking kissed me?

I shook my head. It didn’t matter; none of that mattered. Today had been a lesson, one that I’d been beyond fortunate to survive, and I was done being a fool.

Rhenna was a monster and I’d never again forget it.

And yet, that night, when I finally drifted off to sleep, the last thing I thought of was the gentle softness of her lips.

The next morning dawned cold and gray.

Scraping the sleep from my face, I swung my legs off the edge of my bed and stood. I felt surprisingly good, all things considered, and it put me in a strangely positive mood. Yesterday had been … strenuous, but I’d slept like the corpse I should be and it had done wonders for me.

I’d survived and the air tasted all the sweeter for it.

It was cold in my cottage without the warmth of my coat, but the fire I started took the edge off the chill, and a breakfast of warm porridge banished it completely. My boots were still wet when I laced them up, but my socks and trousers were dry, and I hadn’t been wearing my shirt. Before putting it on, however, I unwrapped the wound on my shoulder.

Memories flashed through me at the sight of the twin, crescent-shaped puncture points. Rhenna’s dead-eyed stare, the sight of my blood dripping from her teeth, the strength of her tail, the heat of breath and body, and the salty-sweet taste of her tongue when she’d—

I banished the thought with a growl and slathered a layer of honey over everything before wrapping it back up. A ship’s doctor had once told me that it was good for wounds and I’d put some on the night before.

Perhaps that was why my shoulder, like the rest of me, felt strangely fine.

It hurt, of course, and throbbed whenever I shifted my arm, but the pain was more than bearable. The wound was surprisingly neat, something I’d noticed last night. It had felt savage when she’d sunk her teeth into me, and though she’d certainly drawn blood, the truth was that she hadn’t done much damage. The punctures didn’t feel particularly deep, nor had she ripped away a chunk of flesh or muscle.

It was a simple bite mark, one that wasn’t as bad as many I’d seen fighting men give each other during the war.

Still, that didn’t mean I was ready to get another one and the last thing I did before starting my day was to ready my weapons. I didn’t know where the sharkin was, if she was lurking right outside or had slunk back beneath the waves. Whatever the case, something told me that I hadn’t seen the last of Rhenna.

I wouldn’t ever be caught off guard again.

And so my cutlass, freshly oiled and cleaned of seawater, went around my waist. It was raining now, but still, I loaded my pistol with shot and powder. Weather like this would quickly make firing it impossible, but, for now, I wasn’t taking any chances.

Emptiness greeted me when I opened the door and stepped into the gray world beyond my home. Rhenna was nowhere to be seen and I saw no trace of her when I scanned the sandy stretch of beach and the gray waters of the Northern Sea.

My coat, however, was waiting on my stoop.

I’d last seen it around the sharkin as she’d dragged me beneath the waves, but now here it was, tucked against the edge of the door. It was tightly folded, the wool dry and clean, and was sheltered from the rain by the hanging eaves of my roof. After a few more moments spent assuring myself that she was nowhere near, I picked it up.

Sharkin were killers and pirates, that was simple, something I understood and knew to be true. But Rhenna … not only was I still alive, but she’d also returned what she’d stolen from me.

Exactly what in the hell was I supposed to make of her?

I let out a breath and holstered my pistol. I considered tossing the coat inside before getting to work, but it was raining and I was already starting to get a bit cold. When I pulled it on, I realized that the interior was a little damp. But it was also warm, the heat gentler than that of a fire.

Its weight around my shoulders was a familiar comfort, though when the high collar brushed against my jaw, an unfamiliar scent tickled my nose.

It was wet like the sea. It was the churning waves, the lifting of the tides, and the crash of the surf. I smelled salt on sun-warmed skin, damp hair sprinkled with sand, and the rich, nameless scent of the deeps. It was at once soft and utterly wild; it was life and movement and a body heated by both.

I’d inhaled more deeply almost before I realized what I was doing. I filled myself with this strange scent that made my head spin and heart pound. It was like nothing I had ever smelled before and it was wholly, powerfully, unmistakably feminine.

The breath escaped me in a long sigh. I schooled my thoughts to emptiness as I lifted my eyes towards the weeping sky. I had work to do and I couldn’t afford to let the weather, or anything else, distract me.

Still, I kept a wary eye out for Rhenna as the hours wore on. My fingers never strayed far from the hilt of my cutlass. The rain petered off late in the morning, and though the sky remained heavy and gray, no drops fell as the sun passed its zenith. That afternoon found me pulling the last of the rocks from my little garden and I was getting ready to finally plant some seeds when I heard the rattle of an approaching wagon.

Coming around to the front of my little cottage, I saw Ian pulling a pair of horses to a stop from the driver’s seat. He wasn’t alone on that bench, however, and it was the woman seated beside him who lifted her hand in a small wave.

“Captain Callum,” Lenore said, her blue eyes bright beneath a wide-brimmed hat. “How are you today?”
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Why was the mayor’s daughter here?

I kept the thought and my growing irritation hidden as I took the kettle from atop the stove and prepared a pot of dark tea.

“I’m sorry that I don’t have anything more to offer you,” I told my guests. “I’m still getting settled in.”

“We’re the ones who dropped in unannounced, Captain,” Lenore said from where she sat beside a glowering Ian at my kitchen table. “I’m the one who should be extending my apologies. I hope you’ll forgive the intrusion.”

“There’s nothing to forgive, my lady,” I said, woodenly. “I’m glad for the company.”

“Good, because it’s been days since your last visit to town and I’ve been positively burning with curiosity about what exactly you’ve been doing here. When I heard that Ian was due to bring you a load of cut stone, I simply had to accompany him.”

The man in question grunted and folded his arms. For my part, I remained silent while carefully pouring tea into three waiting cups. Lenore’s blue eyes followed me as I worked, the shape of them clearly visible now that her wide-brimmed hat was hanging from a hook by the door.

She was a spot of color in the surrounding grayness.

Her hair was tied back with a pale blue ribbon, her golden locks gathered into a bun that was no less elegant for its simplicity. A few stray curls artfully framed her heart-shaped face, brushing against pale cheeks made rosy by the inclement weather. A long, woolen shawl dyed a pristine white protected her shoulders, arms, and chest from the cold, while the rest of her was covered by a long dress that matched the pale blue of her ribbon.

“Making this place livable has taken up most of my time,” I finally said, settling down in my own seat. My shoulder ached beneath my coat and I’d have to change the bandages before long. “There’s lots to do.”

“Indeed,” Lenore said, reaching for her tea. “You’ve certainly begun to make this place your own.”

“Aye, well,” I said, glancing about the single room. “I’m not quite done with it yet.”

In between visits to Strom’s various landowners, I’d managed to fix the roof and replace a pair of broken shutters to better keep out the weather. I’d swept the dirt floor clear of any debris and I’d scrubbed the stone walls free of any soot and encroaching vegetation. Every piece of furniture had been scoured free of dust and filth, and I’d replaced a few of the more damaged chair legs.

Nothing here would ever be described as anything more than functional, but at least it wouldn’t fall apart before I got around to making something better.

I had piled most of my crates and barreled supplies into one corner, where they would stay until I fixed the lighthouse enough to pile them in there. The rest of my possessions filled the surrounding shelves, pewter crockery in the kitchen, and tools everywhere else. A pair of lanterns hung from hooks set in the rafters, my sea trunk rested at the foot of my bed, and the quilt atop my mattress was new and brightly colored.

I’d done a lot to make this place more comfortable over the past few days, yet the list of what I wanted to change seemed to grow with each passing moment. I wanted to add a second floor, cover the dirt beneath my feet with planks, replace the—

“You look tired, Captain,” Lenore said.

I started, realizing that I’d been lost in thought. Blinking, I lifted my eyes from where I’d been staring into my cup of tea, forced my spine straight, and cleared my throat.

“Forgive my lack of manners. Yesterday was … trying.”

“Trouble with the monster?” Ian asked, speaking for the first time. “I noticed your shoulder was lookin’ a wee sore.”

I kept my features studiously blank. “Just a bit of a working accident. You know better than I do that sharkin don’t usually leave those they have ‘trouble’ with alive.”

That second part wasn’t even a lie.

“Aye, Erik told me that he’d told you about Rob.” The table creaked as the big man leaned over it. “You know that it’s got his skull and those of my mates scattered about its cave? This thing has to die.”

“Aye, I know about the skulls. But you’ll leave her alone unless you want yours decorating the rocks as well.”

Ian bared his teeth. They were bright through the dark tangle of his beard. “Are you protecting that thing, Captain?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” I snapped. “Rhenna’s a monster. You go near her and she’ll gut you even quicker than she did your fool brother.”

Ian’s chair clattered behind him as he surged to his feet. I shot to my feet as well. Quick as we were, however, it was Lenore who spoke first.

“Ian!” Her voice was a whipcrack. “Enough!”

Ian’s fists were clenched tight and his eyes burned. “Lenore, he—”

“I heard what he said. I’ll talk to him, but you need to leave.” When he still didn’t move, she snapped. “Now, Ian! Unload the wagon, bring me my basket, and then we’ll return to town.”

He shot me one last, murderous glare before whirling around and stomping away. The door slammed behind him.

I sat back down in the silence that followed, letting out a whoosh of breath. I shouldn’t have said that. I was tired, in pain, and my annoyance at having these guests had flared into anger.

“I’m afraid that you’ve made an enemy of him, Captain,” Lenore said.

I dug my thumb and forefinger into my eyes. “Aye, something that I’ve been rather good at lately.”

“Well, you have an ally in me,” she said, setting her cup of tea down. “I’ll keep him from doing anything reckless.”

If I hadn’t just seen her display, I’d have doubted her word. As it was, I simply nodded.

Instead of speaking again, the mayor’s daughter stood. She drifted around my cottage’s single room, looking at the walls, shelves, and everything else, walking with her hands folded beneath her chest and the hem of her shawl, as if unwilling to touch anything.

“This must be much different than what you’re used to,” she eventually said. “Is that why you’re looking for timber?”

I blew out another breath. “Aye, I pretty much grew up on the deck of a ship. I don’t like all this stone.”

“Hmm, your efforts have been rather unsuccessful, I hear.”

“It’s been difficult,” I admitted, scratching my beard. “The prices are high and I haven’t been able to find any good hardwoods.”

“We’re a small island,” she agreed, eyes sliding over my possessions. “It’s hard to get anything of quality up here. Do you need a lot?”

“Enough to add a second floor.”

It was her turn to raise an eyebrow. “That’s a lot of work.”

“This is my home,” I said. “I don’t plan on leaving any time soon.”

The smile she gave me was colored by condescension, a mother speaking to a child who knew nothing of the world. It set my teeth on edge.

“You don’t believe me?”

“I believe that you believe it, Captain.” She was by my hearth now. “But surely the halls of parliament far surpass whatever comfort you might make for yourself here.”

“You’d be surprised,” I told her. “Besides, everything has a price.”

“Power is a heavy burden to bear alone.” Lenore turned back towards me, an ember of heat smoldering in the depths of her blue eyes. With her gaze on mine, she pulled her shawl open and let it slip from her shoulders. “Better to find someone who can carry it with you.”

Beneath the cover of her shawl, Lenore’s pale flesh shone. Her arms and shoulders were bare, her muscles rounded and soft. Uncovered by hair, her neck curved gracefully downward, plunging into the valley of her chest. The blue fabric of her neckline wrapped scandalously low around her heavy breasts, revealing much of their smooth, milky pallor. They quivered as she started towards me, bounced and shivered as her hips swayed.

“Better still,” I said, watching as she came to stand before her seat. “Not to lift it at all.”

“Ah, but some men are destined for it, Captain. The greatness of their very existence demands it, and they cannot go without.”

Her red lips curled into a smile as I remained silent. Slowly, the blue of her eyes still smoldering with heat, she folded at the waist, bending to reach for her cup of tea. The shadow of her cleavage yawned wide, her breasts hanging low and seeming to be on the verge of spilling free.

But then she straightened, red blooming beneath her cheeks as she took a final sip.

“You should come into town more often,” she said, returning the cup to the table. “The hero of Gadir … As I said, my father and I would happily host you again.”

“I fear I would never get out of the debt I owe.”

“Well, Captain,” she purred. “I’m sure that together we could find a solution to that particular dilemma.”

Lucky for me, Ian chose that moment to hammer on my door.

“Ah,” Lenore said. “I believe that our man is nearly finished with the wagon.”

She gave me one last smile before tugging her shawl back over her shoulders and closing it over her almost naked chest. Then, opening my front door, she returned with a large wicker basket. When she set it onto the table, I saw that it was filled with bread, dried fish, fresh vegetables, and an assortment of other foodstuffs.

“You can’t be eating much that’s fresh out here,” Lenore said. “This should last you a while. There are a few more of Agna’s scones as well.”

“My lady, you didn’t have to bring me this.”

“I wanted to,” she said, moving to where her hat hung by the door. “As I said, it can be hard to get anything good out here. I’ll think on your timber dilemma as well. I’m sure that a satisfactory solution exists.”

I frowned as she set her hat carefully atop her head and tied it beneath her chin.

“You’ll see that there’s a lot I can do for you, Captain.” She adjusted her shawl, dragging my eyes back down to her chest. “And do think about coming into town. I’m sure that you don’t want to force me to keep coming out here.”

With that, she stepped outside, leaving me alone.

I listened to the rattle of the departing wagon, the frown not leaving my face even after I could no longer hear it.

In a lot of ways, that young woman was more dangerous than Rhenna.

Lenore reminded me of a lot of women I’d grown used to fending off after Gadir, one who was more interested in the coat than whoever the man might be beneath it.

She was also, however, a lot smarter and more ambitious than the typical lordling’s daughter. If I let myself become ensnared by her and her and her admittedly luscious curves, then I’d never know a moment’s peace.

First Rhenna and then Lenore. God help me, this island’s women were already more trouble than I could handle. I let out a long breath, pushing myself to my feet. I gathered up the remains of our tea, setting everything aside to wash.

That would come later, however. I can’t imagine that Ian had done anything but dump the stone on the edge of my stoop. I had to move it all into the ruined lighthouse and then…

Well, after that, I suspected that I’d be getting another visitor.


Chapter Fourteen
Callum


The sun was low in the sky when Rhenna appeared.

I saw her when I came out of the ruined lighthouse, my shoulder throbbing painfully from moving the stone Ian had left behind. She was on the beach, about two dozen paces away, standing still. Her eyes followed me as I slowed to a stop, the finned tip of her tail twitching with the nervous wringing of her hands.

“Callum,” she called, her voice cracking. “I—I’m so happy you’re okay.”

I watched her from before my cottage door, trying to muster up any of my angry determination from the night before. Instead, I felt nothing but weariness. I was so tired, and there was still so much about her that I didn’t understand.

“What are you doing here, Rhenna?”

“I just—” She pushed herself forward with a flex of her tail, but stopped an instant later when I drew my cutlass from its sheath. Her shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, Callum. I’m so sorry. Please—I just want to talk.”

The weapon felt good in my hand, solid and heavy. “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

She flinched, my words hitting her like a volley of musket balls. Where once she had grinned at the coldness of my voice and seemed to grow taller beneath the weight of my glare, now she seemed to wither. Strands of black hair hid her face from me as she curled in on herself, bowing her head. I barely heard her next words over the crash of the sea.

“I know I broke it, but—please, just let me explain.”

“What is there to explain, Rhenna?” My voice was empty. “I let my guard down and you attacked me.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s more complicated than that.”

“I don’t care.”

To sell the lie, I should have turned away from her then. I should have sheathed my cutlass and walked back into the cottage, shutting the door on the sharkin and whatever words she had to say.

Instead, I stayed where I was, watching as Rhenna slowly lifted her head. Her black eyes met mine, and even from here, I could see the pouches hanging beneath them. She looked haggard, her features drawn and her wet hair plastered messily to her chest and shoulders.

“Please, Callum. Can I come up?”

The cutlass was still in my hand and my pistol, loaded with shot and powder, waited for me inside. “Why should I let you?”

“Because kissing you was one of the greatest moments of my life and you—” Her voice cracked, but she forced herself to finish. “You kissed me back, Callum, even when you thought you were going to die.”

And there it was, the thought that hadn’t left my head, no matter how I’d tried to push it away. Rhenna had kissed me and for some God-forsaken reason, I’d responded. I’d denied it at first, seated in the warmth of my cottage, had blamed it on that strange fire she’d put in my blood. But I wasn’t cowardly enough to hide behind a lie.

The truth was that, in that moment, when she’d pressed her lips to mine, all that I’d wanted was to kiss her.

And God help me if I hadn’t thought of doing it again from the moment I’d woken up.

“I could have killed you, you know,” I told her. “Underwater. I don’t think you noticed, but I pulled your knife from your belt and was about to gut you with it.”

“But then I kissed you,” she said, webbed fingers slipping along the empty sheath at her belt.

“But then you kissed me,” I echoed.

“Callum,” Rhenna started. I saw hope, joy, yearning, confusion, fear, and a thousand other emotions flicker through the blackness of her eyes. “Do you … do you want me to leave?”

The words hung in the wide space between us, carried to my ears by a soft, salt-stained breeze. My heart beat slow and steady as I watched her, letting the silence stretch as I turned over the decision that I had already made.

Rhenna was dangerous. She was sharkin, a killer, a thief, and a pirate.

Yet she was also a woman who lived for herself. She was smart, strong, and surprisingly easy to talk to. Despite my wariness, she’d made me smile and laugh and didn’t give a damn about Gadir or what great plans I had for the future.

And she was beautiful, achingly, heart-poundingly beautiful.

“Come on up,” I said.

Something squeezed my chest as she smiled, an expression of such open radiance that I could have sworn the sun had finally pierced through the gray sky. She hurried up the beach, her tail carving a wide groove in the sand and carrying her up the short, grassy slope leading to the flat section of earth before my door.

When she was only a handful of paces away, I held my hand up for her to stop. She did so immediately, her eyes bright and her frame practically vibrating with newfound energy.

“One thing needs to be clear,” I told her. “I want to hear your explanation, but I don’t trust you.”

She jerked her head up and down.

“I’m going to be keeping this in my hand,” I continued, shifting my grip on the hilt of my cutlass. “You’re not going to get too close and you’ll toss the knife—” In a flash, she ripped the belt from around her waist and tossed the entirety of it away “—from your belt. Like that, I guess.”

“Anything else?” she asked. “I’ll tell you everything, Callum. I’ll do whatever you say, and I—thank you for giving me another chance.”

That’s what this was, a chance. A wildly foolish, probably lethal chance that, in truth, I had no real reason to give her. I stared at her for a moment, into black eyes that were alight with so much feeling. “I don’t know what you want from me, Rhenna, but I’ll kill you if you attack me again. This is your last chance.”

“I understand,” she said, brushing a lock of hair back behind a sweeping ear. “I won’t ever hurt you again, Callum.”

“We’ll see.” I took a long step back before turning towards my door. “Do you want to come in?”

She sucked in a breath. “You’re inviting me inside? Into your home?”

“I’m tired, my shoulder hurts, and it looks like it’s going to rain.” I glanced back at where she waited, her lean, predatory curves gleaming with seawater. “I also want my pistol.”

She laughed, and though I didn’t let myself smile, I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of warmth curling in my chest.

“Give me a moment to dry off,” Rhenna said, dashing at eyes that were suddenly wet. “Thank you, Callum. Thank you.”

I nodded, leaving the door ajar as I stepped into my little cottage.

Once inside, I started by lighting both of my lanterns. I took one with me to the table, making sure to keep the flickering flame away from my pistol as I checked the powder that I’d kept loaded in the pan. It was still dry.

I kept the table between myself and the entrance, watching as the sharkin’s sinuous shape appeared. She slithered in atop her long, finned tail, shutting the door behind her with an audible click, closing us in.

God, I thought, as she gazed about the room, I hope I haven’t made a mistake.

“You’re making this place your own, filling it with yourself,” Rhenna said, her eyes taking in every detail. “But it’s still far from being right.”

“I don’t like it much either.” I placed the pistol down on the table between us with a heavy thunk. “Now talk.”

Rhenna let out a long breath before turning to me. “How much do you know of my kind?”

“I know you’re killers and pirates.”

“Not this again.” She shook her head, though I saw a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “I mean about how our bodies function.”

“I know that you can breathe underwater. Is that what you mean?”

Rhenna nodded, flexing her tail, and gesturing down at herself with one webbed hand. “Our bodies are made for the sea. We’re called ‘sharkin,’ and though we aren’t actually descended from sharks, or anything like that, we are distantly related.”

“The fins on your tail,” I said. “And you have hide instead of a lamia’s scales.”

“Hmm,” she confirmed. “And, most importantly for us, it’s from them that we get our sense of smell.”

I frowned. “Sharks can smell?”

“Exceedingly well,” she said. “How do you think they always know to gather at the site of a battle? Or follow behind a fishing skiff? The scent of blood in the water can reach a shark’s nose from a lot further than you would think.”

“And you can smell just as well?”

“Better,” she answered, her eyes on me. “I could smell the blood in your veins from the moment I came out of the sea to find you on my beach. I can smell it now.”

My frown deepened, but I didn’t look away.

“It was the smell of your naked blood that pushed me over the edge. When you cut yourself on that rock … Well, I wasn’t prepared for how strongly it would affect me.”

“And you’re prepared for it now?”

“It’s nearly overwhelming,” she admitted, red staining her neck and cheeks. “This is a small space, and your shoulder is still open, but tasting you yesterday took the edge off.”

I fingered the handle of my pistol. “Nothing about this has been very comforting so far.”

“The scent of your blood will always affect me, Callum. That’s the reality, but I can resist it; I have been for the entirety of my life. I know that the red-wave washed over me yesterday, but I pulled myself back.”

I didn’t really understand what she was talking about, but the pride in her voice was evident. She started towards me, eyes never leaving mine, moving slowly enough that I didn’t feel the need to reach for my flintlock.

“I was drowning, but your kiss … It brought me back. Nobody’s ever been brought back.”

“It brought you back from what, Rhenna?” I said. “That’s what I don’t understand. Yesterday, in the garden, it was like you lost your mind. You didn’t hear anything I said and your eyes were dead. Was that a sort of blood frenzy?”

“You’ve seen that before?”

“Aye, and the fact that I’m still alive tells me it wasn’t that.”

Rhenna nodded, stopping by a chair on the other side of the round table. “You’re right about that. The frenzy is … something else. Both it and the red-wave come from the same place, however. They’re urges or instincts, powerful ones that can completely take over. That’s what you saw yesterday.” Heat bloomed beneath her pale skin. “Yesterday—I wasn’t in control of myself. I’m not using that as an excuse. I let it wash over me and what happened, happened. I’m just telling you so that you can understand.”

“But I don’t understand,” I growled. “You’re not explaining anything. The smell of my blood gives you this urge that’s like the blood frenzy, but it isn’t. You can resist it, but you also can’t.”

“I can resist it, Callum.” She rested her palms on the back of the chair before her and leaned forward. “I have been and then when I was drowning in it, you brought me back! Do you have any idea how remarkable that is?”

“No! I’m still trying to understand what in the hell happened and why you suddenly tried to kill me!”

“I wasn’t trying to kill you. I would have, in the end, but that wasn’t my goal.”

“Then, what?” I demanded. “This urge, it’s to—drink my blood?”

She shook her head. “The bite was to get my saliva into your bloodstream. When it gets into a male like that, well, it’s to ensure that your body gives me what I need despite the panic and fear flooding your mind.”

“And the dying. Don’t forget that.”

“Aye,” she inclined her head. “That too. We’re predators.”

“Fine. So, I guess this strange burning was your—” I pushed the word spit out of my mind, along with the memory of Rhenna lapping at my bloody flesh. I’d need some more time to process that. “— whatever. What I still don’t understand is …”

Why? I’d been about to say it, but then things started to click into place. My unnatural hardness, her moaning need, and the rolling grind of her hips. It was all—

“There are no males amongst my kind.” Her voice was soft, though edged with something deep. “The red-wave is the urge to breed.”

I blinked at her, opened my mouth to speak, but then closed it when I realized that I had no idea what to say. The sharkin in front of me, however, felt no such reluctance.

“This is a reality of my kind, but as I said, I’ve been dealing with it my whole life. But with you, Callum, it’s so much more. You’re my mate and—” Her mouth snapped shut, body going rigid. She inhaled sharply through her nose, her gaze sliding down from me to settle on the chair she was leaning on. “A woman was here.”

I blinked. “What?”

“A woman, Callum!” she snarled, eyes burning. “There was another woman here! Who was she?!”

“Rhenna.” I pointed the barrel of my pistol at her chest and pulled the hammer back with a loud click. “Remember what I said.”

“I’m not going to attack you,” she hissed, muscles taut. “The bitch sat here, didn’t she?! Was it Agna? That fucking baker—no, she was old and this smells —gah!” She gagged, pushing herself away from the chair and table. “Her sex reeks! I can smell it and her blood, and you need to burn this thing!”

“What? I’m not burning one of my only chairs!”

“It’s disgusting, Callum!” Her tail writhed and shifted, flexed and coiled. “I’m gone for one day and already some woman comes into your home and starts rubbing herself on everything!”

“Rubbing herself on everything? Rhenna, what—”

“That scheming, rancid little slut, what else did she touch?” The sharkin turned away from me, the finned tip of her tail lashing back and forth as she moved through the room. “I hate this, Callum! Her stink is all swirled up with yours, and it’s tainting everything, and it’s all wrong and disgusting, and I’ll fucking kill that bitch!”

“Rhenna!” I roared. “Enough!”

Her head snapped up, and the eyes that found mine were wide, wild, and partly masked by hanging strings of inky hair. I met her gaze without flinching. My heart beat steadily in my chest and my finger was loose and ready around the handle of my pistol. The cutlass was in my other hand and its weight was comforting as I watched her straighten from where she’d been hunched over my bed.

“You’re not killing or hurting anyone, Rhenna,” I told her. “Do you understand? I don’t know what the hell is going on with you, but I’m not letting you go after a woman just because she came to visit me.”

“But it wasn’t just a visit, was it? She wanted something. She wanted you.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“She has to learn that you’re not hers, Callum.” She stalked towards me, smooth, sinuous, and predatory. “You’re mine.”

Rhenna was a monster, ruthless and strong, beautiful, jealous, and viciously territorial. I knew what she was, knew she was dangerous, and yet … I thrilled to hear her possessiveness. Despite everything, that dark part of me thrummed with joy. It billowed through me, igniting my blood and quickening the beating of my heart.

God help me, I’d never been more attracted to anyone in my entire life.

Later, I’d have to ask myself some serious questions, but for now, I simply pushed the feeling aside. It changed nothing of what I had to do and I let nothing of it show on my face as I slipped one finger over the trigger.

“I’m my own man, Rhenna.” I kept my flintlock pointed at her as she came to a stop. “And you will not touch that girl, or anyone else on this island.”

The sharkin reared up on her tail, pushing her head high above mine. Her nearly naked body undulated for balance, the motion both threatening and erotic. “And if they attack me? If they make a claim on what is mine and try to take it from me?”

I stared up into eyes blacker than the sea’s abyssal depths. “You can defend yourself if attacked. But for everything else, you come to me. You tell me about it and we’ll handle it together.”

We stared at each other, neither wavering as the silence fell. The moment stretched, my steady, unyielding focus meeting the chaotic tempest of her instincts and emotions. Then, right as it felt like something was about to snap, she blinked.

“Together,” she murmured, relaxing down into her tail. “Does that mean I can still come see you? You’re not going to bar me from your life?”

“Foolish as it probably is, no. I’m not going to force you to stay away.” I hardened my voice. “That doesn’t mean, however, that I’ve forgiven you or that I trust you.”

“I know that I broke you and what we had. I know that what I did was horrible and disgusting and that it’ll take time to rebuild and earn your trust.” She swallowed thickly. “But I will, Callum. I swear that I’ll do anything you ask or need and—I’m so, so sorry.”

“Aye, you said that already.” I sighed, lowering my gun. “And I’m going to say this again: this is your last chance, Rhenna. I’ll kill you the next time you cross this line. You don’t hurt anyone, you obey my rules, and we take things slow and at my pace.”

She nodded. “I promise. I won’t let you down again.”

“Then, it sounds like we have a deal.”

“We do.” Rhenna let out a long breath before a smile tugged at her lips. “But only if we shake on it.”

I barked out a laugh and she flashed her teeth in a quick grin. The tension flowed from the air around us, and a moment later, I set both my pistol and sword onto the table. There was still so much I didn’t understand about her, but, for now at least, the danger was past.

“Alright, then.” I held out my hand, a smile tugging at the one corner of my lips. “Let’s shake.”

She swayed closer, her webbed hand slipping into mine. I’d expected her skin to be damp, but it was warm, dry, and surprisingly soft against my roughened calluses. Her grip, however, was strong, and she held onto my hand a beat longer than necessary.

A smile bloomed over her beautiful features when I didn’t try to pull away.

“Thank you, Callum. I—” Her fingers crushed down on mine. “What is that!?”

I felt no spike of alarm, though pain throbbed through my hand where she squeezed it. Her gaze was fixed on something above my shoulder and I tilted my head to find that she was staring at the large, wicker basket sitting on my kitchen counter.

The one that Lenore had left here.

“It’s food,” I said. “My visitors left it here, along with some tools and a pile of cut stone.”

“No.” She released my hand and slipped past me. “No, no, no. You’re throwing this out, along with that chair she rubbed herself against. This is unacceptable.”

“It’s just food,” I said, watching as she leaned down to scowl at the basket’s contents. “Bread and fresh vegetables, stuff like that. I’m not going to throw that out.”

“You will.” She snatched it up. “I’m not going to hurt this slut, but I’m sure as hell not going to let you eat food that she brought or prepared.”

I frowned at her. “Rhenna.”

“No, Callum. That’s too much and I won’t do it.” She moved past me again, brushing her arm against mine and passing needlessly close on her way towards the door. “You’re hungry, right? Wait here, and I’ll be back with something for you. Letting another woman feed you—” She opened the door. “Try to claim you. Ha! Did she really think that I—”

The door shut over the rest of her words and, suddenly, I was alone.

For several long moments, I didn’t move, blinking at the entrance through which Rhenna had disappeared. I’d made my choice. I’d let a sharkin into my home and I wondered if I’d be the only one to suffer because of it.


Chapter Fifteen
Rhenna


I leapt from the short cliffs behind Callum’s cottage, arching through the air and knifing into the cold, inky blackness of the sea. Bubbles streamed around me as I plunged downward, and then, unable to hold onto it for even a second more, I screamed.

“CALLUM DOESN’T HATE ME!”

I twirled and spun, danced, laughed, and squealed my joy into the silent water. I’d brought him fish, and we’d eaten together in his cottage, and it had been incredible. He’d looked so handsome in the light of the lantern set between us, the flame’s glow deepening his frowns and making what rare smiles he did give me shine all the brighter.

My heart felt so light, so free after the crushing heaviness of the past day. I’d been so scared to talk to him, terrified of what I would see in his face after what I’d done.

But it had gone so well. Callum was a cautious man and though he hadn’t forgiven me or given me his trust, he had listened. Even though I’d hurt him, even though I had almost broken him, he had invited me into his home, and we had talked and—

My mate doesn’t hate me!

I felt like weeping, wanted to keep screaming and dancing, but I forced myself into stillness. Now wasn’t the time to celebrate. I’d almost ruined everything, almost killed him.

The red-wave … The heat, the inferno, the raw, uncontrollable need; it had been undeniable, a burning, scarlet tide of lust and fire. I’d been lost to it, drowned in it. I hadn’t been myself, drunk and unthinking, my body a slave to ancient, animalistic urges.

Yet, the fact that it had still been me was impossible to deny.

I remembered everything, from the taste of his blood to the scent clinging to his naked torso. I remembered wrapping myself around him, grinding my hips into his delicious hardness, and could still feel the yearning that had made my every breath a hot, desperate moan. I saw again his face framed by the dark curtain of my hair and the flex of his muscles beneath his pale skin.

He’d fought me with those muscles, half-heartedly at first, as what trust he’d placed in me made him seek to understand. I heard again his scream and the hot, heavenly taste of his blood. As I’d done a hundred times already, I forced myself to remember more, torturing myself with the memory of his desperate thrashing, his panic, and the drowning, choking spasms of his body.

Though I’d been aware of all of it then, none of it had mattered. There’d been only the desperate need to sate myself and quench the burning beneath my skin.

So, I’d dragged him beneath the cold waves of the sea, my famished sex screaming to be filled. It took time for a man to drown and the chemical in my saliva would have kept him hard through his fear and pain. I’d have taken from him as my mother, and so many more of my people allowed themselves to do, draining him of his seed and riding him even as he became a corpse beneath me.

But then, I’d kissed him.

Even now, I don’t know why I’d done it. I didn’t know why, in the scarlet depths, I’d searched for his lips when it had been his cock that my body burned for. But I had, and the wonder of that first kiss between us had etched itself into my very soul.

As had the moment I’d seen the light leave his eyes.

Blackness surrounded me, night making the sea as dark as my thoughts. I pushed myself forward through the water with slow sweeps of my tail, empty now of all the happiness that had so recently flooded through me.

My mate … Fear of what might have been roiled through me and my shame was bile in my throat. Callum was my mate and I’d hurt him. I’d almost killed him and—like everything else. I’d almost broken him like I did everything else.

I would never let myself forget what I had done to him, could never let myself repeat it. I didn’t deserve the chance he had given me, but I would greedily take it. He hadn’t pushed me away, and I’d do everything to earn his trust, to show him that it hadn’t been a mistake. We were meant to be together, and I wanted to kiss him again and again. I wanted to hold him and love him and stand beside him, and I wanted him to want to do the same.

Callum was my mate. He was my life, and I would die before I failed him again.

That vow filled me with energy and a surge of fresh purpose drove the dark thoughts from my mind. I had to focus on the future, on the bright and perfect days that Callum and I would have once we were finally together.

A future that I wouldn’t ever have if I let some vicious little slut take what was mine.

My hair streamed behind me as I powered forward, cutting through the sea towards the lights at the end of the harbor. I was exhausted, worn thin from long, sleepless hours of constant, all-consuming anxiety. It had taken me all day to muster the courage to even come close to Callum’s cottage, and slick as an eel, this woman had wiggled through the cracks of my attention and into his life.

But I was sharkin, I knew how to yank an eel from its hole.

I poked my head up above the waves when I reached the edge of the docks. Night had fallen some time before and since there was no ship in from the mainland, the area was dark and quiet. I drifted silently between shallow-hulled fishing skiffs, coming closer to shore, my eyes scanning the nearest buildings until they settled on a large, two-storey house.

This was where my Callum had spent his first night on Strom.

I’d watched him knock on the door, though the swarm of activity crawling over the docked Cantebarney had kept me far enough away that I hadn’t been able to see him enter. That same door was closed now and the windows were tightly shuttered. Firelight spilled out from between a few of the cracks, telling me that someone was still awake inside.

Was it her? I didn’t know. I suspected that this was where that slimy little eel had made her den.

Hours passed as I kept watch on that large, two-storey house. No one left or entered; people walked by on the street outside, but never lingered. There was noise in the nearby tavern, but it was fading by the time the fire in the house was finally put out.

Then, when the darkness was deep and still, I pulled myself from the sea.

Though my beach was close to Wick, I avoided the town as much as I could. This wasn’t universal; many of my kind, my mother included, loved spending time in cities and even made their homes there. I didn’t know how, though. Humanity, especially when piled atop one another like this, reeked. Smoke, waste, and filth stained every stone, and what garbage wasn’t thrown into the harbor was piled next to houses and on street corners. It was disgusting and the filmy harbor water clung to my skin and hair, impossible to simply wipe away. The cobblestones, too, were hard against the underside of my tail. My hide was thick, but I’d be a mass of bruises if I stayed here too long.

Yet, these were all burdens worth bearing for my Callum and our future.

I stopped when I came to the door of the house, putting my ear to the wood and listening for any sounds of life. When I heard none, I tested the handle, hissing in annoyance when I found that it was locked.

Despite what my mate might think if he were to see me here, I had no intention of actually breaking the promise I’d made to him. No, I wasn’t here to actually hurt this stupid slut, even if she deserved to have her fucking head ripped off for rubbing her stinking sex all over—

I forced myself to let out a long breath, and then another, my body relaxing as I continued to breathe.

“Control, Rhenna,” I spoke softly to myself, my eyes drifting over to the nearest window. “You’re just here to find her.”

Yes, that was it, I told myself again as I checked to see if I could push through the shutters. I didn’t want to actually hurt her, just find where she lived and see who she was and what she was like, and maybe have a nice, calm conversation about what it meant to bring food to another woman’s man.

With his perfect face, body, hair, and smell, Callum would naturally draw the eye of every woman around. It wasn’t his fault, but he was mine, and I’d been so blinded by that singular certainty that I’d grown lax in keeping him safe from their wicked claws.

That was going to change.

I worked my way around the whole of the house, checking every window and even the door out around back. My frustration rose as I found them all to be locked.

Searching for her scent out here did nothing; I didn’t know it well and had a hard time picking up much of anything through the surrounding stink of the harbor and humanity. No. To find out if this slut really lived here, I needed to get inside.

Back at the front of the house, I coiled my tail beneath me and settled onto it. I had to think. This slimy little eel wouldn’t be the only one to try and wiggle her way past me, and while I’d love nothing more than to kill every woman who so much as looked at my Callum, I knew he’d never stand for it. To keep him safe from them, I had to be around him and that was easiest when he was at home. If I could keep him there, then I wouldn’t be worried.

What was there for him in Wick, anyway? It was dirty and cold, and I could bring him all the food he needed from the sea. There wasn’t actually any reason for him to even leave the cottage that would soon be ours.

Except, to make it perfect and warm and cozy, he needed wood.

I chewed on my lip, irritated. Callum needed lumber, but there weren’t any trees around to cut and he didn’t have the coin to buy it from the mainland. I’d been turning the problem over in the back of my mind and had discarded a dozen possible solutions already.

Murdering a family of timber owners, robbing a few fishermen of their coin, or extorting a merchant might be simple, but again, my mate was difficult. No, I needed something neater, and other than finding my quarry, I’d hoped to find something in Wick.

Inspiration, an idea, or a pile of unguarded planks, I’d take anything.

I blew a loud breath out from between my lips, wondering what I should do next. I’d planned on wandering around Wick after finding my eel’s lair, but I didn’t think that’d be possible now. As much as the wood would make Callum happy, I had to first focus on his safety and—

A door slammed open.

I whipped my head around to where light was now spilling out of the tavern. It was on the other side of the docks from where I waited, though close enough that I could clearly see the pair of men stumbling out and hear their words.

“I’ll kill him!” one shouted, his voice slurred with drink. “I’ll kill ’im and that fuckin’ bitch!”

“Ian,” the second said, holding him up. “None o’ that now.”

“Rob. He said—Erik! Ya know what he said ’bout Rob?”

“I do, aye.”

“I’ll kill ’im!”

“You’re drunk. Let’s get you home, brother. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

I slithered back towards the sea when they started stumbling my way, staying out of sight. This outing had been a failure, and I was about to slip back into the water when the drunk one said something that brought me up short.

“Captain fucking Callum. That cowardly bastard and fuck—Rob. I’ll fucking kill ’im. I swear to God he dies.”

Callum? My Callum?!

My breath hissed through bared teeth and it was only the promise I’d made him that kept me from lunging forward and tearing the throats out of these two fools. Instead, I twisted myself into a shadowy corner to watch them approach.

“Callum’s a good man, Ian,” the sober one said. “He’s tryin’ to look out for ya and I am too.”

“Coward, yer a fucking coward. There ain’t one man left in Wick.”

“Ian …”

My mate was a good man and I silently commended this Erik for having noticed. He, I might let live. The drunk, however, would die. I’d kill him. I’d tear him apart. I’d rip him into little pieces and feed him to the vilest creatures of the deep for his words and for daring to even think about taking from me.

Ian, his name was, and as the two men stumbled closer, I was surprised to find that I recognized him. He was a big man with a wild beard. I’d seen him lurking around the edge of my beach a few times, and I’d watched him and Callum leave town together after my mate spent that night here.

“The mayor!” he shouted, teetering to a stop before the house I’d been watching. “Alvert! Alvert’ll know and help—or Lenore! Lenore’ll do it. She’s tough an’ no coward.”

“We’re going home, Ian.”

“Fuck you. Fuck you, you fuckin’—fuckin’ coward.”

I slipped back into the streets, stalking Erik as he hauled his brother through the dark town. It wasn’t long before they came to a small, single-storey house. Pushing the unlocked door open with his hip, Erik dragged the other man inside.

I settled in to watch from the darkness across the street.

A few minutes later, the sober man came out alone. He shut the door behind him and let out a long, long breath before turning to walk away. I let a few more minutes pass, making sure that he was well and truly gone before I rippled towards the door.

An eel and a brute. If I couldn’t talk to one, then I’d settle for the other.

Snores and the fetid reek of unwashed male greeted me as I pushed my way inside. Like Callum’s cottage, the interior was a single open space and—gah!—it was filthy in here. Garbage squished beneath my tail as I wove through the scattered furniture, pausing only to light the single candle and grab the jug of water I found waiting atop a wobbly table.

I might not need the soft, orange glow to see, but I wanted him to.

The drunk was passed out, sprawled over the bed like so much discarded offal. Setting the candle carefully down on a crooked shelf, I took a moment to properly position myself before dumping the cold water onto his face.

He bolted upright, coughing and sputtering. His drink-hazed eyes rolled every which way, and his slurred shout of surprise tightened into a squeak when he finally caught sight of me.

“Hello, Ian,” I said, showing him every one of my teeth. “You’ve made me quite angry, you know?”

“You,” he stammered, features bulging like some hairy, oversized pufferfish. “You—”

“Me.” I set the empty jug beside the candle and pushed myself high atop my tail. “And I’m here to talk about—”

He lunged at me, or perhaps he was trying to get away. Either way, I was ready for him. I caught him by the throat and slammed him back into his bed with a loud splintering crack of wood.

“See!? This is why I’m so mad!” I pressed my weight onto him, squeezing my fingers around his neck. “I made a promise that I wouldn’t kill any of you, but it’s so hard! You’re all so—” He flailed with his fists and feet, bucking and clawing at me. “You and that disgusting, slimy, stinking little slut! Everything would be so much easier if you both just died!”

He was making choking sounds now and his face was bright red. His struggles grew more frantic, and while Ian might be big and strong, he was only human. I could choke the life from him right here and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

“But that would disappoint my Callum.” I let out a breath and loosened my grip on him enough so that he could start sucking in air. “I only just got back into his good graces and I’m not going to throw that away now. So, we’re going to talk. Well, no, I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen really carefully when I explain to you exactly how stupid it is to threaten what’s mine.” A flex of my tail had me leaning directly over him. I let my fury burn behind my eyes and stretch my grin. “Do you understand?”

“Monster,” he slurred. “Yer—monster.”

“Monster? You threaten my mate, the most amazing and wonderful man in the world, and I’m the monster? Oh, no, you drooling, sand-brained, fool.” I released his throat to tap him on the cheek, hard. “I’m the most reasonable woman you’ll ever meet.”

“Yer a—” My hand flashed back to grip his neck and I squeezed so that he choked on his words.

“Oh, Ian,” I softly said. “This isn’t how this works. I’m the one talking now, remember?”

He nodded frantically, eyes rolling from my face to where the finned tip of my tail was sweeping back and forth. I kept my hold on him for a few moments longer before loosening my fingers.

“Good. I hope you listen to me now because you have no idea how lucky you are. If I were any one of my sisters or my mother.” I shook my head. “Even Evlyn from the other side of the island wouldn’t let any sort of promise keep her from ripping out your guts and—”

I snapped my mouth shut as an idea, bright and fully formed, popped into my mind. My excitement grew as I turned it over and examined it from every side. It was perfect.

Ian flinched as I suddenly began to laugh.

It was perfect! Releasing the drunk, I forgot about him as soon as I turned away to hurry out of his disgusting hovel. I had a brilliant idea, and Callum would love it, and he’d love me, and I had to go tell him!

Not long after diving back into the harbor, I was emerging onto my beach and cutting through the sand up towards his cottage. His door was locked, but I pounded on it until he got up with an impatient, “What!?”

“Callum, let me in!” I grinned into the darkness, bouncing atop my tail. “I know where to get the wood!”


Chapter Sixteen
Lenore


Lenore was a heavy sleeper. Her bedchamber was far from the front door, but still, the hammering was so loud that even she couldn’t maintain her slumber.

What was going on?

The stone was cold beneath her feet as she slipped out of bed. Dawn had not yet brightened the sky and it took her more than a few minutes to feel around her room and get a candle lit. Once that was done, she pulled on a thick robe and took a few moments to scrape her hair into something approaching respectability.

Padding out into the hallway, Lenore could hear her father speaking. There was no screaming, so it likely wasn’t a death or a fire. There wasn’t any sort of urgency in his voice, which made her irritation spike. She was not naturally a morning person and God help this midnight caller if this turned out to be a waste of time.

When she reached the top of the stairs, it was to find a wet, agitated, and obviously drunk Ian at their door.

“It was there, Alvert,” he slurred. “Right ’n me house, the bitch—I tried, I tried to kill her.”

“You’re telling me that the sharkin come into your house.” The disbelief in her father’s voice was a match for her own raised eyebrow. “Because she wanted to talk to you?”

“Aye. I was sleeping an’—” He swayed and the ramling reached out to steady him. “Bam! Wakes me up an’ yanks me by the neck and says she wants to kill me, but cannea do it else the captain’ll be sad. The captain, he—”

“The captain? Ian, do you mean Captain Callum?”

“Yes!” Ian shouted, causing both Lenore and her father to start. “Callum, that fuckin —he’s protecting her!”

“Son.” Her father’s voice was gentle. “How much have you had to drink tonight?”

Ian rather clumsily shoved him away. “Ain’t got nothing to do with it! The bitch—Rob —the monster was ’n me house and Callum’s helping it!”

“Son,” Alvert started again, but Lenore decided that it was past time she intervened. Coming down the stairs, she spoke over the old ramling.

“Father, why don’t you bring Ian over to one of the guestrooms and I’ll prepare a bit of tea?”

“Lenore!” Ian’s bleary eyes focused on her. “The shark—the sharkin was ’n me house and Callum—I told you! ’Member, I told you he was no good!”

“Indeed, you did.” Lord in heaven, he reeked of booze. “Now, why don’t you come in and tell us more about it?”

“The monster—! We have to wake the town!”

“What we need is for you to come inside,” she said firmly. “Go upstairs with my father and once you’ve had a rest and a bit of tea, you’ll be able to tell us all about what happened.”

“Aye, come inside, son.” Alvert swung his arm around the other man’s shoulders. “Up we go now, a spot o’ tea will clear everything up.”

Ian blinked a few times before allowing himself to be led away. He started off on another stream of babble while Lenore turned towards the kitchen. Once there, she let her annoyance out in a loud huff.

The damned fool.

He’d been sour ever since his confrontation with the captain on that past afternoon. She’d tried her best to talk him down on their way back to town, but small men like Ian held their pride close.

They had nothing else, after all.

If she hadn’t stepped in, he’d have attacked the captain and gotten himself killed. Or, worse, he might have actually beaten him.

Lenore lit the kitchen hearth and had a kettle warming over it soon after. God, she was sick of this island. This small place filled with small people, she’d existed here her entire life and had long since stopped trying to find a place for her to fit in. Lenore was a flower in a field of stones. She didn’t belong here and neither did the hero of Gadir.

He was just too stubborn to see it.

But he would. When he was hers … Lenore smirked, remembering her own daring in the midst of her little visit. That blue dress she’d worn was one that she’d altered herself and the sheer amount of skin it left exposed was beyond scandalous. Had the gesture been too direct? She didn’t think so. Subtlety, she found, was often lost on men. Even with the great ones, it was better to hit them over the head with things to be sure they properly understood.

And, God, what a thrill it had been to remove her shawl. To be alone with the man as well and to have bent at the waist to—. Heat crawled up the back of Lenore’s neck.

Oh, yes, this time he’d certainly noticed her breasts.

The pot began to boil and Lenore set about preparing the rest of the tea. Her thoughts returned to Ian. She wasn’t about to let the stupid oaf ruin everything with his drunken ravings. The sharkin in his house? Callum becoming involved with the monster? Ridiculous. Ian had probably just fallen into the harbor.

It wouldn’t be the first time.

Still, the hero of Gadir’s reputation must remain spotless in order for them to make the best possible entrance into the capital’s society. Wealth, influence, the glittering streets—Lenore would be damned if she let Ian, or anyone else, ruin her one chance at the life she deserved.

With a ready tray of tea, Lenore headed back upstairs. She would ensure that Ian kept his mouth shut and if she learned that the sharkin really was involved …

Well, Lenore would find a way to deal with her as well.


Chapter Seventeen
Callum


“Absolutely not,” I glared at Rhenna. “I am not going to go kill the island’s other sharkin.”

It was the morning after we had talked and mere hours after she had woken me up in the middle of the damned night by pounding on my door and shouting about timber. I’d shooed her away since, after everything, I didn’t want her hanging around while I tried to fall asleep.

Rhenna had returned with the rising sun, however, bearing a pair of fish that I was even now cooking for breakfast.

“I told you that I’d help you fight her. We could go over there today and you’d have all the wood you could possibly need before noon!”

“You helping me is a large part of my concern.”

“What?” She wove through the room until she came within an arm’s length of where I stood by the hearth. “Why?”

My glare deepened into a scowl and I shifted back. One hand found the hilt of my cutlass. “Don’t stand so close.”

She met my gaze with a look of studied innocence, though there was a twinkle within her eyes. The orange glow of the cook fire played on her pale cheeks and the oceanic sweep of her long ears, both of which poked out over the collar of my coat that she’d once more managed to wiggle into. She had the too-big garment wrapped tightly around herself, the blue and gold fabric already soaking up the seawater dripping from her lustrous wave of obsidian hair.

“You’re by the fire,” she said, holding out her webbed fingers. “You know that I like to be warm.”

“And you know that I don’t trust you. Go back to the table.”

A teasing smile curled her lips, and, this close, I could smell the salt and sun-warmed sand scent of her. “Why, Callum, are you afraid I’ll use you for warmth too?”

“Back to the kitchen table, Rhenna. Or I’ll consider our deal broken.”

She wore her emotions openly and I saw very clearly when her happiness melted into dejection. Blinking rapidly, she ducked her head and I had to clamp down on a ridiculous surge of guilt as she turned to make her way back to the table.

I let out a breath and reached down to turn the fish sizzling in the cast-iron pan.

Everything would be so much easier if I just threw her out of my cottage and out of my life altogether. That’s what a smart man would do. I wouldn’t have to worry, wouldn’t have to watch and wonder if she was once again about to lose control. It had barely been two days since she’d dragged me into the sea and though she said she had a handle on this … urge of hers, there was still so much I didn’t understand.

It didn’t matter how sad she looked, I reminded myself, or how much I suddenly missed her smile. This was for my own protection and it didn’t make any god-damned sense to feel bad for worrying about it.

I had to keep myself safe. I had to throw her out of my life and stop thinking about the soft press of her lips.

God help me.

“I won’t hurt you again,” Rhenna said. “I won’t, Callum.”

I shook my head, not looking up from the cooking fish. “You told me that this red urge thing was already close to being overwhelming. What happens the next time I cut myself? Or if I get wounded fighting this sharkin? Do you really think that you keep yourself from turning back into that dead-eyed thing?”

I felt her flinch without glancing her way. The words were harsh, but so was the thing she’d done to me. I didn’t take them back as silence spread between us and, judging the fish ready, I plucked them from the pan and onto a ready plate.

Rhenna was seated at the table, her finned tail folded uncomfortably beneath one of my chairs. She watched me approach, her expression colored by too many emotions for me to even begin to understand.

Finally, when I set the plate down in the center and settled into my own seat across from her, she spoke.

“That’s a … fair question. But the red-wave isn’t me and I’d rather cut off my own tail than ever let it swallow me again. I’m fighting and, honestly, it’s been getting easier. Not much easier,” she hurriedly added after my disbelieving snort. “Barely any easier, in fact, but it’s there. It’s like I’m getting used to it the more time that I spend with you.”

“Is that normal?”

“I’m not sure,” she sighed, seeming to sink deeper into my too-big coat. “Most sharkin don’t bother fighting the wave and none of the males they take survive.”

“Do you know any who have?” I asked. “Do you know any sharkin who’ve lived with a man without killing him, I mean?”

Rhenna answered at once, straightening. “My grandmother. She died not long after I was born, so I never really met her, but I’ve heard a lot of stories about her and the man—” A flush bloomed beneath her cheeks and she flicked her eyes to the side. “She had a mate and they lived together for a long time and I … I always thought that sounded nice.”

I grunted, folded my arms, and chewed on my thoughts for a moment. “‘Mate,’ you’ve called me that before.”

She ducked her head, tucking a lock of hair behind one ear. “I have.”

“Is that what I am to you?”

She nodded.

“Well, what is it? I’m guessing that it has something to do with resisting the red-wave but beyond that, I have no idea.”

Rhenna shook her head, still not looking up. “No, they’re separate instincts, though they come from the same place. The mate-bond is a lot rarer, though, and its …” She lifted her gaze and I could see a sudden intensity smoldering in the abyssal blackness of her eyes. “It’s so much more, Callum. It’s so, so much more.”

This time, I was the one who looked away. I tried to ignore the quickening of my heart and hoped to mask my discomfort by reaching for one of the now sufficiently cooled fish. I swallowed my first bite before speaking again.

“Your mother didn’t have a mate?”

Rhenna scoffed. “Jane would be the last woman to ever bother with that. The only reason she told me so much of my grandmother was to warn me about how stupid it was to follow that path.”

Her mother, a sharkin pirate named Jane. I frowned as the thought tickled something within me, but I quickly pushed it aside. Letting out a long breath, I instead voiced one of my earlier thoughts. “My life would be so much easier if I just threw you out of it.”

“Are you going to?”

I glared at her before tilting my head towards the other fish. “Eat your breakfast.”

Rhenna beamed at me, an expression of such open, honest joy that I suddenly had a hard time swallowing. Heat crawled up my neck as I watched her pull the plate towards her, and my stomach buzzed with the happy little hum that came along with her first bite.

God help me, how could a woman look this beautiful eating a damned fish?

“Anyway,” the sharkin continued, oil making her lips shiny. “I really do think that I’m starting to get used to the red-wave. I can still smell the naked blood from your shoulder, but I think it’s hitting me a bit less hard because we spent so much time together yesterday. There wasn’t any sort of long separation for me to really miss you.”

Miss me? I was about to ask what exactly she meant by that when my mind latched onto something else that she’d said.

“We didn’t spend that much time together yesterday. We spoke in the evening and you came back in the middle of the night, sure, but we were apart the rest of the time.”

Rhenna had both elbows on the table and held her fish between both sets of webbed fingers. She eyed me above the line of silvery scales, not looking away as she took a bite, swallowed, and then spoke. “Well. I slept outside your cottage last night. So, I could still smell you.”

“What!? Rhenna, that’s—”

“The least I could do! I won’t hurt that basket-bringing slut, but you’re mine, Callum. I’m not giving that little eel the chance to slip into your bed while my back is turned.”

As with the night before, I felt the same thrill course through me at hearing those words. Her jealousy, possessiveness, and whatever spending the night sleeping outside my fucking house might be called were certainly far beyond what could ever be considered reasonable. Yet, I couldn’t deny the excited beat of my heart, even as I struggled to keep it from showing on my face.

My amusement, though, tugged at one bearded corner of my lips. “Eel?”

“Yes,” Rhenna hissed. “They’re slippery, slimy, and they’re gross and disgusting and always trying to wriggle into places they don’t belong.”

There was no way that any of this could end well.

“I’m my own man, Rhenna,” I said. “And, in any case, you shouldn’t be sleeping outside.”

“Oh?” She cocked her head to the side, offering me a coquettish little smile. “Are you inviting me to spend the night in here?”

“What? No! I’m saying that you’re the only one who would come here in the middle of the damned night. You can sleep somewhere else.”

The sharkin shook her head. “Not until I’m sure that you’re safe.”

I tried a different tack. “But doesn’t it hurt to sleep on the ground like that? It can’t be comfortable.”

“It’s not,” she acknowledged, “but neither is this chair. We’ll need to make a proper thing for me to lounge on as soon as we get enough wood.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Will we?”

“You let me back your life, Callum, and I plan on staying in it. Besides,” she grinned, “you’ll have a ton of wood available once we go and kill Evlyn.”

I settled back in my seat, tossing the remains of my breakfast back onto my plate. “Is that the name of the other sharkin?”

Rhenna nodded. “She’s a grouchy old bitch with territory in the north-eastern part of the island. I visited her once and there’s this massive warship washed up on the shore that would be perfect for us! All that wood is just sitting there, along with a bunch of extra stuff like canons, ropes, and canvas. Evlyn lives in it, but as soon as we kill her, all that stuff will be ours.”

“And you’d really kill another of your kind to get it?”

Rhenna frowned, tossing her own finished breakfast down. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“You’re both sharkin.”

“So?”

“So, doesn’t mean that you stick together?”

Rhenna gave me an incredulous look. “Does being human stop you from killing another one?”

“No,” I said, slowly. “But—never mind, I see your point. Still, I’m not risking it.”

“You might not have a choice.”

“We’ll see,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “Now, you can stay here if you want, but it’s raining and I need my coat before I get going.”

Rhenna pushed herself up as well. “You’re leaving? Where?”

“There are a few more landowners that I can talk to who might have timber to sell. I’m going to head over to one now.”

“Then, I can keep the coat for a little longer,” she said, shaking the sleeves down past her fingers. “I’m coming with you.”

“Absolutely not!”
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Rhenna ended up coming with me, though I did manage to get my coat back. It was a small victory, one that had more to do with the fact that the sharkin needed to swim rather than anything I said or threatened.

Still, a victory was a victory.

“Callum,” she said. “You have to take off that hat.”

“Can’t,” I grunted, my back stretching as I pulled back on the oars of my little rowboat. “Without it, I’d constantly be wiping water from my eyes.”

The rain had only worsened in the two hours it had been since we’d set out from my cottage. It fell in heavy, gray sheets and had soaked me through within minutes. I wasn’t cold, thanks to the exertion and thick wool of my coat. My tricorn hat, too, was well made, and its sculpted brim kept the worst of the rain from my face.

Rhenna’s obsidian hair was plastered to her head and she was hanging off the back of my boat. Her tail swept through the gray waters of the North Sea with slow, powerful strokes, pushing us forward even while I continued to row. Like this, we were able to travel quite quickly, and the two of us had fallen into an efficient rhythm.

One which had been blessedly silent until about a minute ago.

“I get that it’s practical. But it just looks so stupid.”

“Believe me, I know.”

“You’ll have to take it off before talking to the McGavins. No way they’ll take you seriously with that on.”

“You’d be surprised,” I told her, hauling back on the oars. “It’s part of the uniform. People expect to see it.”

“Humans.” The sharkin gave an exasperated shake of her head before perking up. “Oh! Here’s our beach.”

I craned my neck around, squinting over my upturned collar and into the downpour. “Are you sure?”

“Mhm,” Rhenna said, flexing her finned tail to steer us back towards shore. “I’ve been all over this part of the coast and I know it well. There’s a little rise past this beach and the McGavins’s farm is just on the other side. The trees are there too.”

“What sort of timber is it?” I dipped my oars back into the sea. “Did it look good?”

“How should I know?”

I gave Rhenna a flat look, causing her to roll her eyes. “There aren’t any trees in the ocean, Callum. Also, that look isn’t nearly as cute with that dumb hat perched on your head.”

I scowled, hoping she wouldn’t see the embarrassed heat crawling up my neck. A flush that grew deeper when, with something alarmingly close to a squeak, Rhenna said. “Eek! Never mind, I take it back!”

Luckily, the prow ground into the sandy shore not long after, and I could push whatever that had been from my mind while I stepped out. I yanked my boat higher up the beach while the sharkin came out of the sea, her white and ocean-blue tail carving an undulating furrow through the wet sand.

“Didn’t I tell you this would be faster?” Rhenna grinned, sweeping back a few sodden locks of her midnight hair. “You’d have another hour of walking left if you’d gone without me.”

It was almost strange to see her without my coat now. Rain drummed on her bare shoulders, streaming down the pale, tightly bound swell of her chest and over the ripples of her naked stomach. It soaked her every sinuous curve and made her skirt cling to her hips and tail tightly enough for me to see the outline of the under-wrap she wore around her—

I blinked, coughed, and abruptly turned away. “Aye, we got here fast.”

“See?” Rhenna slithered up beside me even as I tried, in vain, to keep my cheeks from burning. “Good things happen when you keep me around.”

“There’s been a lot more bad than good.”

I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. They were so unnecessary, needlessly harsh after the conversation we’d had in my cottage that morning. I hated cruelty and petty meanness, and the sharkin had done nothing in the immediate past to earn my scorn.

I’d simply been embarrassed and it wasn’t right to take that out on her.

“Rhenna,” I said, letting out a breath. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

“It was,” she said, in a tone that was as sad as her smile. “I know that what I broke will take a long time to fix.”

I turned to face her properly. “Still, it was mean. I’m sorry.”

“Well, make it up to me by getting us the wood we need.” Then, moving slowly, watching for any sign of my objection, she drifted a half-pace closer and reached for my coat. I let her pluck at it with her webbed fingers, shifting my shoulders as she adjusted the way it hung on my frame. “I can’t wait for that cottage to become the home it’s meant to be. Somewhere safe and warm where we can just be.”

“We?” I asked, an echo of that morning’s earlier concern.

“Mhm.” Rhenna’s eyes were just below mine, close enough now that simply leaning forward would press my body into hers. While her gaze was on my coat, mine never left the soft shape of her lips. “I told you that getting rid of me now won’t be so easy. Be as mean as you want and when you trust me, Callum, you’ll see that there’s nothing in this world that I wouldn’t do for you.” Her lips curled ever slightly upward just as she reached up to adjust my tricorn. “Even when you’re wearing this stupid hat.”

I huffed out a laugh, a sudden warmth curling through me. The feeling didn’t fade as I took a very deliberate step back from the beautiful sharkin. Perhaps it was because her smile was wider than it had been. The sadness was gone now, replaced by twin spots of heat beneath her pale cheeks and a slight crinkling of her dark eyes.

That had to be it, I thought, heart thumping as she bit down on her bottom lip. I just didn’t like causing other people pain.

“You’ll stay here, then?” I asked, then coughed before hurriedly adding, “You don’t have to, I—”

That was all I got out before I was interrupted by Rhenna’s loud gasp. She clapped a hand to her mouth a moment later, and though her eyes went wide, it didn’t stop the rest of her from … wiggling?

“You want me to stay and wait for you? Really?”

I flushed, deeper than before, and scratched at my bearded cheek. “Only if you want to. I don’t know how long I’ll be and if you’d rather—”

“Yes!” she almost shrieked, her cheeks stained a happy pink. “Yes, I’m staying! I’ll wait here and then we can go back together, or maybe somewhere else after. There are more patches of trees and—oh!”

I stiffened as she rushed back towards me, though all she did was start fussing with my coat again. The finned tip of her tail flicked back and forth while words continued to stream from between her lips.

“Take all the time you need, okay? Don’t worry about me at all. I want you to focus on talking and getting everything we need from these guys. That’s the most important thing. I’ll be here and —eek! Sorry, ahem, yes, I’ll be here waiting and we’ll leave as soon as you’re ready, but not a minute before that. And then, when you—”

“Okay,” I interrupted firmly, forestalling any further fussing by taking another deliberate step back. “I need to go, Rhenna.”

She clapped excitedly. “And I’ll wait here!”

I nodded and turned to start up the beach, still warm despite the driving rain. I looked back once I reached the top of the little rise, just able to spot the shape of Rhenna through the gray curtain of falling water. She could obviously see me as well, because she lifted her arm and waved, a wide, exaggerated gesture that brought a smile to my lips.

God help me.


Chapter Eighteen
Callum


I didn’t make any headway with the McGavins or the other three men I spoke with on the following days. One was nicer than the others and had actually been willing to sell at prices I could afford. The quality of the timber, though … It was frustrating.

I wanted whatever I built to last beyond my lifetime. I needed hardwoods, oaks or maples, straight trunks that I could carve into planks and sturdy beams, not scraggily alder, willow, hazel, or the odd twisted pine.

I was rapidly running out of options.

“Callum!” Rhenna called. “Are you almost done? Dinner’s ready.”

“Give me a few minutes!”

“Are you in the garden?”

“Aye!”

I was kneeling on the edge of my little vegetable patch, tugging weeds out from between the rows of potatoes, turnips, and carrots that I’d managed to plant within the rocky soil. Some were already beginning to sprout and, after a life at sea, it felt absurdly good to be actually growing my own food. I was planning to buy a couple of sheep from my neighbor when I was more settled, and I’d also love to get my hands on a few chickens.

“You’re like a little grub.” There was a rolling crunch of dirt as Rhenna came up behind me. I didn’t immediately glance her way, though I did stiffen slightly when I felt her hand fall to my shoulder. “Do you really enjoy playing in the dirt that much?”

Solitude was also something that I hadn’t had much success with over the intervening days. I’d come all the way to Strom to find it, to live a quiet life far from the weight of the attention and expectations that my time in the war had cursed me with. Company frustrated me; people grated on my nerves, and upon our return from the McGavins, Rhenna had done all but move in with me.

Her presence was a near-constant thing now. She was there when I woke and she went to sleep right outside. She refused to leave me alone for more than what was strictly necessary. Our days were spent working in close proximity and she’d followed me to both of my other meetings. We ate every meal together and she’d all but taken over my kitchen by insisting that it was vitally important for her to prepare each and every thing I ate.

Apparently, doing so would help keep me from accepting any more baskets from wandering sluts.

In any case, this whole thing was overwhelming, completely excessive, and the furthest thing from normal. Rhenna was the stray cat let in through the front door. She never left; she was always touching me, took my things, was jealous of my time, had some very strong opinions that she was unafraid of sharing, and was as stubborn as a cliff face.

Having her here should be unbearable. Much to my surprise, it was the furthest thing from.

The sharkin was competent, strong, and always willing to help. Her intelligence and teasing humor made time flow by quicker, a trick that continued even during the hours we could spend without speaking. When she was near, my smile was too, and the unashamed way with which she reveled in her every emotion made the world around me rich and bright.

Rhenna just fit here, with me. Like there’d been a hole in my life that I’d only noticed because of how easily she’d slipped into it.

It felt good. God help me, it felt really good.

“This garden is important,” I said, settling back on my knees. “Winter isn’t too far away and I’m going to need all the food I can get.”

“I can get everything we need from the sea,” she answered. “It’s not like we’re far enough north for it to freeze over.”

I made a note of her use of “we,” along with the way her grip tightened on my shoulder and the sound of her tail curling possessively behind me. It was stupid not to challenge her on any of it, but I was far beyond making any sort of rational decisions when it came to Rhenna. Something about her and the thrill I felt whenever that intensity flickered through her dark eyes precluded it.

So, instead, I grunted and pushed myself to my feet. “Aye, well, I need vegetables.”

My use of the singular “I” was also deliberate, a fact that Rhenna acknowledged with an amused hum. When I turned around, it was to find that she was, of course, in my coat. Despite the rare heat of the sunny afternoon, she’d very literally swaddled herself in it and had even gone so far as to pop up the gold-trimmed collar. It trapped much of her long, obsidian hair and framed the flush coloring her smooth cheeks.

That red stain deepened when she took a sharp, sudden breath.

“Rhenna,” I said, frowning my concern. “Are you okay?”

“Aye, yes, it’s just—Callum.” Her hand, which had slid off my shoulder when I’d gotten to my feet, fluttered back through the space between us before settling on my forearm. “Your scent.”

“My scent—the red-wave?” My heart beat faster. “Is it rising?”

No matter how good it felt to have Rhenna around, I had yet to become fully comfortable. Though I now trusted her enough to tolerate, and even let myself enjoy, her frequent touches, I still kept a weapon hanging from my belt at all times. Today it was a knife, one of Rhenna’s and the one I’d nearly gutted her with. She’d swum down to retrieve it one morning and had pressed it into my hands with a deadly serious expression.

This would be better than my cutlass, she’d told me, if she ever got a hold of me again.

Because, despite everything that was growing between us, the red-wave was a dark, looming shadow. It was crazy to think that it hadn’t even been a week since she’d lost herself to it and almost killed me.

Along with giving me the best kiss of my life.

Even now, as my hand found the hilt of my knife and the rest of me stiffened into ready stillness, my gaze flicked down to her lips. They were full and red, parted now to let slip the swirl of her breath. Fool that I was, I dreamed of them still, and now that I needed my focus sharp, I found myself getting distracted by the memory of her body pressing itself—

A slow curl of her mouth snapped me back into the present. Rhenna was smiling and though her cheeks were even redder than before, she didn’t look to be on the edge of losing control.

“Rhenna?”

“Eek!—Ahem, sorry. No, it’s not the red-wave. You just—you smell good when you’re working like this. Really good, and—oh!” Light popped into her eyes and she perked all the way up. “Your coat! Put it on! You have to put it on.”

“What?” She was already yanking it off herself. “No, I’m not putting it on.”

“You have too!”

“No! It’s hot and I’m all sweaty and covered in dirt and dust.”

“Exactly!” Rhenna’s torso was bare beneath my coat, save for her customary crossed chest-wrap. A rippling flex of her stomach had her slithering around behind me. “That’s the smell I want.”

She lifted herself on her tail before draping the coat over my shoulders. It was warm, and I caught a whiff of sweat on sun-heated skin, sand, and the salty richness of the ocean’s depths before I shook it off. “I’m not getting my coat all dirty!”

“I’ll wash it!” She stalked forward as I took a step back. “Eventually.”

“No.”

“Please, Callum. Please! I’ve been wearing it too much lately and so you just need to wear it for a little bit so that it starts to really smell like you again and then I’ll take it back. It’ll help me get better used to your scent! I don’t want to lose control.”

I scowled. “Didn’t you just tell me that this wasn’t about the red-wave?”

“Yes, but—” Her face flickered through a hundred different emotions before settling on one of wide-eyed pleading. “Can you just wear it? Please?”

I glared at her for a few more moments before letting out a breath. “Fine.”

Rhenna squeaked and a happy wiggle rolled through her. She helped me into the coat with a few quick tugs of her webbed fingers. I sighed when she insisted on doing up every single one of the buttons, already uncomfortably hot in the heavy wool.

Watching the light dance in her black eyes, however, made it fairly easy to endure.

“Thank you!” She looped her arm through mine and hugged it to her. I became almost painfully aware of the soft press of her breasts. “Thank you! Thank you! This is perfect, Callum.”

“Happy to hear it,” I grumbled. “Dinners ready?”

“Yes! Sorry, you must be hungry. I just need to get something from the lighthouse first, so I’ll just—”

“Wait,” I said, holding on as she tried to bolt. “We’ll go together. I want to see what you’ve done in there.”

There was a section of the ruined lighthouse that was still somewhat sheltered by the roof above. I’d cleared it out for her after she’d spent a second night sleeping outside my door.

That had been … I wasn’t ready to have her inside, but neither could I just leave her sleeping on my stoop. The cold or rain might not particularly bother her, but the ground was rock and hard-packed earth. It was bruising, and I suspected that it hurt her to even spend most of a day up on her tail. Sharkin were made to be surrounded by buoyant water, not pressed down against the ground. Her underbelly was likely a mass of pain.

When she wasn’t hiding it, I could see how gingerly she moved. Her hide was suffering too. It was tough, but some patches now looked raw and cracked, almost as if so much time spent on land was drying it out.

Added to all that were the sleepless rings underneath her eyes, and though every single one of these problems was a result of her own damned choices, I couldn’t just do nothing. So, I’d cleared that space for her, dragged out the smaller of my two tables and strung up my old hammock for her to use. It wasn’t quite long enough for her, but she could sleep in it even if her tail hung off the side. I’d even picked a spot where a hole in the masonry let her see the front of my cottage.

Rhenna had screamed when she’d found me putting it up. Loudly.

And now, she was practically vibrating with excited energy and itching to tear off towards the lighthouse and hurt herself. I walked with her to slow her down. With her arm around mine, I was able to guide her around the rockiest patches of ground while she chatted on about everything she’d brought up from her skull-adorned cave.

By the time we made it back to the cottage, she was somewhat calm.

“Is that supper?” I asked, suddenly hit by a warm, rich aroma. “It smells amazing.”

“Fish stew,” the sharkin grinned. “With a few secret ingredients.”

I inhaled deeply. “Is that lemon?”

Rhenna hummed her confirmation. “I remember you telling me how much you liked it.”

“Aye, and I remember you telling me that you’d only share if I was nice enough. I guess I finally passed that threshold?”

Delight colored her cheeks. “Well, you are wearing that coat for me.”

“So, if I take it off …?”

“Don’t!” She laughed and the sound was like a curl of gentle warmth through my chest. “Well, actually, I do kind of miss it.”

“You’re not going to dump the stew out if I leave it on your chair?”

“Callum! It tastes way too good for that. Besides, it’s been a while since Jane sent me anything and I’m not wasting a single one of these lemons.” She gave me another grin and squeezed my arm. “Now, go sit down and prepare to have your brain melted. I’ll bring supper over.”

I chuckled, though the sound quickly faded into a thoughtful frown that followed Rhenna as she moved towards where a pot bubbled in the hearth.

Once more, that name niggled at me and I was still trying to place it when the sharkin reached up to tie back her obsidian hair. That exposed her naked back and I felt my thoughts dissolve into a heated haze as my eyes slid down the muscled curve of her body to settle on the tight swell of her hips. They rolled with every flex of her tail, her tied-on skirt leaving a slit of dark hide and pale flesh bare on one side. I watched the way that crimson cloth clung to the rounded shape of her rear, was mesmerized by the way it fluttered with every jerking sway of her hips.

Then, Rhenna bent at the waist to give the stew a quick stir and—God help me—her ass. I swear that I could see the exact curve of it, as if there was only skin beneath the thin, clinging layers of her skirt.

Thankfully, I managed to tear my eyes from her before she turned around. Slipping out of my coat, I draped it along the back of one of my three chairs before settling into another. The fourth, the one that Lenore had once sat in, was still banished to a faraway corner of the room.

Rhenna smiled as she set a bowl down before me, her cheeks pink and pleased. She wiggled back into my coat as I inhaled the steam drifting up from the pale stew.

“God, that smells good.”

“Mmm,” she said, dreamily sinking into my navy jacket. “I agree.”

My cheeks grew a bit hot. “Maybe I should’ve left it by the door.”

“But then you wouldn’t get to see me in it.” Her teasing smile disappeared as she tucked her face into the collar, though I could still see the twinkle in her dark eyes. “And I look so good in it, right?”

I didn’t answer, deciding, instead, to take in another breath of the still-steaming stew. My stomach let out an absolutely feral-sounding growl.

“Come on, eat.” Rhenna’s smile, wider this time, reappeared. “Or your stomach’ll eat you first.”

“Aye, I just want to savor it. It’s been a long time since I’ve smelled anything this good.”

“My, Callum,” she said, tucking a bit of hair behind the oceanic sweep of one ear. “You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

“The girl in question is magic in the kitchen. Seriously, where did you learn to cook like this?”

“A troll taught me.”

That answer was so far from what I’d been expecting that I could only blink. Rhenna laughed. “You don’t believe me?”

“Aye, I do. I just—a troll?”

“Oh, yes.” She rested her elbow on the table and cushioned her chin in the palm of her hand. “Shraga was the cook aboard my mother’s ship for a long time. She was a tough old hag but had a soft spot for curious little girls and I loved the kitchens. I used to spend all the time I could there.”

“It was warm,” I guessed.

She smiled. “And she told the best stories.”

“Really? I didn’t peg you for a lover of stories.”

“Who doesn’t love stories? They’re what give our mind the wings we need to soar away from what we know and dream of more. Stories shape our lives.”

I opened my mouth to object, but closed it as I found myself thinking back to one of the stories I’d heard as a lad. It was a popular one in my town, a legend about the lonely, rotting old manor that looked down from a nearby hill.

“Oh! That’s your thinking frown!” Rhenna exclaimed, leaning forward. “Are you remembering a story?”

“I don’t have a—” I coughed, making an effort to wipe away the scowl that had appeared on my face. “Never mind.”

“Gah! You are just the most—” She clicked her mouth shut, swallowing the rest of what she’d been about to say. “Sorry. What story were you thinking about?”

I lifted an amused eyebrow. She stuck out her tongue. I snorted and decided to answer.

“It was a legend from my childhood, one that was about the last keeper of this old manor not far from the town where I grew up. This man was the last son of some lord and came back to inherit it after a life spent serving the king. He found ghosts in the place, ones that he learned to tend and care for. That became his purpose and he loved it. For years, he stayed there and even though he grew poor enough to nearly starve and the building was falling down around him, he refused to leave. The town called him mad, a fool, and a hundred other things, but still, he stayed in the place that made him happy.”

“You loved that story.” She didn’t say it as a question.

“Aye,” I said, settling back in my chair. “And I’m only now realizing the parallels with my own life.”

“Stories shape us,” she said again. “Although I don’t think there are any ghosts around this old lighthouse.”

“No.” I flashed her a grin. “Only monsters.”

“My, my,” Rhenna purred. “You’re really laying the flattery on thick tonight.”

“I really like lemon.”

She laughed. “Eat, then. It’s going to get cold.”

“Aye, I will, but first you have to tell me what stories you liked.”

“Do I?”

“It’s only fair.”

“I suppose.” Rhenna’s dark eyes sparkled as she settled her chin back into her palm. “My favorite stories were always ones of love. Romance, tales of desire, and grand tales of star-crossed lovers; I couldn’t get enough of them.”

“That’s … not what I was expecting.”

Dark hair spilled past her arm as she cocked her head to the side. “Why ever not?”

“Sharkin aren’t exactly known for it.”

“Perhaps not, but we feel deeply, Callum. The bonds between a mother and her daughters, those between sisters and cousins and friends, they’re all powerful even if they’re quite different from what you know.”

“But romance,” I started.

“Is quite different, I’m aware.” She gave me an indulgent smile. “It does exist within my kind. My grandmother had her mate and it’s not uncommon for us to take one another as lovers.”

“Really? That’s …”

Well, the truth was that I wasn’t exactly sure what that was. The images that it conjured up in my mind, however, ones of Rhenna thoroughly tangled around another sinuously curved body, made heat creep up the back of my neck.

She, of course, noticed at once, and her smile curled into a wicked little thing. “Do you want to know if I’ve taken any lovers?”

I coughed before lying through my teeth. “No.”

She hummed her disappointment, though the teasing quirk never left her lips. “Anyway, romance has always fascinated me. The stories of my grandmother were incredible and those that Shraga told—well, I grew to adore them, but all the pinning and drama and resisting desire really frustrated me, at first.”

I smirked. Rhenna stuck her tongue out at me again.

“I can see what you’re thinking and I don’t care. If you need the other person and you love them and they’re meant for you, then you should just be able to take them. You’ll be happy, and they’ll be happy, and it shouldn’t have to be hard or complicated or messy.”

“Aye, well, real life is all of those things.”

“It’s frustrating.”

“It’s the way things are. Happiness, romance, those things can’t be forced.”

“I know,” Rhenna sighed. “And it’s been … hard to adjust my view.”

“Well,” I said, tipping my head towards her, “you’re doing better than you were.”

“That’s because of you, because you gave me another chance.” Her expression changed, and emotion, deep and heavy, suddenly thrummed through her voice. “Callum, what that meant to me … I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to balance those scales.”

I looked away and coughed to clear the lump now lodged in my throat. “It won’t take you the rest of your life, not if you keep following my rules and cooking meals like this.”

I was relieved when I flicked my gaze up to find a smile once more touching Rhenna’s face. “The food is easy, but the rules—aren’t there supposed to be no rules in love and war?”

“There certainly aren’t in war,” I agreed. “But love … Aye, for a love to last, there needs to be rules.”

Her tone dropped by a few degrees. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

I barked out a laugh. “I’m not, believe me. Life at sea is lonely. Love isn’t something I’ve ever experienced, merely thought about.”

She let out a mollified hum before tucking a loose lock of hair behind a sweeping ear. “I’m curious, though. What sort of love does a lonely navy captain dream about?”

“I’ll tell you one day. For now, I’m more interested in knowing what love is to a Tortusan pirate who adores romance stories.”

“That’s easy.” Rhenna’s dark, bottomless eyes snagged mine and I watched as she hugged herself within the folds of my coat. “Love is warm.”


Chapter Nineteen
Callum


The clouds overhead were dark and heavy with the rain that was sure to fall. It was a gray day, one that matched my mood as I made my way home along the promontory path.

I’d crossed the final name off the mayor’s list.

The man had been a ramling merchant who mainly sold wool but who also had plenty of contacts within the bigger mainland ports. He’d welcomed me into his small office, served me tea, and then proceeded to dash my hopes with a kind smile and a sad shake of his head.

I let out a long breath.

There were other options. I was due to have dinner with the mayor tomorrow, an invitation that I’d reluctantly agreed to after much putting off. He’d told me at the very beginning that there might be a few others I could talk to about my lumber problems. I could get a new list from him and try to run down whichever names were on it in the hopes that I’d find one who was willing to cut me a deal.

Or, I could go kill a sharkin.

For obvious reasons, I was wary of pursuing that option. Sharkin were notoriously difficult to kill and I’d seen too many sailors die in the attempt. Odds were I’d share that fate. Unfortunately, this was still likely my best option. Alvert had left these other names off his first list for a reason and I put my odds of success here at something approaching zero.

Then, of course, there was Rhenna.

Though I’d questioned and cursed myself a thousand different ways, there was no denying that my feelings for her were growing by the day. As potentially lethal as this relationship was already proving itself to be, I was falling for the beautiful sharkin. Her unnatural intensity, possessiveness, and violent jealousy; what was growing between us wasn’t anything like what I’d ever experienced before. It was far from normal and definitely wasn’t healthy.

But God help me if it wasn’t utterly intoxicating.

Apart from all that, however, I just felt better when she was around. There was this sort of … rightness that settled over me when I knew she was near. It was contentment and a sense of wholeness, tranquility even, as paradoxical as that sounds.

With Rhenna, I was finally starting to feel at peace.

I snorted at myself. At peace with a sharkin? One who’d already tried to kill me? I was a thrice-cursed fool. If my mother were still alive, I’d track her down and demand to know how many times she’d dropped me on the head as an infant because the number certainly wasn’t zero.

Nevertheless, it was true.

The more I got to know Rhenna, the more I saw in her someone who understood. She seemed to know something of what I was going through and why I was here. She didn’t care about the war or Gadir and had been the only person in the entire damned world who hadn’t questioned my decision to stay at this lighthouse or try and push me towards something “better.”

In her, I’d found someone I could simply be with. She fit, and now, whenever I imagined my future, it was filled with dark, twinkling eyes and a coat that I never wore again.

Now, if only I could trust her.

Cats would rain from the sky before Rhenna let me try and tackle this other sharkin on my own. Whatever I decided, we’d be fighting her together. I’d likely get wounded and if she caught another whiff of my naked blood …

I blew out another breath. It was a wonder that people retired at all with how complicated my retirement was proving to be.

The rain started to fall when I came within sight of my cottage. I picked up my pace, stretching my legs into a jog when the first few drops turned into a downpour.

“Callum!” I heard Rhenna’s voice when I reached my front door. “You’re back!”

Sheltered by the eaves, I squinted through the watery curtain to find her hurrying towards me from the lighthouse. There was some sort of bundle in her arms and though her black hair was tied back, those few locks she typically kept loose were plastered to the side of her face by the time she reached me.

“Let’s go inside!” I opened the door. “Do you have anything you need to bring in from the lighthouse?”

“Just this!” She waved the bundle towards me, an eager grin tugging at her features. “It’s for you!”

I arched my eyebrow before leading her inside. It was dark and cold within my home and I moved directly to the hearth while Rhenna worked to light my pair of lanterns. She didn’t come inside when I wasn’t around, a courtesy which I appreciated all the more for not having had to ask for it.

“How did it go?” Rhenna set her bundle down on my table. “Any luck?”

“Not at all,” I sighed. “It was just another dead end.”

The sharkin made a sympathetic sound and I heard the rustle of what I thought was parchment. “Well, I’ve got some eggs from a few bird nests I raided. I can scramble them up with some bread and mango jam to make you feel better. I also have this, which I’m hoping you’ll like.”

“What is it?” I asked, feeding kindling into the single curl of flame.

“Come see! I’ve been working on it all day.”

“Aye, give me a minute.”

“I’ll give you two,” she said, coming to stand beside where I was crouched before the hearth. “But only if I can get that coat in exchange.”

I could hear the smile in her voice and, turning my head, I followed the coiling, curving length of her tail up past where her skirt clung to her hips and along the rain-soaked ripple of her stomach to where my gaze stopped, snagged while trying to slip over the swell of her breasts.

They were decadent, pale as the richest cream, and seemed about to spill out of the tight cross of her chest-wrap. I could see the bottom curve of each, along with much of the space between them. Gleaming with moisture and painted by firelight, they looked warm and absolutely delectable. I wanted to sink into them, to dive headfirst into their smothering softness and come out only when I needed air.

“Or …” Rhenna’s voice, low and throaty, is what finally dragged my eyes up to hers. They burned above cheeks stained red. “I can take something off, instead.”

I coughed, heat searing my neck, chest, face, and everything else. Pushing myself to my feet, I hurriedly said. “No, no, you don’t—sorry —ahem, here, take the coat.”

Her laugh was the gentle, distant hum of the sea. “Ah, how I’ve missed you today, my Callum.” A small shiver rolled through her when she slipped into my jacket and she hooked an arm through mine when I tried to step away. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

“Aye,” I said, relaxing as she hugged my arm to her chest. “Me too.”

“You missed me? Or you’re glad to be back?”

I let my silence answer for me as, together, we made our way towards the kitchen table. Upon it was a rectangle of parchment marked by careful strokes of charcoal. Those turned out to be a series of drawings done from different angles of the same two-storey house. I saw several windows cut out of the walls made of both stone and wood, along with a tall chimney and a heavy-looking front door. Several lines of notes and measurements were scrawled beside each, with the most concentrated around the large drawing in the center.

This was of the same house, seen from directly above. With the roof not shown, I could see the entirety of the second floor; the stairs leading up to it, the walls partitioning the different rooms, along with every door, window, and—

“Rhenna,” I said, finally realizing. “Are these building plans? For the cottage?”

“Mhm,” she confirmed, shifting her grip on my arm to point with her other hand. “This is the second floor. I included everything you told me about that day in the garden, before I—well, you remember.”

I grunted, giving the sharkin a sidelong glance. “I also remember not telling you much about what I wanted.”

“You told me plenty.” She tucked some of her midnight hair back behind the sweep of one ear before touching the page. “A warm place, somewhere safe and comfortable to live and sleep. Look, I have the main bedroom facing west towards the beach and sea, and the sunset. The main living space takes up the rest of the western side here and stretches across to the eastern wall with windows looking out onto both sides. We could cover the floor with woolen carpets and fill the space with chairs, long divans, and bookshelves. Extending the chimney will let us put a hearth up here as well and I put two smaller bedrooms across from the main one here on the eastern side.”

“And then this is the staircase,” I pointed, my heart going oddly fast. “But why do you have it curling like this? A straight flight would be easier to build and take up less space.”

“Sure, but this way, the steps can be made wider. It’s easier for my tail.”

“Ah, you’ll be coming upstairs a lot, then?”

“I will.” Rhenna shifted her grip on my arm once again, webbed hands holding it tighter. The finned tip of her tail flicked behind me, a possessive little curl that sent a thrill through me. I became intensely aware of her closeness, even through my heavy coat. Her scent and the feel of her body, warm and curving, so nearly pressed against mine. “If you want.”

“I see. What about here?” I tapped on the shape of the master bedroom. “Is there a reason you drew the bed so large?”

Her answer was a swirl of heated breath. “Mmm, there is.”

I swallowed. God help me, with how close we stood, I was sure that she could feel the hammering of my heart. Stealing a glance in her direction, I found her eyes already on me. They were deep and dark, ablaze with the all-consuming, never-ending flame of her desire.

“My Callum, shall I tell you what it is?”

The temptation was dark, dangerous, and nearly overwhelming. So much of me wanted to just throw myself into this and damn the consequences. It would be the greatest, most terrifying plunge of my life.

I yearned to, but I wasn’t ready.

“No.” My voice was firm despite my flushed cheeks. “Not yet.”

“Not yet.” She chewed on the words, considering them. I didn’t think she liked the taste, but even so, she swallowed them. “Very well, we can talk about it later. For now, though, what do you think? I also drew some of my ideas for the first floor down on the other side if you want to see.”

“I do, but, Rhenna, where did you learn to do this?”

She shrugged, her gaze searching. “I’ve always liked to draw and this—do you like them, Callum? My ideas and the plans? You didn’t say.”

“I think they’re incredible.” I smiled and it was my turn to squeeze her arm. “I have a few concerns, but this is exactly the sort of thing I was imagining. Thank you.”

A tremor rippled through her. “You’re happy, then? With me?”

I braced myself for what was coming. “Very happy.”

Even prepared, I still flinched when Rhenna squealed. “Eek! I’m so happy! I wanted to do this for you, but I wasn’t sure if you would like it, even though I thought it was good, and I’ve got so many more ideas to tell you! Like here, by the window we can—I’M SO HAPPY!”

“Aye, good.” I laughed through the sudden ringing in my ears. “And well, I got something for you, too.”

Rhenna went suddenly and completely still. “You did?”

I nodded. “Reach into the outside pocket of my coat there.”

She obeyed, her webbed fingers emerging wrapped around a large glass vial. There was a viscous sort of liquid within which she examined by lifting it to her eyes. “It’s … oil?”

“Fish oil, aye, for your tail.”

Rhenna’s eyes went absurdly wide. “For my tail?”

I jerked my head up and down again, wondering why in the hell sweat was starting to prickle my scalp. “Aye, I noticed that it was getting dry and cracked and—well, the merchant I went to see couldn’t get me any wood, but he did have a lot of this stuff. He mostly sells it as lubricant or lantern-fuel, but I’ve been told that it’s good for the skin, so I thought—”

“You thought of me.” Wonder thrummed through her tone. “You thought of me, and you got me a gift, and you’re the most amazing and incredible man, and I—” She hugged the vial to her chest, actual tears beginning to stream from her eyes. “Thank you, Callum.”

“Aye, well, you don’t need to cry.” I resisted the urge to rub the back of my neck. “There’s not much in there and I don’t even know if it’ll even help.”

“That doesn’t matter.” She twisted, as if trying to wrap herself around the vial still clutched to her chest. “I’m never going to open it, and I’m going to treasure it always and sleep with it tucked against me so that I can always feel you and smell you and know that you’re with me and watching and—”

“Wait, what? You’re not going to use it?”

“Of course not!” Her glare was no less pronounced for the tears still dripping down her cheeks. “Callum, this is your first gift to me! How could I just use it up like that?!”

“It’s not like it’ll be wasted! I bought it for you to use and if it helps, then I’ll get you some more.”

“I’m not using it.”

“You can’t tell me that your tail doesn’t hurt.”

“I don’t care.”

I gritted my teeth. “You’re in pain, Rhenna!”

“I don’t care!” She hunched over the little vial, protecting it from me. “This is way too precious.”

“You are—” I huffed my impatience. “You can still keep the bottle once it’s empty.”

The sharkin was shaking her head before I’d even finished. “That’s not good enough. It obviously wouldn’t be the same.”

“Alright, well, what if I help you apply it?”

She stared at me for several moments, giving me another shake of her head. “No. I’m not pouring it all away for just your help.”

I sighed. “And if I do it all myself?”

“Well, that’s more interesting.” Rhenna straightened, eyes narrowed in thought. “You’d have to do my entire body.”

I crossed my arms, only just managing to catch my eyes from flicking to her breasts. “It’s for your tail.”

“Fine, but you have to do both sides. Front and back.”

Now it was my turn to narrow my eyes. She’d agreed to that much too quickly. Still, it was what I’d wanted. “Aye, I’ll do both sides.”

“You have to be sure to rub it into all of my tail’s hide. Or else it’s just a waste.”

The bit of stress she put on the ‘all’ deepened my suspicion. “I’m not going beneath your skirt.”

“My skirt goes down past my middle fins and I’m certainly not wasting this on just half of my tail.”

“Fine. You can pull it up, but it can’t go past your under-wrap.”

I really didn’t like her smile when she said. “Oh, don’t worry. You won’t be seeing that thing.”

“Aye, good.” Sensing the trap but being unable to figure out what it actually was, I swallowed my unease and extended my hand out to her. “We have a deal, then? You’ll let me use it on you?”

“Oil me up, Captain.” She grinned into my sudden glower and slipped her hand into mine. “Oh! It also has to be in your bed.”

“Rhenna,” I warned.

The look she returned was one of absolute innocence. “Well, I need to be lying down for you to apply it properly and I can’t really do that anywhere else.”

There was, unfortunately, quite a bit of logic to that. While I normally wouldn’t be so opposed to a beautiful woman getting into my bed, this one was … Well, it was Rhenna.

“Alright, but you’re keeping the coat on.”

“That’s fine.” We shook hands. “You know I like to be warm.”

My heart thundered as we moved to my bed. I watched her stretch herself out onto her stomach in a slow, luxurious motion that saw her sink into the neatly spread quilts.

“Callum,” she moaned, burying her face into my pillow. “Your scent—I never want to leave.”

This may have been a mistake.

“Aye, well, you’re going to have to.” I’d brought a chair along with me to sit and I dragged my bedside table over to set down the vial I’d gotten back from her. “And you’re also going to have to stop squirming around.”

Her voice was muffled. “I’m not squirming.”

But she was. Little shocks and tremors rippled through her every time she took in another breath and her tail had not stopped sweeping back and forth.

I leaned forward to rest my palm about halfway down her tail. “Rhenna, you need—”

“Oh!” Her head popped up from my pillow as the rest of her jerked into startled stillness. “Your hand.”

“Aye,” I said, resisting the urge to yank it away. “I have to touch you to be able to do this.”

She was peering back at me over one shoulder, heated cheeks visible through the midnight veil of her hair. “I know, but it’s the first time you’ve actually touched my tail.”

“I suppose it is.” The hide along her back was dyed a deep, oceanic blue. It was a color that was a shade or two darker than my coat and the rain still clinging to it made it shimmer in the firelight. Muscle flowed along its length, the thickest braids of which were directly below the swell of her hips and hidden by her skirt. Going down, it tapered ever so slightly until it approached the tip, narrowing quite a bit before flaring back out into a wide crescent-shaped fin. There was another pair of fins not too far past where a human woman’s knees would be, and while the hide felt rough beneath my palm, it wasn’t uniformly so. Instead, it was patterned by a tooth-shaped grain that felt barely there when I slid my hand down towards her tail’s finned tip. “It feels nice.”

“Aye,” she sighed, melting back into my bed. “It does.”

This close, I could better see the areas where dryness had discolored her hide. Those spots felt hot to my questing fingers, raw and stretched tight enough that it looked like it was about to crack.

God, she must be in so much pain.

Dark, glittering eyes continued to watch me as I examined the length of her. She remained still while I made note of every tender-looking spot, stirring only when I was close to finished.

“You’re so gentle with me, Callum. Are you afraid that I’ll break?”

“Obviously not,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “But this is supposed to feel good, not hurt.”

“Mmm, it does feel good. All this care and softness, I’d wager that many would be surprised to find it in the hero of Gadir.”

“But not you?”

“Not at all.” A light shone in her eyes. “It’s always been right there for anyone to see.”

“And most don’t bother to look?”

“Do you think they have?”

My gaze slid up the wall, stopping at the nearest window. It was tightly shuttered, but I could hear the steady drum of the rain.

“No,” I said, at last. “None see me the way you do.”

Her glittering eyes had never left me. “That’s because you’re mine, Callum.”

I shook my head and, instead of arguing, straightened in my seat before loudly clapping my hands. “Right, let’s get this done before we eat.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Don’t think so,” I grunted. “I’ve got the oil here.”

“You said that you would do all of my hide.” With a shift of her hips, she reached back and flipped her skirt all the way up. “And you never checked up here.”

“Rhenna,” I said, after a moment. “You’re not wearing an under-wrap.”

My voice was calm, though the rest of me was anything but. Her ass curved into the air, pale, firm, and utterly naked. It was a swooping wonder, a coating of smooth, human skin over a pair of toned cheeks split by a shadowy crease. What hide there was here skirted the outer edges, forming a wobbly sort of V that rose high along the side of each of her hips. The point disappeared right beneath her curving cheeks and tucked away within the warm, veiled depths of that crevice was—

I tore my gaze away, the throb between my legs as powerful as the hammering in my chest. Desire roiled through me, making my skin hot. Rhenna’s smile, when I found it, was red and wicked.

“My Callum,” she purred. “Didn’t I tell you that you wouldn’t see my under-wrap?”

“Why aren’t you wearing one?”

“I noticed you staring when we went to see the McGavins a few days ago. I took it off while you were talking to them and haven’t put one on since.” Rhenna arched her spine and flexed her tail to give her naked ass a little shake. The quivering jiggle was damned near hypnotic. “You’ve been staring a lot more now.”

“You—” I started, though I had no idea where that sentence was going. Too many emotions, thoughts, and feelings were swirling around inside me. The least of which was mortification at having my eyes so blatantly caught where they didn’t belong. “Rhenna, you can’t just—”

“Can’t what? I like it when you stare. I want you looking at me and desiring me and wondering what my body looks like beneath my skirt. Or did you think I bent over the stew like that last night because it was comfortable?”

Caught again. I’d be red-faced and gaping if there wasn’t so much else going on.

“You’re my mate, Callum. I’m already yours and it makes me feel beautiful when you stare.” She flicked her tail back and forth. “Honestly, the first time I caught you watching me was such a relief. I don’t know what I would have done if you were some sort of purist.”

The world was made up of dozens of different peoples, from humans, trolls, centaurs, and species more monstrous besides. There was a seemingly endless variety of beastkin and every city in every country was a hodgepodge of different peoples. While mixed couples were common, some believed that one should only marry within one’s own kind.

An absolutely absurd notion, I had always thought. One just had to look at Rhenna’s—

“No,” I sighed. “I’m definitely not one of those.”

“I know.” She grinned and gave her ass another delicious little shake. “Now, come on. Start up here and make sure you get everything.”

“Rhenna,” I said, letting out a long, steadying breath. “No.”

“No?” She propped herself up onto her elbows to better look back at me. “What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly that.” Reaching for her skirt, I slid the red cloth down until it once more hid her nakedness. “This is for your tail.”

“But—why are you covering me up?”

“Because I’m not ready.”

Her features were a swirl of hurt, doubt, frustration, and a red that was deep and dark. “But I want you to look at me. I want you to touch me.”

My voice was firm when I repeated. “I’m not ready.”

“Why not? You think I’m beautiful. I can see it even if you won’t say it.”

“It’s not that. I told you that I wanted to take things slow. I need to do this at my own pace.”

“I know, but—”

“Rhenna, you made a promise to me.”

“I did, but it’s just—” Her eyes were practically flooded with scarlet heat. “Callum, my entire body is screaming to just take you.”

My hand found the hilt of my knife. “You know I’ll fight you if you try.”

The sharkin bared her teeth. “I want you.”

“You’re not getting me like this.” Holding her gaze, I returned my palm to her tail. “You need to wait.”

“I don’t want to fucking wait!”

“That’s the only way this works! You almost killed me, Rhenna!”

“I know, but then we kissed, and we spoke after, and these days have been so nice, and you got me a gift and—”

“I need more of those days,” I told her. “I need time. I don’t know how much, but if you keep your promises to me and continue to respect my wishes and boundaries—”

“Boundaries?” she hissed. “I don’t want boundaries! We’re mates and you’re mine, Callum!”

I didn’t look away, didn’t remove my hand, or do anything but speak to her. “I’m not, and I won’t ever be if you try and force it like this.”

“But—” She stared at me for a few long moments before slumping back into my pillow. “It’s so hard.”

“I’m sure it is,” I said, stroking her tail. “But, you’re an incredible woman, Rhenna. I like the direction my life is going, but I need reasons to trust you. Give them to me and you won’t have to take me; I’ll give myself to you willingly.”

“And that’s better?”

I smiled. “You already know that it is.”

“Still, I want to hear you say it.”

I chuckled. “It’s better.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“And you promise that you do actually find me beautiful?”

“Aye,” I said. “I can easily promise that that’s true.”

“Good. Callum, I—” Rhenna let out a long breath, releasing the last of her tension. Afterwards, she extended an arm towards me and motioned with fingers that barely extended past the too-long sleeve of my coat. I took her hand and held it as she squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I squeezed back. “This was always going to be hard.”

“Aye, but I already hurt you and I already knew that you needed time and that I couldn’t rush, but you’re so cute and amazing and when I see you I just—I can’t help myself. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said again. “We just needed to talk and understand each other a bit better.”

“You’re right. We understand each other and that’s a good thing.” She huffed out a breath, though didn’t let go of my hand. “Don’t think I’m going to go back to wearing my under-wrap, though.”

I smirked. “And don’t you think that I’m going to stop staring at your ass.”

She flashed me a quick grin before giving her covered rear a final little shake. “It looks great, right?”

“It looks incredible,” I said, now openly staring. “Especially now that I know what it’s like under there.”

The sharkin laughed and her eyes, when I met them once more, were filled with a soft, curling warmth. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I pulled my hand from hers and reached for the vial of oil. “Let’s get this done and then we can see about having some of those eggs you were talking about.”

“Mmm,” she said, settling herself more comfortably. “I was thinking of using some of that cheese you brought back yesterday as well.”

That sounded delicious, a fact which, paradoxically, put me in a bad mood.

Rhenna, of course, was quick to notice. She’d lifted her head back off the pillow before I’d even unstoppered the vial. “You’d rather I make something else?”

“No, that sounds great. I just remembered that I’m having dinner with the mayor tomorrow.”

We’d spoken about this before, but it didn’t stop the sharkin from letting out something that was very much like a whine. “Why do you have to go? I can make you something way better if you stay.”

“I won’t be eating this well over there,” I acknowledged. “But even if I didn’t need his help with sourcing lumber, constantly putting him off like this is getting beyond rude.”

“What about Evlyn and the ship?”

“Aye,” I said, carefully. “I thought about that today, actually.”

Rhenna’s tail started to sweep back and forth, slow and stalking. “And?

“And I still need to dine with the mayor. But,” I let out another breath, “if going after this ship is to be a real option, then I need to know more about what I would be getting into. I can’t stumble in there blind. So, why don’t we go take a look at it tomorrow?”

Rhenna bared her teeth in a wide, savage grin.


Chapter Twenty
Rhenna


I lifted myself high on my tail to peer down the path from the cottage, ignoring the pain throbbing through me. It was still early in the morning, not far past dawn, and though the thick covering of clouds kept the sky somber, my eyes had no trouble piercing the gloom. Unfortunately, there was nothing but grass, rock, and an empty trail for me to see.

Where was he?

I chewed on my lip, staying high on my tail for as long as I could bear to. He should be back by now. We were supposed to go to look at Evlyn’s ship, but when I’d greeted Callum at his door this morning, he’d just frowned at me and told me to wait while he fetched something from the farm next door.

The frown had been absolutely adorable, of course, but then he’d left!

“It’s okay, Rhenna,” I told myself. “It’s only been twenty-eight minutes and it’s a ten-minute walk to Bruce’s farm. He’ll be back soon.”

I dropped my fingers down to grip the glass vial I had tucked into my belt. Callum’s first gift to me. It was empty now, but the memory of his hands massaging my tail was locked in my mind forever. They’d felt so big running over me, so firm and strong, while at the same time remaining impossibly tender. He’d been so gentle with me, so warm, his palms leaving a soothing glow in their wake.

And he’d been thorough.

My Callum had not rushed or left a single part of me unstroked. He’d touched and squeezed and had even found the sensitive spot right at the upper tip of my crescent fin. The moan I’d let out had been completely involuntary, but it had just felt so good and his face got all red and cute and—ah, it had been incredible. I’d been a boneless heap by the time he’d finished, a gooey puddle of melted pleasure.

He was amazing and so handsome and warm and perfect and—where was he!? It had been twenty-nine minutes and why wasn’t he back yet?!

Had something happened? Was he in danger? Was that slut there? Bruce was a lonely old ramling, but what if she’d been lurking there, waiting to sink her hooks into my perfect Callum? That disgusting, wriggling, little eel, of course, she’d try something like that. Sand and fucking salt, I bet that she was even now baring her reeking sex for him and demanding that he take her!

My Callum would hate that. He’d refuse because he already had me, and I was more beautiful, and we’d kissed, and I was the one he was destined to be with. But what if she’d brought a crew with her? Six men? A dozen? He’d fight them, kill one or two, but he was alone, and eventually they’d beat him and hold him down while that rancid slut mounted him!

Thirty minutes.

I should have followed him. I knew I should have followed him, even if Bruce’s farm was too far inland for me to do it unnoticed. Callum had asked me to stay here and he’d be so angry and disappointed to find me trailing after him. It would absolutely shatter my heart to see all the amazing progress we’ve made together ruined, but better that than sitting still while that eel wrapped herself around him and forced him into her stinking hole!

The finned tip of my tail lashed through the air behind me and my fists were clenched tight enough to shake. I wanted to move, to slither around back and forth and carve my displeasure into the earth beneath me. But the ground was so hard and my underbelly was already a throbbing mass of bruises.

Thirty-one minutes.

One more and I would go, I vowed. One more and I’d rush over there and I’d kill her. I’d kill every single one of them. Promise or no, I’d rip out that whore’s throat and—

Callum!

My heart leaped as I finally caught sight of him. He was coming back down the path towards me, but I couldn’t wait. Pain pulsed through me as I rushed forward, but I didn’t care. I had eyes only for my mate.

“Are you okay?” I asked, reaching him. “Did she hurt you?”

“What?” Callum asked in a voice that, at any other time, would have made the whole of me shiver. “Rhenna—?”

I wove around him, tugging at his coat and shirt, sniffing and touching and checking everything. “That vile little eel and her crew. She was waiting for you, wasn’t she? Did she force you inside her?”

“Inside—? Rhenna, what are you talking about?”

“Why can’t I smell her? How is she hiding herself from me? That sneaky, basket-bringing slut. What did she do to you!?”

“Basket-bringing—you mean Lenore?”

A heat, hotter even than the red-wave, roared through me. “Is that her name? Lenore. That rancid, slimy, little fucking—” I tore at Callum’s clothing, needing to see. “Where did she hurt you!? What did she do!?”

“Nothing!” he said, snatching at my hands. “Nobody was there, Rhenna! Where is this coming from?”

I bared my teeth into his stupid, perfect, blue eyes and sexy beard and hair. “She’s trying to take you! I wasn’t there, and I know that she’s just waiting for the chance to dig her claws into you!”

“Rhenna,” he said firmly, squeezing my fingers. “Nobody was there but Bruce. You need to calm down.”

“No!” I wrenched my hands free from his, my thoughts a roiling storm of heat and anger. “You’re mine! You’re mine and she can’t have you!”

My Callum, my mate, the thought of what that Lenore might have done to him made me want to vomit. I was going too far. I knew I was going too far, saying too much. I was going to break it. We had just spoken about this, and he was still so wary of me, and his glare was heavy, and his entire body was stiff. Any second now, if I didn’t get myself under control, he’d shove me away.

But I couldn’t. I had to stop. Sea and salt and sky, why couldn’t I stop!? He raised his arms and I flinched, ready for the words and force that would push me away. I deserved it. I’d broken everything. I hated myself. I fucking hated myself and everything I was doing, and I was the worst sort of—

He wrapped them around me.

“Rhenna.” I felt my name rumble through him as he squeezed me to his chest. “Relax.”

“Oh.” The word slipped out of me, my whole body locked into surprised stiffness. “Okay.”

Then, all at once, the breath left me and I melted into him. His chest was broad and warm, steady and strong, and I was able to burrow in between the open flaps of his coat. I tucked my head beneath his chin, and he shifted his grip on me, holding me tight.

I bit down on a mewl of absolute bliss. Wearing his coat felt good and lying in his bed while his warm hands spread soothing oil over my tail had been almost indescribable. But this, surrounded by his scent, his strength and the heat of his body …

This was where I belonged.

“Rhenna,” he rumbled again. “Are you okay?”

“Mmm.”

“You’re not about to lose control, are you?”

“No,” I murmured, slipping my own arms around him, listening to the steady beating of his heart. “Not like this.”

It was incredible. My mind had been a roiling sea, a tempest of lashing wind and pounding rain, but now everything was placid and still. With his arms around me, the curves of my body molded to his and filled with the scent of him—

The red-wave had never felt so distant.

I didn’t know how. He was so close and my every breath was saturated with the thrumming chorus of his blood. Its call was no less potent, but now, the desperate, irresistible insistence that I had felt begin to fade with every day we spent together, dissipated almost entirely.

My mate was here; he wanted to be here, holding me.

It was that willingness that made all the difference. This hug—it wasn’t a full acceptance. I could still feel his hesitancy in the stiffness of his body and his fear in the fluttering pulse of his blood. Yet, those instincts at the core of me recognized that this was meaningful, nonetheless.

We had time.

We’d spoken about it last night, but my body only now seemed to realize it. Callum would give himself to me. He wanted to. This was proof, an action that was more than simple words. That didn’t mean that togetherness was guaranteed. I could break it still, break him, and us—but I hadn’t. I hadn’t ruined it. Callum was here. He was here now and would be again tomorrow. This was real. There was no need to rush, no need to take what would one day be freely given.

All I had to do now was be a little patient.

“Thank you,” I started. “Callum, I—”

My words were swallowed by a loud, honking bray.

We both started and I lifted my head to peer over his shoulder. There, I was surprised to meet the baleful gaze of a donkey. The four-legged creature was hitched to a roofless wagon.

“Callum, why is there an ass ruining the best day of my life?”

I hadn’t meant it as a joke, but my mate’s bearded cheeks creased into a smile before a laugh rolled out of him. I gasped as the sound made my stomach flip and promptly pressed harder into him. This was the most amazing thing I had ever heard and I felt it thrum through me as I tucked myself back into the circle of his arms.

“That’s Bruce’s donkey,” he said, blue eyes bright. “You didn’t notice him before?”

“I was worried about you. And then you hugged me.”

He laughed again, softer this time. His arms flexed around me and I was unable to keep a happy little wiggle from rippling through me. In doing so, I was reminded of just how deliciously hard and solid his body was and I felt the throb of that particular reminder deep in my core.

Gah, even without the red-wave, I ached for him.

“I suppose that explains it,” he said, loosening his grip on me even as I tightened my own. “He let me use his cart and donkey for the day, since you told me that it’ll be impossible to sneak close enough to this sharkin’s ship from the sea.”

I nodded. “We know our home waters too well for that.”

“Aye, we have to go over land. It’ll take us several hours and I figured that this would be easier for you.”

“Would be easier …?” I swallowed, feeling the softest sort of heat curl through me. “Callum, you went to get this for me?”

He cleared his throat, a flush of heat blooming high on his cheeks. “You can ride in it, if you want. The cart’s long enough that only a bit of your tail will hang off if you lie down, so it should be comfortable. I was thinking that we can also cram my mattress in the bottom so you don’t get any more bruises from all the bouncing around.”

“You—. First the oil and now this?”

He shrugged. “Your tail still hurts, right?”

“Yes, but—”

I choked on a whimper of pure longing. He was so amazing and perfect, and he was still thinking of me, and I wanted him forever. Gazing up into his eyes now, I wondered how, even if my body hadn’t recognized him as my mate, I was supposed to do anything but fall madly in love with him.

“Callum,” I murmured, slipping my arms around his neck. “Will you kiss me?”

He swallowed and his eyes were so wide and blue. “You want me to kiss you?”

“Please.” I brushed his nose with mine, the swirl of my breath mingling with his. “I know that you just told me you weren’t ready, but—will you give this to me, my Callum? Please?”

His voice was a rolling thunder. “Rhenna.”

Our lips were so close. I wanted him, and I could have him, and it would be so easy to tip forward and press them together. But I held myself back. I waited as his expression softened and warmth washed over his features. I waited while his hands slid to my waist and gripped me tight. I waited for a single, breathless eternity as Callum, hero of Gadir and keeper of Strom’s lighthouse, made his decision.

He kissed me.

He kissed me and I felt the roughness of his beard and his lips on mine and like I’d leapt from the tallest cliff to fly through the air. The sea would soon rush up to meet me, but in that perfect moment, there was only Callum and his touch and taste and scent and the glow of all that I felt for him.

My mate. My life. My future.

“Did I ruin it?” I murmured, our lips finally parting. “Are you angry?”

“No.” His voice was hoarse and I could feel the hammer of his heartbeat. “Rhenna, that was—it was good and you asked. Thank you for asking.”

“Then, can you kiss me again?” I tightened my grip on his neck. “But, this time, I don’t know if I’ll be able to let you go.”

“God help me,” he said, and I thrilled to see the smile quirk his lips before he pressed them back to mine.


Chapter Twenty-One
Callum


Bruce’s farm was not far off the road into Wick. It was a simple, little stone house around which he could leave his sheep to graze. The man himself, an old ramling whose curly hair was as gray as the wool of his animals, stared dumbfounded as we passed.

“Thank you!” Rhenna shouted, waving at him from the bed of the wagon. “This is perfect!”

I sighed and lifted my own hand in greeting, one which the man couldn’t seem to return. Rhenna and I were together. The whole island would be talking about this soon and there was no chance I wouldn’t hear about it when I returned to dine with the mayor tonight. With the way people thought about Rhenna, they wouldn’t let it go easily, and Ian—

Aye, Ian would be a problem.

I let out another breath, leading the donkey and cart on foot into the windswept grassland beyond his farm. My life was undeniably more complicated than it had been even the night before. However, with the soft, salty memory of Rhenna’s lips forefront in my mind, I was having a hard time bringing myself to care.

“Callum,” the sharkin in question sang out. “What are you thinking about?”

I glanced back to find her grinning at me. She hadn’t stopped doing that since we’d left my cottage a bare fifteen minutes before. I hadn’t felt her adorably twinkling eyes leave me for more than a few moments either.

God help me.

“Nothing,” I said, working to keep a similar, though doubtless much stupider-looking smile, from my own features. “Are you comfortable?”

“I am. It’s soft and warm, and even though I was in it last night, it smells so much like you.” Her entire body wiggled. “You made me so happy with this.”

This cart was a simple thing, a plain wooden rectangle rattling atop four wheels. It was solidly built, with raised sides and an open back. My mattress, a fairly lumpy thing stuffed mostly with straw, had easily fit within and I’d piled all of my blankets atop it as well. It would be annoying if it rained much today, but the damned thing would be barely more comfortable than the wooden bottom without a few layers of quilt.

Rhenna had stretched herself out on her stomach just before departing, folding her forearms over the front side and letting the tip of her tail hang out the back.

“Good,” I grunted. “We have a few hours to go.”

“Were you thinking about me?” I coughed and the sharkin’s grin widened. “You were! Eep! Was it the kiss?”

I coughed again, putting my back to her so that she wouldn’t see my cheeks blazing.

“It was! I’m so happy, happy, happy! It was so incredible, Callum. I can’t believe how amazing and tender and wonderful it was, and your beard felt so nice and your tongue—come kiss me again!”

“We don’t have time,” I said. “We can’t spend all morning—”

“Calluuum!”

“No!”

“What about later?”

“… Aye, I’ll kiss you later.”

She clapped her hands in delight. Her laughter was a bright, musical sound that did nothing to ease the almost painful flush heating my face.

We continued traveling forward, moving through a world that smelled of grass and wet earth. The sky was a pale shade of gray, and there was salt in the wind, as well, though we were far enough from the sea that I could no longer hear the crash of the surf.

We passed a few more herds of bleating sheep, following a narrow trail that should soon connect to a larger road. This would take us north and east, towards the puffin-harpy colonies set in the cliffs there. We’d steer off the road before that, however, to cut cross-country towards the other sharkin’s beach further to the east.

“Thank you,” Rhenna suddenly said. “For before.”

I didn’t look back, steering the cart around a particularly rutted section of trail. “What do you mean?”

“The hug. I know that I was being too crazy and pushy and I wasn’t listening, but I—. Your hug really helped and it just felt so … It was so nice.”

“I’m glad.”

“Why did you do it?”

I let out a breath, skimming over my thoughts and feelings, looking for the right words.

“I just,” Rhenna started. “After we talked yesterday, I thought—you should have pushed me away. You were afraid, but you still hugged me. Why, Callum?”

I’d been asking myself the same question.

It seemed like a fool thing to do after making such a big deal about seeing her ass the night before. I hadn’t been ready then, but now …

I led the donkey a few more paces before I stopped and gave him a few pats on his side. He’d be difficult to get started again, but though our journey had barely started, I decided that this was a good time to take a break.

Rhenna’s eyes were on me when I turned around. They were deep and dark and the corners were tight with uncertainty. Her gaze followed me as I approached and she slipped out of the cart when I circled to the back.

We stood before each other in silence for a handful of heartbeats.

At last, I said. “Everything within me was screaming at me to cut and run. You’d almost killed me and it wasn’t safe; you were on the brink of losing control. But even with all that, I just couldn’t bring myself to push you away.”

With that, I raised my arms. Rhenna flowed into me with a little mewl of sound and pressed herself hard against me. My hug wrapped around her and I held her to me, breathing in the salt and sand scent of her hair.

“You were hurting,” I said, gently. “And since I couldn’t leave or push you away, I decided that I’d better try and help. A hug seemed right.”

I felt the flex of her powerful tail and the ripple of lean muscles as a tremor rolled through her. Webbed fingers twisted themselves into my shirt and her breath was a hitching swirl over the curve of my bare neck. A warmth spread through me and, instead of wariness, all I felt was Rhenna’s softness.

There was so much of it there, beneath her strength.

“It was exactly right,” she murmured. “And the kiss?”

“You asked,” I said simply. “I was worried that you hadn’t really understood what I’d said last night, but when you asked … Well, it proved to me that you did. I think that warrants a bit of trust.”

“Last night—”

“Last night I wasn’t ready. I told you I needed time and that was the truth.” I shrugged, my smile sheepish. “I guess I just didn’t need as much of it as I thought.”

“Callum, I—when I left Tortusa, this is what I’d hoped to find. My grandmother and all those stories, I wanted that life, but I never imagined that it’d be so …” She squeezed my chest, shook, and let out another ragged breath. “I’m yours, Callum. Completely. We still have so much to work through and I know that it’s early for you, but my body has known since the day I came out of the sea and found you on my beach. I love you.” She let out another breath, this one smoother. “I love you, and I don’t need you to answer or say it back. I just couldn’t keep it to myself any longer.”

Rhenna’s words flowed into me, though I didn’t yet let myself consider them. Their enormity was too much for me in this moment, and I had no idea what to make of, or even begin to decipher, the roiling churn of wants, thoughts, and emotions inside me.

What I did know, however, was that I wasn’t yet ready to let Rhenna go. And so, I kissed the top of her head, shifting my arms around her as she settled against me with a long sigh. I held her close and felt the stiffness leak from her sinuous frame.

I don’t know how much time we stood together like that, but it was long enough for the donkey to wander off to a nearby patch of grass. He dragged our cart with him. Eventually, I let my arms slip away, smiling as Rhenna let out a low whine of protest.

“Not yet. I’m so warm here.”

“Take this, then,” I said, sliding out of my coat. “We need to get going, though, or we won’t have any time at all to look at the ship.”

The sharkin pouted, though happily wiggled the offered garment. “We’d have time if you weren’t going to the mayor’s for dinner.”

“Rhenna.”

“I know, I know, you have to go. But I’m not going to pretend that I like it. You also need to tell me exactly who this slimy little eel lives so that I can make sure she doesn’t sneak into your dinner and try and to rub her reeking sex all over you.”

“I—what? No. Never mind.” I rubbed at my eyes, deciding that we might as well get this out of the way now. “Lenore’s the mayor’s daughter. She’ll already be at dinner.”

Rhenna’s entire body went still. Her features froze into cold rigidity and her eyes, black as the abyssal depths of the sea, bored into me.

“I’m coming with you.”

[image: ]

Hours later, I turned off the road, leading the cart towards the eastern side of the island. And while the sky and hills of rock and grass surrounding Rhenna and me might be different than those we’d left behind, our conversation was much the same.

“For the last time,” I said. “This isn’t Tortusa. People will react badly if you just come into Wick with no warning. Especially because you already killed some of them!”

“They attacked me first!” Rhenna’s voice came over the rattle of the wagon. “Besides, that doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. You’re not—”

“I’m coming, Callum!” The sharkin met my glare without flinching, her body stiff and uncompromising beneath the blue and gold layer of my coat. “I don’t care about what those people do or how they react. I’m not leaving you with her!”

“Lenore is not going to do anything.”

“She’s already brought you food, Callum,” she hissed. “And she rubbed her filthy sex all over your cottage! She wants you, but you’re already mine, and I’m not going to let her take you!”

“Nobody is fucking taking me! I’m my own man, Rhenna, and Lenore isn’t going to change that any more than you are!”

The sharkin bared her teeth, the crescent tip of her tail cutting the air behind her. “I’m not—”

“No!” I snapped, finally having had enough. Pulling the donkey and cart to a stop, I turned to face her fully. “I told you that there would be rules to this when you came back. That hasn’t changed.”

“The rules were about hurting people! I never agreed to let this basket-bringing slut do whatever she wants to you!”

“I’ve been dealing with women like Lenore since Gadir. Nothing will happen, but people will get hurt if you show up today. You’re not coming, Rhenna.”

“But—”

“Enough! You know the rules and the consequences of breaking them. You can choose whether you listen to me or not, but either way, I’m done talking about this.”

We stared at each other for a few moments before Rhenna’s shoulders slumped. Her expression twisted into something pained.

“Callum,” she pleaded. “I can’t.”

“That’s your decision to make.” I let out a breath. “If it helps, Bruce probably told the entire island about us by now. You’re all anyone at this dinner is going to want to talk about.”

“Really?”

“Definitely.” I swept a hand through my hair. “You’re sharkin and a killer. People are going to think I’m fucking crazy.”

“Good.”

I snorted, smiling despite myself. “That’s good?”

“It means that that slimy little wh—Lenore, and everybody else, will think of me before approaching you.” She blew out her own breath. “Okay, Callum. I won’t try to come with you, but you have to come back home to sleep.”

I nodded. “That was always my intention.”

“Okay,” she repeated. “Good. Can I?”

She held her arms out for a hug, leaning out over the front of the cart when I stepped to meet her. She squeezed me tightly and I smelled the salt and sand scent of her hair as she buried her face into the crook of my neck.

I closed my eyes for a moment, holding her close. “Thank you, Rhenna.”

“I still hate this. And I’m going to keep complaining.”

“Aye,” I laughed. “Fair enough. I’m going to miss your cooking as well.”

“You’d better.” She pulled away and relaxed back into my mattress, resting her forearms on the front of the cart. “After this, I don’t want you eating anyone else’s food ever again.”

I chuckled, tugging on the donkey’s bridle to get him moving once more. “Lucky for me that you’re an amazing cook.”

“Oh, my Callum,” Rhenna hummed. “Come onto this mattress with me and I’ll show you just how lucky you really are.”

I coughed, though a large shadow streaked overhead before I could respond. Pulling the cart into another stop, I looked up in time to see a figure descending in a flutter of feathered wings.

“Captain Callum,” a puffin-harpy said, touching down a dozen or so paces away. “There’s a sharkin in your cart.”

“Melany?” I asked, recognizing the young woman. “What’re you doing here?”

“You know her?” Rhenna spoke instead, her voice dangerous. “Who is this, Callum?”

I looked back in time to see her pour herself over the wagon’s side with liquid, predatory grace. She was beside me in another few heartbeats, looping one arm through mine, holding onto me even as her tail curled behind me.

“This is Melany.” I kept my tone steady and my grip firm. “I met her on my first night in Strom. She was the mayor’s guest from the colonies.”

The puffin-harpy looked much as she did during that dinner, with shoulder-length black hair that was streaked with orange and white. Her feathered wings were of the same color and the skin of her sharp features was pale. She wore a vest of black leather that left her arms bare. It looked finely made and fit tightly around her lean frame. A belt cinched above her narrow waist kept it shut above a pair of loose, woolen pants. These ended not far past her knees, leaving her lower, black-feathered legs and taloned feet bare.

“Melany.” The sharkin spoke slowly, testing the word even as her fingers dug into my arm. “She’s pretty.”

“Rhenna,” I warned. “Remember your promise.”

“I’m not going to hurt her. I just want to know why she’s here and what she thinks of you.” I shook my head, even as Rhenna continued. “Well?”

The harpy didn’t answer right away, watching us with a narrow-eyed stare. She’d tensed when the sharkin had flowed to my side, but, to her credit, hadn’t backed away. I saw her relax slightly when it became clear that Rhenna wouldn’t come any closer.

Then, she cocked her head to the side in a distinctly avian gesture. “You’re wearing his coat.”

“I am. He gave it to me.”

Melany tilted her head to the other side. “Really?”

“You think I’m lying?”

“I think you’re sharkin.”

Rhenna bared her teeth. “And I think that you’re dead if you try and take it.”

“Hmm, good thing I don’t want it.”

“Every slut on Strom wants it.”

“Not me.” The harpy plucked at her vest. “I have my own.”

Rhenna’s tone was as angry as the snap of her tail. “Oh, so you think yours is better?”

“Different, not better.” Melany seemed unbothered by the sharkin’s outburst. I suppose that I would be, too, if I could just leap into the sky and disappear. “But aye, I do prefer mine. That one looks heavy.”

“It’s warm. It’s the warmest and most comfortable and most amazing thing in the world.”

“It’s made for staying put.” Melany spread her wings out. “I need one that’ll let me fly away.”

I got the feeling that coats weren’t the only thing the two women were talking about. What exactly that was, however, was far beyond me. I was lost, though Rhenna seemed to be following and answered with a low hum.

She stared at the young harpy a while longer before I felt her relax. “Alright.”

Melany nodded. “Good.”

“Maybe you can help us. Do you know where—”

“Wait,” I said, finally cutting in. “You’re asking her for help? What did I just miss?”

“We were talking,” the sharkin answered, tapping my arm. “I like her.”

“You like her? Seriously?”

“Why’s that so hard to believe?”

“Because a minute ago, you looked like you were ready to rip her head off!”

“I was.” Rhenna tucked a bit of hair behind a sweeping ear. “But then we talked.”

I gave her a flat stare, which seemed to do nothing but make heat bloom beneath her cheeks. She shifted closer, pressing her side against me and hugging my arm to her soft breasts. “Don’t look at me like that if you’re not going to kiss me.”

Gold help me, now my own cheeks were flaming. I let out a quick breath before turning my focus back to the still-waiting harpy.

“Sorry about … whatever this was.”

“Don’t worry, Captain Callum. It was interesting. I’ve never spoken to a sharkin before. It was nice to meet you, Rhenna.”

“Likewise.”

I shook my head once more, officially giving up on understanding. “Just Callum is fine, Melany. Are we close to your colony?”

The harpy’s gaze flicked to Rhenna and waited for her to nod before her eyes returned to mine. “Aye, you’re close. I was flying back from Wick when I caught sight of you.” She frowned up at the sky. “I’m surprised no one else spotted you first.”

I shrugged. “Maybe someone did. I haven’t been watching the sky.”

“Maybe. Do you have business with the colony?” She hesitated a moment. “You’ll be welcomed, but not Rhenna.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “We weren’t planning on stopping.”

“Why are you out here, then? I just mean that you’re a long way from your lighthouse and there isn’t anything else out here besides—oh.”

“We’re going to take a look at Evlyn’s beach,” Rhenna said. “Do you know where it is?”

“Why?” Melany asked again.

The sharkin beside me bared her teeth in a savage grin. “She has something we need. We’re going to figure out how to take it from her.”
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Melany was able to guide us directly to Evlyn’s stretch of coast, saving us more time by taking us directly to the beach upon which she lived.

It was smaller than Rhenna’s, a crescent of pale sand around which rose high cliffs of dark stone. These natural walls lined most of Strom’s north and eastern shores, making the land here a lot more rugged than it was around Wick’s harbor. That, combined with the brutal currents of the North Sea, made this area particularly difficult to navigate.

Perhaps that was why this ship had broken itself here.

The three of us were standing by the edge of the cliff, looking down at a mess of shattered wood, tangled rope, and rotting canvas. Washed ashore, the hulking ruin lay on its side, a corpse whose belly had been ripped open by sharp rock and the pounding surf.

The wreck was larger than I’d expected, an honest-to-God ship of the line instead of a more commonly seen galleon or frigate. It looked Skandian to my eye, with the sleeker lines and narrower design favored by our allies across the sea to the east. Though one of the smaller third-rates, the ship was still huge, a twin-decked, seventy-four-gun vessel that had once sported three separate masts.

“How long has this been here?” I asked, interrupting whatever conversation Rhenna and the harpy had been having.

“Three years,” Melany answered after a short pause. “It washed up right after winter during a storm.”

I scratched at my short beard, thinking. “The Skandians fought with us at Louen’s Harbor. Maybe this was part of that fleet? The timing works out, though they’d have to have really been blown off course to end up here.”

“Not surprising.” Rhenna was holding onto me, her palm warm against my bare forearm. “Humans haven’t ever been good at crossing the sea.”

I grunted, glancing at Melany over the sharkin’s head. “Three years and nobody’s tried to salvage this? There’s a ton of material down there.”

The slender woman shrugged, the wind tugging at her puffin-colored hair and feathers. “Everybody knows that this is a sharkin’s beach and with the war … We had other priorities.”

“Aye, I suppose that makes sense.”

“All the better for us,” Rhenna said. “Now, Melany, like I was saying, I go into his cottage after we talk and I see this basket of food right there on the counter.”

I frowned as the harpy cocked her head in interest.

“Really? Lenore brought it over?”

“She did! And the cottage just reeked of her. It was disgusting and the food—you know, Callum was just going to eat it?”

“No!”

“Right!?” Twin pairs of eyes turned to glare at me. “I threw it into the harbor as soon as I found it.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “It was just bread! And vegetables. I don’t see what—no, you know what, we’re not talking about this. Will the two of you focus?”

“What is there to even focus on?” Rhenna used her free hand to point down at the beach. “Evlyn’s down there somewhere. When you’re ready, we just go over and kill her.”

Now it was my turn to glare, though the sharkin’s delighted squeak made me think that my annoyance hadn’t been properly communicated. I turned my gaze to the harpy instead of commenting, however.

“Do you know if there’s a way down this cliff?”

Melany flared her wings slightly. “Not unless you have a pair of these.”

“Aye, it looks fairly sheer.” I blew out a breath. “We could drop a rope down, I suppose. But that will leave us exposed if she has a musket in there.”

“She won’t shoot at us,” Rhenna said confidently. “But either way, we’re not going down a rope. I’m sharkin, Callum, and so is she. We’ll come around in your rowboat and fight her in the sea.”

I shook my head. “Taking that little thing out into sharkin waters is suicide. I’d be a sitting duck and it’d be way too easy to knock me overboard.”

Rhenna nudged me with her hip. “You survived rowing it into my territory.”

“Aye, well, that was different.” I scowled at her. “And you almost gave me a heart attack appearing out of the water as you did.”

She gasped, ducking her head as her cheeks went pink. “Callum! Stop that!”

“What?”

“I told you to stop looking at me like that!” Turning towards Melany, she added. “See? He’s so cute, and handsome, and adorable, and just—gah! Obviously, I’m going to worry!”

“God,” I groaned, feeling hot. “Rhenna!”

“This is your fault, Callum.” She hugged my arm to her tight chest while a flex of her tail had it curling protectively behind me. “How else was I supposed to react?”

Thankfully, Melany saved me from trying to figure out how to respond to that. “So, you’re going to try and kill Evlyn because you want what’s left of that ship?”

Rhenna hummed a confirmation. “We want the wood, mostly. The cottage now is too small and it’s all dark and made of stone. We want to add a second floor, somewhere warm to live in. Callum hasn’t had any luck finding lumber anywhere else.”

“I haven’t,” I sighed. “There’ll be some carpentry tools in there, too, if we’re lucky. And as for the killing, maybe we can try and talk to her to see if she’d be willing to trade? We certainly don’t need that much of the lumber, and it doesn’t look like she’s using it.”

Rhenna was already shaking her head. “That ship is hers, Callum. No sharkin ever willingly gives up anything she’s laid claim to.” She tightened her grip on me. “If we want it, we have to take it.”

On her other side, Melany curled her taloned feet into the earth. “Well, the colony will definitely thank you if you succeed. Evlyn’s been going after our fishers for decades, and she’s killed dozens of us.”

“Fine,” I said. “But, even if killing her might be our best bet, we still need to figure out a better plan than simply rowing over.”

Rhenna let out a thoughtful hum. “We’ll also need a way to get all this stuff back to our beach.”

“Aye,” I said. “That’s a good point. Maybe there are a few fishermen in town who’d let us use their boats in exchange for a portion of the salvage? I’ll talk to the mayor about it.” I squinted back towards where the sun shone through a bank of clouds. “Speaking of which, we need to leave if I’m going to make it back in time.”

Rhenna squeezed me hard for a long moment before relaxing with her own long sigh. Then, with a flex of her tail, she pushed herself up high enough to kiss my cheek. “Alright, but give me a minute to rearrange the quilts first.”

Then, she slipped away, leaving me staring after her, my cheek tingling with the still-warm mark of her lips. I wasn’t alone, however, and after a moment, I forced myself to turn towards Melany.

“Thanks again for showing us the way here. You’ve done me a great service.”

The harpy nodded. “It was no trouble. You were interesting to talk to.”

“Rhenna was interesting, you mean.” I smiled. “I’m happy that the two of you seemed to be getting along.”

Melany nodded again. “Me too. I wish that I could have seen as much of the world as she has.”

“She told you about her past?”

“Just a bit about her time on Tortusa.”

“As a pirate, aye.” I blew out a breath. “I’m trying not to think about that too much, if I’m telling you the truth.”

The harpy laughed, her dark hair fluttering with another gust of wind. “That makes sense for you, Captain. Still, to me, it sounds like a grand adventure. Much more than anything that can be found here.”

“Aye, well, adventure quickly grows tiresome.”

Melany didn’t respond, and I was a beat from suggesting we return to the wagon when she spoke again.

“Captain, don’t take this the wrong way, but,” she hesitated a moment, shifting her arms, “do you understand, Rhenna?”

“I told you to call me Callum.” She tilted her head in acknowledgment and I continued. “What do you mean?”

“I just thought that maybe you wouldn’t. You’re human and humans … well, you don’t always feel things in the same way we do. Do you know why she’s so interested in you?”

“The red-wave.” I nodded, feeling my face heat up. “She told me about it.”

Melany frowned. “The red-wave?”

I coughed. “It’s an—ah, breeding urge.”

“Ah, we call it the nest-fever. But this isn’t just that. Rhenna sees you as her mate.” She stressed the word, looking at me expectantly. When I didn’t do more than frown in confusion, she let out a long sigh. “This is what I was worried about.”

I glanced back to where the sharkin was fussing with the quilt-covered mattress. “She has mentioned it, though we haven’t really talked about it.”

“It’s serious. This—Captain, if this red-wave is anything like our nest-fever, then it’s an instinct that can be resisted. Most harpies do, in fact.”

I grunted. “Wick probably wouldn’t last very long if you didn’t.”

“What?”

“Well, there are a few thousand harpies on Strom, right? The town wouldn’t last that long if you went around killing men whenever you wanted.”

“What?! Why would we go around killing men?”

“During your nest-fever. When you, uh—give in.”

Melany’s expression was horrified. “We don’t kill the males we mate with! Where the hell did you hear that?!”

“Nowhere! Sorry, I just thought—Rhenna told me that men rarely survive being taken by a sharkin during the red-wave. It’s like this urge takes over. Their eyes go dead and they’ll drag a man into the ocean before, well …”

“Fucking them?”

“Not the word I’d have chosen, but aye.”

“You learn to speak about this stuff rather directly when it’s a reality you have to live with.” She glared at me, flexing her taloned feet. “But don’t go repeating any of that stuff about harpies. We aren’t like that, and most humans have a hard enough time accepting us without rumors like that going around.”

“Right, sorry.” I blew out a breath and a gust of salty, ocean air made me wish I’d kept my coat. “I’ve only recently begun to realize how little I know about all of this.”

“That’s because it’s easy for humans. There’s a ton of you and the genders are split in half. When you want to have a kid, it isn’t hard to find another human to do it with. It’s more complicated for those of us who don’t have such an even gender split.”

I frowned. “There are male harpies, though, right?”

“Sure, but about seven in ten of us are born female. To have a child, most of us will need to breed with a male of another species. Which—gross.” Melany’s puffin-colored feathers rippled in the now, thankfully, light breeze. “Humans aren’t so bad, but tigrin, or lamia, or centaurs look quite different from us. Because it’s so hard to think when you’re that horny, the nest-fever helps us get over whatever … reservations we might have about bedding one. Besides, after it’s done, you get a child and you never have to see them again.”

“That’s … Honestly, I don’t know what that is.”

The harpy’s lip quirked. “It’s certainly something. The nest-fever is an instinct, but just because my body decides that the seed of that ratling over there is perfect for making a child, doesn’t mean that the rest of me wants to fuck the little bastard. Breeding urges help imbalanced species like ours from dying out. They’re powerful, but we aren’t ruled by them and, again, we don’t go around killing the guy once we’re done with him.”

“Aye,” I cleared my throat. “Right. Is it just sharkin then?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never left this god-damned island, so I haven’t met a lot of different people.” Melany sighed and shook her head. “Never mind. As difficult as it is for harpies to have children, we, at least, have some males.”

“And sharkin don’t.”

“Exactly. Combine that with their tendency to roam around and you get a body that’s had to come up with some rather extreme measures to keep the species going.” Melany followed my gaze back towards where Rhenna was shaking out one of the blankets. “Her red-wave can be resisted and will probably fade with time. The mate-bond, however, is for life.”

“You still haven’t actually told me what it is.”

“It’s … everything. If the breeding urge is your body recognizing another’s potential for making children, the mate-bond is finding your other half.” She grimaced. “Sorry, I hate that term, but that’s what I’ve heard it described as. It’s a love and a bond tighter than anything in the world. It’s like your body screaming at you that this person was made for you, like they fit into and perfectly fill those parts of you that were missing. Like, without them, you’ll never again feel whole or complete.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s intense.”

Melany nodded. “It’s something that will never fade away.”

“Aye …” Once again, the enormity of all this was too much for me to grasp. And so, I shoved it to the back of my mind to slowly turn over. “Do you have a mate?”

The harpy snorted. “No, thank God. It’s rare enough that most of us won’t ever find it. That doesn’t mean that we can’t fall in love, it just means that we do so without our biology getting involved.”

“I see.” I turned back to see that Rhenna was just about finished. “Well, thanks again for everything today, Melany. Swing by the lighthouse next time you’re in Wick. Rhenna’s a great cook and I’m sure she’d love to see you again.”

“Just one more thing, Captain.” The harpy had turned with me, her gaze on the sharkin. “Be sure that this, with her, is what you want. If you run now, you might still be able to escape. Wait too long, or actually fuck her, and she’ll follow you to the end of the world.”

God help me, I didn’t love the way that thrilled me.


Chapter Twenty-Two
Callum


The space between my shoulder blades prickled as I reached the front of the mayor’s house.

It was the feeling of being watched, hunted, and it had grown familiar in the weeks since arriving on Strom. Frowning, I turned back to face the harbor, hoping to finally catch a glimpse of whatever my instincts knew stalked me almost every time I came into town.

As usual, however, I saw nothing but bobbing fishing ships and the gray sea that stretched beyond.

Shaking my head clear, I forced myself to relax. Facing the door once more, I let out a long breath before rapping my knuckles against the heavy wood.

I really didn’t want to be here.

With word of my trip with Rhenna doubtlessly at the forefront of everybody’s mind, I could already guess the tenor of the evening. There’d be questions, accusations, demands for explanations about my reasoning, and sanity.

I let out another breath.

So much had already happened today: my kiss with Rhenna, her declaration of love, and my conversation with Melany. I was tired and my head felt overfull. The sharkin had kissed me again before we’d parted ways, not far from Bruce’s farm, and the memory of the salty, sweet taste of her lips made all sorts of emotions bubble to the surface. Thoughts I’d been avoiding all day were clamoring for attention and, more than anything, I just wanted to sit in silence before my hearth fire and just think.

Instead, I’d have to speak and pretend and find some way to remain polite. A fact that grew exponentially more difficult when the door opened to reveal Ian.

“Is it true?” the big man demanded, stepping out to meet me. He’d swept his hair into some sort of order today and covered his broad shoulders with a thick woolen jumper. “Ye being friendly with that monster?”

“Ian,” I said, biting back both a sigh and a curse. “I’m here to have dinner with the mayor.”

“Aye?” He crowded closer, clenching dinner-plate wide fists. “Well, I’m here to figure out if yer a traitor as well as a spineless fucking coward.”

I matched the heat of his anger with the ice of my own. “Careful.”

He sneered. “Or what? You’ll set that thing on me again? Nobody believed me when I said that it hunted me because of you, but the whole town sees it now.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“That yer not man enough to fight yer own battles.” He loomed over me, all blazing eyes and wide shoulders. “That instead of killin’ the monster ye make friends with it and spit in the face o’ this entire town. My brother an’ all me mates are dead cause o’ that thing! It has to die! It’s been raiding and stealing from us all year and you, Captain fucking Callum, are—”

He went to shove me, but I side-stepped. Fury contorted his face as he rounded on me. My own rage, however, came out in a roar that turned heads all throughout the harbor.

“Enough!”

My voice was the thunder of the cannon and the crash of colliding ships. It was heavy with the weight of command and the deaths that came with it. I’d ordered men executed with that voice, had had others broken by the lash and was with it that I’d ordered every man to their posts as I steered us into the teeth of the Orlean Navy.

It gave Ian pause and in that faltering beat, I was the one to step forward.

“You’re angry,” I said. “You’re furious and vengeful and twisted with guilt. I understand that, Ian, but let me make one damned thing clear: I don’t owe you a single fucking thing. I don’t owe you my compassion, my help, or even a God-damned explanation. What I do with my time and who I do it with is nobody’s business but my own. You’re not welcome anywhere near my home and I swear by all the souls lost at Gadir that you’ll die the next time you try and lay hands on me.”

Ian’s entire frame shook and his lip was curled back into a vicious snarl. I felt the prickle of a dozen and more eyes on us, but I didn’t turn or look away. This was between the two of us and I was ready to bury my cutlass in him as soon as that hatred within him boiled over into violent action.

Ian didn’t move, however, speaking instead in a low growl. “That thing needs to die.”

“Try it,” I said, “and it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

Before the full impact of my words could land on him, another voice cut through the air. “Captain Callum! Welcome back.”

It was Lenore. The young woman stepped out from her front door with a warm smile. Her eyes, however, missed nothing of the tension crackling between Ian and me. “I’m so pleased that you were able to make it for dinner.”

“As am I, lady,” I said, still watching the big man. “I hope that I’m not too late.”

“Nonsense, everyone is just getting settled.” Lenore touched Ian’s arm. “Would you do me a favor and bring more firewood into the kitchen?”

“He was with the sharkin,” Ian said. “Do you believe me now, Miss Lenore?”

“The firewood.” Her tone was still sweet, but there was iron beneath it. “You know how the cook frets when her reserves start to get low.”

“Aye,” he said. “But I was right. The whole town oughta—”

“Ian. We have a house full of people that we are responsible for feeding. Go help the cook and leave me to speak with the captain.”

The man looked like he wanted to protest, but the flash of Lenore’s blue eyes had him nodding instead. He shot me one last sneer before turning and stomping around towards the back of the house. I let out a breath and, around us, the harbor stuttered back to life.

“Well, that was certainly an exciting way to start a dinner party.” Lenore gave me a radiant smile. She was beautiful, of course, her every line tamed and perfectly done up. Her blonde hair was artfully tied back and her blue eyes were bright within the smooth lines of her heart-shaped face. The same frilled, many-layered monstrosity of a dress poofed out from her frame, tight only around her midriff and where it managed to push up on her breasts. They shivered when she gestured to the door. “Do come in, Captain.”

The sound of the door shutting behind me was like that of a prison cell.

“I’m grateful that you appeared when you did, my lady,” I said, offering a short bow. “It would have been a shame if things had escalated further.”

“Ian’s anger is rather justified and I daresay that much of the town reacted the same way when news reached us.” An edge sharpened her voice. “My own annoyance, however, stems from the fact that you have stayed rather determinedly out of Wick. I was beginning to think that I’d need to return to your cottage in order to see you again.”

The unpleasantness, it seemed, was due to start up again right away.

“I do regret that it’s taken me so long to accept your invitation.” I forced a smile onto my lips. “The lighthouse keeps me quite busy.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Yet, you have plenty of time to gallivant around with the sharkin?”

“Rhenna was helping me with a potential source of lumber. I haven’t had any luck negotiating with Strom’s landowners, as I’m sure you’ve heard.”

“That,” she said, “is a problem whose solution I have already devised.”

“Indeed?”

“I told you I would, Captain. Now, shall we head to dinner?”

The buzz of conversation could be heard coming from the dining room set deeper within the house. Lenore and I were alone in the mayor’s carpeted entry hall. I nodded, though the woman’s expectant look had me reluctantly extending my arm out for her to take.

She did so and, together, we started forward.

“What sort of solution were you able to come up with?”

The question was part genuine curiosity and part distraction. This close, Lenore’s perfume was thick, and the cloyingly sweet smell of cinnamon and rosewater was making my head ache. She gave a delicate shake of her own head, and I took the opportunity to surreptitiously tilt my nose down towards the blue and gold collar of my coat.

My next breath was filled with the wild scent of the sea, of sand and salt on warm, feminine skin. Immediately, I felt something in my chest ease.

Rhenna.

She had insisted on wearing it for the entirety of the trip back from the northern end of the island, using her arms to push herself up and down in the bottom of the cart until sweat flushed her pale skin.

“I don’t want you to forget my scent,” she’d said, after I asked. “And I want everyone who tries to get too close to think twice once they catch a whiff of me.”

“It’ll definitely be powerful.”

Her answering glare had made me laugh.

The memory brought a small smile to my lips, one that I wiped away as soon as Lenore began to speak.

“We’ll talk about that after dinner. Right now, we need to worry about the sharkin. As I’ve said, Ian isn’t the only one in town who took this news badly and we’re going to hear about it tonight. We’ll have to work hard in order to smooth tempers.”

“We?”

“Of course.” She squeezed my arm and gave me what was doubtlessly a well-rehearsed smile. “I wasn’t lying when I told you that there were many things I could do for you. You can be sure that I’ll want a real explanation later, but for now, just leave it to me, Captain.”

That, it turned out, mostly meant getting out of Lenore’s way.

The faces greeting my entrance were cold, the questions acerbic, and the comments biting. Rhenna was sharkin, they told me. She was a killer, a thief, and an enemy to the people of Wick. Everyone wanted to know what in the hell I thought I was doing and what hole I had in my head to think that I would survive such foolishness.

No anger, however, no matter how ornery, could withstand Lenore.

The woman was a force of nature, combining her beauty and quick wit into a charm that was very nearly overbearing. By the time the first appetizers were out, she had command of the table, and no sooner would I begin to answer some harshly worded demand than she would cut in. She’d adjust the course of the conversation with a few well-placed comments and a flash of her blue eyes, answering questions in roundabout ways while simultaneously finding subtle ways to remind everyone of Gadir, my personal qualities, and the eagerness with which I was embracing my new home.

By the main course, much of the ice in the room had thawed. We still discussed Rhenna, though the tone had noticeably shifted. My story became a tale of struggle, one man doing his best to survive the beast who circumstance had forced upon him.

Were cunning and canniness not better weapons against the fierce sharkin? Lenore pointed out. The town had already tried using simple force. Much like the Orleans, this foe was powerful. Did the capable commander not seek to learn all he could of his enemy before the battle? She was giving me leads in my search for lumber to build my home. Might a clever captain not pull every advantage that he could from his enemy, using their actions and knowledge against them, and thus be sure of his victory in war?

Was that not how we had triumphed at Gadir?

Once dessert was cleared, no frowns were there to meet me. Rhenna, as a source of ire, had been replaced by the greedy merchants and landowners we all had to deal with. It was their tight-fistedness that was forcing me to use the sharkin, after all, and everyone here had their own stories and complaints. I got pledges of friendship by the time people were getting ready to leave, nods of respect, and claps on my shoulder.

God help me, I thought, as Lenore closed the door behind the last of them, that is a dangerous woman.

“Go join my father in the salon,” she said with a smile. We were in the entrance hall, the two of us alone once more. “I’ll have your room prepared and return with the port.”

“That’s kind of you, but I’ll retire to my cottage for the night.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Aye, this has been a trying day.”

“We still have my solution to your lumber problem to discuss,” she said. “Though I warn you that it does come with certain conditions.”

I let out a breath, suddenly weary beyond words. “Which are?”

“Oh, Captain, I assure you that there’s nothing unpleasant in what I’m about to ask you.” Lenore’s smile turned sultry. She lifted a hand to play with the fabric of her neckline, drawing my eyes to where her large, milk-pale breasts strained against it. “I merely want you to consider my proposal.”

“Which is?”

“Spend the night first.” She laid a hand on my forearm, drifting close enough that my head pounded with the scent of her perfume. “It will likely take hours for us to properly … discuss it.”

“I couldn’t possibly take advantage of you more than I already have.”

“It’s no trouble, Captain,” she purred. “And believe me when I tell you how much I would enjoy being truly taken advantage of.”

I cleared my throat. “Even so.”

“Ever the gentleman.” Her smile never flickered. “Much as some of us might wish otherwise. Join my father, Callum. We will speak once he has retired.”

“Or, perhaps with his insight—”

“Ah,” Lenore breathed, interrupting me by pressing a finger to my lips. “But this is between us, Captain.”

I stiffened, shocked at the sudden, brazen contact. The young woman wasn’t done, however. With heat smoldering in the azure depths of her eyes, she leaned into me so that her lips brushed against my ear.

“You’ll need someone with you when you return to the capital; a wife, ready and capable of sharing your burden. One who will help you reach the heights you were destined for.” Her voice was a low murmur tickling my skin and I could feel the press of her heavy breasts against my arm. “I want you to think about me and about all that I can do for you. Dinner was a taste. But, stay the night.” I heard the wicked curl of her smile. “And I promise you another.”

God help me, my heart was pounding.

Lenore … if I’d been anything like the man she thought me to be, I’d have long since been caught in her net. This was a woman beyond many that I’d met and I had no doubt that she could deliver on every single one of her promises.

Her affection, however, would never be real and the life she offered was of no interest to me.

I inhaled deeply, steadied by the faint whiff of the salty sea drifting up from my coat. At some point in the last few hours, I’d made my choice. It was time to commit and cease pretending that I’d done otherwise.

I took a deliberate step away from Lenore and bowed my head. “Thank you for your hospitality, my lady. Have a good night.”

An expression of very real ugliness flashed over her features before she wiped it away. She inclined her head and spun away without another word, leaving me to find my way into the mayor’s salon by myself. I spoke to the old ramling for a few minutes, politely declining his offer of help with other landowners and bidding him farewell. His daughter had not reappeared when it was finally time for me to depart, and I welcomed the cool bite of the wind when I eventually stepped outside.

It wasn’t raining, though it had been some time before. The night was deep and still and the cobblestones were slick beneath my boots as I made my way towards the edge of the harbor. I stopped beside the docks, right where the waves washed against the rocky shore.

There was that familiar watchful prickle, but for the first time, I felt no concern. Realization had robbed me of it and my mind grew clearer with every breath of salty air. I knew what it was that hunted me and I knew which steps I wanted to take.

That didn’t mean, however, that I would blindly set my feet.

I drew a knife from my belt and called out, “Rhenna.”

From beneath the black waves, a shape appeared. It flowed from the ocean, a dark, predatory thing with bright teeth and black, pitiless eyes. The lines of its body were sharp and curved with a deadly, sinuous grace. Power rippled through its every muscle and it came onto shore as a creature of nightmare, remorseless as the sea that had birthed it.

I stared at a monster from an age before time, a stalking killer, a pirate, and an enemy to all who dared to even gaze upon the open ocean. It was sharkin, and I’d been its prey almost from the moment I’d first set foot onto this island.

“Callum,” Rhenna said. “How was dinner?”

I watched her pause a bare few paces from me, the knife feeling light in my hand. “You’ve followed me every time I’ve left my cottage. Wherever I’ve gone, you’ve been there, spying on me.”

She didn’t try to deny it, merely flicked her eyes down to the blade I held. “What’re you going to do with that?”

“Why?” I asked, despite already knowing the answer. “Why are you here?”

Rhenna bared her teeth, lifting herself high onto her tail. “Because you’re mine, Callum. You’re my mate and I won’t let anyone—”

I lifted the knife and sliced it across my palm. Pain flashed through me, blood spurted into the naked air and everything went still.


Chapter Twenty-Three
Callum


“That was so stupid!” Rhenna cried out, for probably the hundredth time. “Seriously, Callum, what the hell were you thinking!?”

I scowled. “I already told you.”

We were on our way back from Wick, making our way along the path back to the cottage. Rhenna held on tightly to my arm. Our pace was slow and careful, a concession to her still tender tail and underbelly.

I’d suggested that she just swim back through the harbor to meet me there, but that had just been met by an annoyed hiss and a comment asking how she was supposed to keep herself from going mad with worry if I couldn’t even be trusted with a knife.

“You did.” The sharkin glared right back. “But I’m hoping it’ll sound less idiotic if you explain it to me one more time.”

I let out a breath, huffing my frustration into the cool, summer night. The problem was that she was right; in hindsight, slicing my palm open like that had been stupid. It throbbed painfully now, the cut bandaged with a strip of cloth cut from my shirt.

Still, I’d had to know.

“As I said, I had to be sure that you wouldn’t go all dead-eyed if I started bleeding again. If we’re going to be fighting Evlyn, I didn’t want to have to worry about you attacking me if I got wounded.”

“And I told you days ago that I could still smell the blood from your shoulder and I’ve been managing fine. It isn’t even fully closed up yet, so why by all the salt in the fucking sea did you think that cutting your hand open would change anything!?”

Heat crawled up my neck. “Well, I didn’t know if smelling fresh blood would make a difference.”

“You could have asked!” She squeezed my arm to her chest. “But no, instead, you cut open your perfect skin like a complete moron and make me worried and mad and—”

“I had to be sure! I wanted to surprise you with it as if we were in battle.”

“A battle which you’ll now have to fight with an injured hand. Is that going to make using your sword or pistol any easier?”

I winced. “Aye, I admit that I could have chosen a better spot to cut.”

“You shouldn’t have chosen one at all! You should have talked to me and—” She pulled me to a stop, the bit of moonlight shining through the clouds overhead enough to let me see her expression of abject misery. Cradling my wounded palm to her chest, she said. “You got hurt again because of me, Callum. I promised that you wouldn’t.”

“No. No, Rhenna, no, this was my fault. I had to be sure, but—. You’re right, I should have talked to you.” I stepped forward to wrap her in my arms, hoping that this would do a little to ease the pain and anxious worry twisting her features. “I’m sorry. It was a stupid thing to do.”

“It was so stupid!” she whined, but I was pleased to feel her relax against my chest a moment later. “You’re not going to say I broke our deal?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” I squeezed her tight and pressed my lips to the top of her head when she tucked it into the crook of my neck. “I told you that I can’t push you away. Besides, you’re my mate, right?”

Rhenna stiffened. “Callum—”

“Melany told me a bit about what it means and, well, there’s still a lot that I don’t know or understand, but Rhenna—” I let out a breath. “Everything about this is crazy. You’re crazy and dangerous, and you’ve already almost killed me, and there’s a thousand damned reasons why this is such a terrible idea, but—” She leaned back to meet my gaze and I smiled to see her open, wide-eyed expression. Reaching up to tuck a lock of her hair behind an oceanic ear, I felt the rightness of my decision roll through me with every pounding beat of my heart. “I think you’re incredible. You make me laugh. I love being around you and your weird obsession and stalking. You fit so perfectly into my life, I feel like you understand me, and you’re so beautiful that it makes my chest ache. I want you, Rhenna. I want to try.”

“Callum.” She breathed my name, the softest sort of wonder shimmering within her eyes. “I love you, my mate.”

“It’s a bit early for me, still,” I told her, sliding my hands down to her hips. “But I’ll be ready soon.”

“Mmm.” She snaked her arms around my neck. “Kiss me and I promise to keep giving you all the time you need.”

“Weren’t you going to do that anyway?”

“I was, but then you called me crazy.” A smile tugged at the edge of her lips, the lines of her face made soft by her tangle of dark hair and the flush coloring her cheeks. “So, now I need extra.”

“Oh?” I laughed low in my throat. Without my coat, Rhenna’s midriff was bare beneath her crossed chest-wrap. I shifted my grip on her waist, pulling her into me and feeling the flex of her muscles beneath her warm, naked skin. “Did you not spy on me from the harbor and threaten to kill a woman for coming to visit me?”

“That’s called protecting what’s yours.” She tightened her grip on my neck, pushing herself up with her tail. “And she brought you food, Callum. You think I’m just going to let that go?”

I laughed again. “I suppose not.”

Then, because every part of me felt so warm and Rhenna had already been so patient, I kissed her. There was salt and sweetness on her lips, and her tongue was a warm, silken caress. I felt, more than heard, the hum of her pleasure as our kiss deepened and slowed. My palm slid up the bare arch of her back and her tight curves went soft as she melted into me.

“There,” I said, panting through the ragged heat of my breath. “Better?”

“Better.” Rhenna’s dark eyes shone, her skin a blaze with the same fire I could feel rising through me. “But I want more.”

I smirked, my heart beating faster as her teeth flashed to bite down on her lip. “Why don’t we go home first?”

Then, before she had a chance to pout or be annoyed, I slid an arm down past her hips and scooped her into my arms. Rhenna squeaked, holding tightly onto my neck as I lifted her into the air. She was heavy; the muscles of her long tail were dense with coiled power, and the hide was rough against my hand.

Still, we weren’t far from the cottage and I thought that I could probably make it.

“Callum! What’re you doing?!” She wiggled against my chest, lifting the finned tip of her tail high to keep it from dragging. “Put me down!”

I grunted, starting forward. “I’ll put you down if you want, but doesn’t your underbelly still hurt?”

“It does.” She hesitated, looking up at me. “I don’t want you to drop me, though.”

“I’m not going to drop you.”

“Mmm, your arms do feel strong.” She settled herself more comfortably, resting her head against my shoulder. “I’ve never been carried like this before.”

“You’ve never had a mate before, either.”

I felt her swallow and, somehow, she managed to burrow herself deeper into me. Then, she let out a long sigh. “I wish I didn’t have to smell that damned eel during the single greatest moment of my life.”

“You’ve had a lot of those moments recently,” I noted. “And aye, I’m sorry. I’ll wash as soon as we get home.”

“Good. But, gah—! She reeks! Why’d you let her get so close?”

“It wasn’t by choice.” I squeezed her to me, my already burning muscles relieved to see the shape of the cottage in the darkness just ahead. “She asked me to spend the night, you know.”

Rhenna went statue still.

“I said no, obviously. Her offer didn’t tempt me in the slightest. It did, however, make me think about you.”

The sharkin relaxed enough to let out a breath and unhooked one arm from around my neck. She rested that hand against my chest, her webbed fingers twisting into the fabric of my shirt. “Will you do me a favor?”

“What’s that?”

“Let me kill her.”

“No.”

“Callum, you have to!” She straightened against my chest. “You’re my mate, but she’s trying to take you from me! That nasty little slut, am I just supposed to wait around and let her keep scheming ways up to force you into her disgusting hole?”

“You’re not killing her, Rhenna. And you don’t have to worry about her taking me from you.”

“But she’s going to keep trying, and you’re mine, and she just stinks, Callum! What if she tries to hit you over the head next time? You wouldn’t be able to defend yourself and—gah! I don’t even want to think about it.” She shifted, trying to slip from my arms, but I held onto her. “Just let me go now. I’ll get it done super fast and then we never have to worry about her again!”

“Rhenna.”

“Please! Please, please, please, Callum! I’ll never kill anyone again after this. It’ll just be her, I promise. And look, I’ll be back before you’re done washing. So, just—please let me go do it.”

I chuckled, wondering at how I could find this so amusing. It certainly wasn’t because I thought she wasn’t serious; she was, deadly so. Lenore wouldn’t survive the night if I gave even one inch to vicious sharkin.

But that was exactly it: she was asking instead of just going. She’d made a promise not to hurt anyone and I was only just now realizing how much I trusted her to actually keep it.

“Instead of that,” I said, setting her down now that we’d reached the cottage. “I want you to start a fire and make the bed for us.”

I saw my words slice through Rhenna, cutting away whatever she’d been about to say. She stared at me, eyes huge above the surprise parting her lips. “Make the bed … for us?”

I nodded, crimson staining my cheeks. “That’s what I was thinking about before I left the mayor’s house. Another test. I want to see if we can sleep beside each other.”

“You—you want me in your bed?”

“But just to sleep,” I warned. “I want to go slowly in case—”

Rhenna squealed, the high-pitched sound making me wince. She slapped a hand onto my forearm, and I chuckled to hear the excited babble that poured from her lips.

“We’re going to sleep together?! Callum—eek! Sand and salt and sea and—eek!—I can’t believe it. Callum!” She was bouncing up and down on her tail, unable to keep still. Her black eyes shone bright, while her cheeks and chest were stained a delighted red. “WE’RE GOING TO SLEEP TOGETHER!”

“Only if you want to.” I didn’t miss the opportunity to speak into the beat of silence Rhenna needed to take a breath. “Obviously, you don’t have to.”

“Do I want—YES! Ah! I can’t wait to hold you and kiss you and listen to your adorable snoring and—! Your face! Eep! I bet your sleeping face is so handsome and cute and I finally get to see it!”

I didn’t even fight to keep the stupid smile from splitting my face. There was no question that becoming so involved with the sharkin would complicate my life here on Strom. It would also, however, make it infinitely better. This woman was a wonder; she was strong, intelligent, heart-poundingly beautiful, and was wholly, unashamedly herself. She lived beholden to no one and I saw in her someone who shared my dream of living apart from the world that had already demanded so much of me.

Rhenna was my chance at very real happiness, and though I was still cautious, I was determined not to let a few murderous tendencies get in the way of that.

“Okay, okay,” I laughed, tugging her towards the cottage door. “Get everything ready for us and I’ll wash up in the rain barrel out back.”

“Yes, okay, yes, you get ready and I—no!” Rhenna yanked me to a stop, panic flooding her features. “No, Callum, wait! Gah! I’m disgusting! The harbor—! My hair! Ew, ew, ew, okay, no, I’m not getting into your bed like this. I need to wash.”

“Alright, don’t worry. That’s fine. Do you want to use the rain barrel first?”

“No, I’m going to go back to my cave for a second. I have soap there, a brush, and—eep!” She pressed a quick kiss to my cheek. “Callum! But, okay, yes, washing; you go start and I’ll get the fire lit while you do that.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind doing it if you want to just go.”

She jerked her head up and down in a quick nod. “I’ll go after. It’s going to take me a while to wash all this grossness away and I don’t want you to freeze while you wait.”

“Aye, alright.” I smiled. “But don’t take too long.”

“I can’t wait!” Rhenna grinned and gave my chest a little shove. “Go! Hurry!”

“I need to get my soap first,” I laughed. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

The interior was dark, but the sharkin could see perfectly well in the inky blackness. I’d had time to do little more than hang my coat up by the door before she shoved a bar of soap into my hands and pushed me back out. My step was light as I made my way around to my little garden, the warm glow in my chest keeping the chill at bay.

Then, I heard a splintering crash.

“Rhenna!” I called out, halting in my tracks. “Are you okay?!”

“Yup!” she sang. “I’m just getting the fire started!”

“What was—?” I groaned, realizing what I’d heard. “Was that one of my chairs?!”

“I needed wood!”

“There’s a bunch of it stacked by the hearth!”

“I didn’t see it!”

“You didn’t—?” I bit down on the rest of my words, continuing on with a shake of my head. It was my fault, really. Though it had been banished to a lonely corner, the sharkin had made no secret of her desire to get rid of the chair that Lenore had once sat in. I shouldn’t have given her the opportunity. “Don’t break any more of my stuff!”

“Just hurry up and finish washing, Callum!”

I grumbled something beneath my breath but obeyed, stripping off my clothes when I got to the first rain barrel and plunging a bucket into the waiting water. I bit down on a yelp as I dumped it over my head. The water was cold and I quickly started to scrub and scrape at myself.

Rhenna left the cottage before I was finished, heading down to her beach with a shouted call.

I dumped another bucket of water over my head once I judged myself clean, rinsing away the soap before hustling inside. A fire blazed merrily in the stone hearth, filling the room with heat and light. My coat was gone, but I pulled my pants and shirt back on after drying myself off. Then, I turned towards my bed.

It would be big enough for the two of us, if only barely, and was sturdily enough made that I didn’t think it would be in any danger of breaking. We’d have to sleep pressed tightly together and the finned tip of Rhenna’s tail would hang off the end.

Making my way back to the fire, I shot a sour look down at the ruined pile of wood that had once been my kitchen chair. I tossed a few more pieces of it into the hearth before settling into a nearby seat. I waited, my leg bouncing up and down as I stared into the flickering flames and, despite my exhaustion after such a long day, energy buzzed through my limbs.

I was nervous.

It had been a long time since I’d shared a bed with any woman, much less one as beautiful and, well, potentially problematic as Rhenna. Though my earlier stunt with the knife had gone a long way to reassuring me, her red-wave was still very much on my mind. I was committed to not actually having sex with her tonight, but, well, I didn’t think I had enough willpower to hold myself totally back.

We’d kiss and touch and tonight would let me see just how well she could remain in control.

With that in mind, I pushed myself to my feet and moved to where I’d left my belt atop my kitchen table. I pulled my knife from its sheath and returned to the bed to tuck the naked blade in between the mattress and headboard. It would be within easy reach should I need it, but wouldn’t otherwise interfere.

Then, I settled back into my chair to wait.


Chapter Twenty-Four
Rhenna


I plunged into the cold, dark sea, cutting through the water with the speed of my galloping heart. I was spending the night with Callum!

I WAS SPENDING THE NIGHT WITH CALLUM!

This day had been so amazing and perfect and I loved him so much and—ah! I still couldn’t believe that I’d actually told him that. I felt my cheeks start to burn, but I reminded myself that I just hadn’t been able to help it. He’d been so kind and handsome and understanding and perfect and it had been impossible for me not to tell him.

No, the words had needed to be said. Even if he didn’t yet feel the same way, he’d hugged me and kissed me and given me so many of those adorable frowns and carried me in his deliciously muscled arms and—

I was in love with my mate and I was happier than I’d been my entire life.

It wasn’t long before I was back in my cave. Pain throbbed through my bruised underbelly as I pulled myself out of the ocean, but it was easy to ignore. Tearing through my possessions, I eventually gathered up everything I needed and was about to dive back into the sea when I finally managed to wrangle the hurricane storm of my thoughts into something like order.

“Easy, Rhenna.” I forced myself to turn back and dump everything into my nest before settling in myself. “You’re a grown woman, not some overeager child. Calm down.”

Those words, unfortunately, did nothing to quell the mass of excited nerves fluttering within my stomach.

I closed my eyes, letting out a long breath, then another. A fourth followed a third and, after the fifth, I felt my pounding heart finally start to slow. No matter how much I wanted just to rush back to Callum and throw myself into his bed and love and kiss and touch him, I had to be careful. Slow.

My mate was giving me this chance, but he was still cautious. I couldn’t let him down. I would dash my skull against a rock if I ruined this opportunity. I had to think clearly, be deliberate.

That was easier said than done, however, and my stomach was still a heaving mess when I opened my eyes. I needed something else. My gaze had no trouble piercing the inky blackness of my cavern and within moments, it had settled on the doll.

The thing was large and I’d made it by cutting and stitching burlap into the shape of a woman. It was stuffed full of straw, cloth, and seaweed, and I’d pulled it into an uncomfortable woolen dress I’d stolen not long after first arriving on Strom. Ropes of seaweed made up its hair and its eyes and mouth were made from differently sized shells.

It sat propped up against one wall. A knife kept a dead eel pinned to its chest and there was a wicker basket resting atop its lap, the same one I’d found defiling my Callum’s home.

“Hello, Lenore,” I hissed, glad that I’d finally learned the whore’s name. “I hope you’re having a terrible night. I’m going to have an amazing one.”

I pushed myself out of my nest and stalked towards it. There were adjustments I needed to make, now that I’d actually seen the rancid little witch from the harbor. That had been a real test of willpower, and only my promise to Callum, the thought of his disappointment, and the fact that I’d already been holding myself back from ripping open that fucking brute who’d first opened the door had kept me from launching myself at her.

I felt better now, though. My mate had chosen me.

“I’ll admit that you’re pretty enough,” I told Lenore, ripping the knife from her chest. “In a ‘so ugly it’s cute’ kind of way. But you’re not as smart, strong, or beautiful as I am. You tried to steal my mate, but Callum’s too good to fall for your tricks and he isn’t interested in you.”

There was a pile of leftover stuffing not far away and I grabbed a few handfuls of it, shoving it down the front of the doll’s dress.

“He actually hates your slutty tits, you know. He hates your eyes and your stupid legs and your fat lips—gah! And your hair, blonde is such a disgusting color. It’s like piss or bile. Seriously, why did you ever think he would want you when he already has me?”

Turning away, I sifted through the leftover pile until I had a handful of yellow straw. I added that to the top of Lenore’s head.

“I’m perfect for him and you’re just a slimy little thief. He hates you and your food, and he doesn’t want you, and he’s mine!” I snatched up the knife, yanked the dead eel free, and plunged the blade into her chest before tearing it free. “He’s mine! He’s mine! He’s mine!”

Screaming, I stabbed the blade into her again and again. It felt good to vent my fury, and after what was probably close to two whole minutes, I slapped the dead eel back to Lenore’s chest and buried the knife into her for the last time.

“There,” I sniffed, turning away with a flick of my beautiful midnight hair. “That’ll teach you to keep your hands to yourself.”

I could think a lot more clearly after that and was feeling much better. I shifted my focus. Callum was waiting for me, and I needed to get ready.

Tonight was going to be perfect.

I headed to my own rain barrel. Peeling off my clothes, I started by scrubbing the harbor filth from my skin and hair, humming to myself while I worked. After that, I slithered over to my tall, silver-framed mirror.

My nakedness stared back at me. I considered myself, twisting this way and that to examine my every line and sinuous curve. What would he think of me? He thought I was beautiful, and though the memory of all he’d told me brought a warm flush to my cheeks, I knew that I wanted more. As his mate, I needed to enchant him. I wanted to hold the entirety of his attention, to feel the heat of his roving gaze, and make it so he had to be the one fighting to resist me.

And oh, how I planned to make him work.

I bit down on a wicked smile. I’d already decided that I would sleep naked and demand he do the same. Desire pulsed through me at the thought of seeing the entirety of him, of running my webbed fingers over his every hard line and ripple.

My Callum didn’t want to have sex tonight; that was fine. In truth, it was probably a good idea, though it soured my mood to even acknowledge the thought. The red-wave was gone, but the ache to have him fill me had not eased in the slightest. Taking things slow was … prudent.

Still, none of that meant that I was going to waste this first night with him by doing anything other than thoroughly wrapping myself around him. I wanted to feel everything and I wouldn’t tolerate even a scrap of cloth between us.

“But what to wear before that?” I mused. “I’ve got his coat, but otherwise …”

Coming back into his cottage completely naked would be too much for my Callum. I had to work him up to it, to get him to relax and warm up to the idea. Besides, it’d be nice to have something to take off too.

But what? That I’d wear his coat was already a given. I’d taken it before leaving the cottage and it was waiting for me on the beach. Beneath that, however … I mentally ran through all the clothing I knew I had stuffed in various chests, discarding piece after piece in turn. We were meeting up to sleep, so it had to be something simple. My usual chest-wrap and tied-on skirt would work, but I wanted it to be something special, and my naked body is what I really wanted him to really focus on.

So, why not just do that?

Heat flared through me. Naked beneath his coat … The thought made me shiver. That was perfect. It was long enough to cover the important bits and I could leave a few buttons undone to show off my cleavage.

He’d love that and it was so much nicer than Lenore’s.

“Eep! Okay, we’ll do that, but what about my hair?” I lifted my hands, gathering up every obsidian strand. “Tied back, or …? Gah! I don’t know!”

I had to hurry up. Callum was waiting for me, but there was still so much to think about! My thoughts were starting to spin and my stomach had regained its quiver. I was nervous, overly excited, and, in truth, a little scared. But, I thought, shooting my reflection a quick grin, I’d also never felt more alive.

“Just be a little patient, my love. I’ll be there soon.”


Chapter Twenty-Five
Callum


My heart lurched as I heard the latch turn. Leaping to my feet, I turned in time to see Rhenna duck through the entrance.

“You’re awake!” She gave me a smile touched by her not-quite-tamed excitement and started towards me with a flex of her long tail. “Sorry that took so long.”

“That’s—ahem —don’t worry, it’s …” I trailed off.

Rhenna was in my coat, the too-big garment buttoned up and cinched at her narrow waist with a loop of rope. Only the tips of her webbed fingers were visible through the long sleeves and the gold-trimmed collar was folded back. A single lock of her dark hair tumbled down beside her face, the rest of it tied back in a loose bun to expose the graceful curve of her neck.

It flowed from flushed cheeks down to the creamy skin of her chest. The blue and gold fabric of my coat was in sharp contrast to her milky pallor. Made into a deep V-shape by the few buttons she’d left undone, it framed the soft, rounded contours of her breasts. They were unbound from the usual crossed strip of cloth, left free to shiver and bounce with her every jerking sway.

I swallowed as, lower down, I noticed no skirt peeking out from beneath the coat’s fluttering hem.

God help me, was she—?

“I took your coat.” Her eyes were on mine, the hide of her flexing tail hissing over the ground. “I hope that’s okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, unable to look away from her. “It’s—that’s fine.”

“Mmm.” She stopped a bare arm’s length away, tilting her head to the side. “Just fine?”

“No.”

Heat flashed in the dark depths of her eyes and her lips curled into another smile. “Well, how do I look, then?”

My mind stuttered, trying to find the right word. There were so many ways I could describe her: incredible, wondrous, amazing, yet none of them felt right. Seeing her like this, in my home, with a smile playing across her features and the lines of her body made soft by my coat and the warm glow of the fire, she was perfect. She was just …

“Beautiful,” I said. “Rhenna, you’re so, so, beautiful.”

Her eyes melted into pools of liquid midnight. I held my hand out to her, and she flowed into me, wrapping her arms around my neck.

“My Callum,” she breathed, nose brushing against mine. “I’ve waited so long to hear you say that.”

We kissed and, for a time, my world became the press of her body and the salty sweetness of her lips.

“I’ve thought it every time you’ve worn this coat.” I slid my palms along the covered swell of her hips. “I don’t think I’ll ever want it back.”

She ginned, delight flushing even the tips of her long ears. “I look really good in it, don’t I?”

“Much better than I do, though, I don’t know how comfortable actually sleeping in it will be.”

“Oh, I’m not sleeping in this.” She plucked at my shirt. “Just as you’re not wearing this to bed.”

“I’m not?”

Rhenna gave me a flat stare. “Do you normally sleep in your boots and working clothes?”

“Of course not. I normally sleep in my underwear, but I don’t—”

“I’m not going to try and mate with you tonight, Callum. You’re giving me another bit of your trust and I’ll prove to you that I’m worthy of it. That doesn’t, however, mean that we can’t be comfortable.” She pulled up on my shirt. “Now, come on. I want to get in bed.”

I chuckled. “Alright, alright.”

Reaching for the hem of my shirt, I hesitated a moment, suddenly overly aware of Rhenna’s gaze on me. I was still nervous. It had been a long time since I had undressed for a woman and the sharkin was so far beyond beautiful that I—

I shook my head clear and pulled off my shirt.

Rhenna made a sound very much like a mewl, her eyes going wide above delicately parted lips. Her shark’s tail flexed and shifted, her fingers fluttering as she slowly reached through the air between us. She drank in the sight of me, the intensity of her gaze making my heart pound. Her expression was rapturous, and the way she looked at me had slipped beyond desire and into something that was almost … reverent?

God in heaven, it felt incredible.

“Callum,” she murmured, touching my bare chest. I felt the prickle of goosebumps, the tingle following her fingers as she trailed them down my stomach. “You’re more perfect than I remember.”

“You’re still doing alright?”

She gave me a jerky nod, hooking a pair of fingers beneath my belt. “Trousers too. Off.”

I chuckled, the sound making Rhenna shiver. “Boots first. I’ll sit on the bed for that.”

She didn’t follow me as I made my way to it, remaining atop her tail by the flickering hearth fire.

I raised an eyebrow once I’d sat down. “You’re not coming?”

The sharkin chewed on her lip, suddenly hesitant. “You—you haven’t changed your mind? I can still go back out to the hammock, but if we do this … I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay away ever again.”

“I know,” I told her, meeting her gaze. “I want you in my bed.”

She smiled, the expression curling wider as her uncertainty melted away. A ripple of her powerful tail saw her straighten and shift, her body regaining its usual easy confidence.

“Well, then,” she said, webbed fingers undoing the rope around her waist before moving to the buttons of her coat. “I guess I’d better get ready.”

I forgot to blink, forgot to breathe as, one by one, those buttons fell away. Blue and gold fabric gave way to delicious curves of pale, ocean-damp skin, and as the entirety of the garment fell away, I swore that I wouldn’t ever be able to remember even my own name.

Because Rhenna was indeed naked beneath my coat, wondrously, gloriously naked.

“There,” she breathed, letting my coat fall onto the back of the nearest chair. “That’s more comfortable.”

A smile of predatory delight curled her lips when I failed to make so much as a grunt. I could do nothing but stare.

Rhenna’s every line was perfect, the curve of her neck flowing smoothly down into a pair of soft breasts. They were each a perfect handful, small, but ideally suited to her lean, sinuous curves. Nipples capped the creamy dollops of flesh, pink, pretty, and already mouth-wateringly stiff.

Down the rippling length of her stomach and past the bump of her navel, I saw the pale hide of her tail start high on each hip. It tapered into a smooth V, the divoted point located just below her center. And there, nestled within, was a lush, hairless seam of soft, silken flesh.

“Well,” Rhenna said, drawing my gaze back up the length of her. “Should we get into bed?”

The words, when I found them, emerged hoarse. “Come here.”

Her dark eyes burned. An undulating flex of her long tail pushed her towards me in that jerking, hypnotic slither. I lost myself in the sway of her hips, in the shift of hard muscles beneath the shocking, quivering softness of her breasts. She pulled her hair out of its knot before reaching me and I watched it spill over her naked shoulders in a river of shimmering midnight.

“Your boots, Callum.” She smirked, trailing her fingers along my shoulder as she slipped past me and onto the bed. “Don’t forget.”

I had them off almost before the wooden frame had stopped creaking and was on my feet, finishing stripping off my trousers by the time Rhenna had stretched herself out atop the layered quilts.

“Oh no,” she said, stopping me as I was bending to climb in beside her. “The underwear, too.”

Rhenna was on her side, head propped up on the palm of one hand. The finned tip of her tail hung off the end of the bed, but the rest of her was cushioned by warm fabric. Fiery shadows flickered over her, making her pale flesh shine.

Desire roared through my blood. My own skin was hot and the aching bulge of my hardness was already straining against my undergarment. I didn’t take my eyes off her as I straightened back to my full height, unable to do anything but run my gaze along the naked, ocean-damp length of her body.

Rhenna basked in the heat of my attention, delighting in it. She made no move to cover herself. Instead, she arched her spine in a slow, luxurious stretch, treating me to the delicious ripple of her muscles and the shifting quiver of her pale breasts.

“Ah,” she said. “So, you do like them. I was beginning to worry.”

“They’re …” I started, before words failed. “Aye, I like them.”

“A lot?”

“More than a lot.”

“Mmm, that’s quite a bit.” She trailed fingers up her stomach to cup her chest. “Do you think they’re too small?”

“God no,” I said, falling into a trance as I watched her squeeze and push them together. “They’re absolutely perfect.”

“More perfect than Lenore’s?”

I tore my gaze away just long enough to look into her eyes. “It’s not even close.”

Heat, along with a good bit of triumph, flared in her eyes. “Good. Now, get naked and come touch them.”

I swallowed. “That is dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She grinned up at me, her fingers drifting down from her chest to the swell of her hip. Her teeth were bright compared to her black veil of hair and dark eyes. “Where’s your valor, Captain Callum? Surely I don’t compare to the might of the Orlean Navy?”

God help me, how had I ever thought that this was a good idea?

“No.” I pulled down my underwear and my stiffened cock sprang free. “You’re infinitely more dangerous.”

She welcomed me into bed with a low purr of laughter. “Don’t worry, a harpoon like that is more than enough to keep you safe.” Her eyes tracked my manhood as I settled in beside her, a shiver running through her before she lifted her gaze back to mine. “Salt and sea, I can already feel it impaling me.”

My cock twitched, but I forced myself to breathe through the hammer of my heart. “Not tonight.”

“Not tonight,” she agreed, sliding one palm along my chest. “But I want you to touch me.”

That was a request I was happy to oblige. We both lay on our sides, facing each other. It was a simple matter to wrap my arms around her and pull her into my chest. Her skin was sinfully soft, smooth, and just a little cold to the touch. It wasn’t uncomfortable. I felt every single one of her naked curves as she pressed herself against me and knew that she’d quickly grow warm.

Loose strands of her hair tickled my face and shoulders. She wiggled her tail to tangle it around my legs. The blue and white hide was far rougher than her skin, but I found the contrast pleasing. My manhood, however, was a length of iron pressed between our stomachs, and this close, I breathed in nothing but her wild salt and sun scent. Blended with a nameless, feminine richness, it was as heady as the smooth glide of her skin.

Then, Rhenna shifted to bury her face in the crook of my neck.

Tension rippled through me as I felt her lips and the silken brush of her tongue. My flesh prickled as I remembered the sharp pain of her teeth, and I held myself still, ready to reach for my knife the moment I felt her bite down.

Instead, she inhaled deeply, letting out a sigh that was on the edge of being called a moan.

“Callum.” She went boneless, melting into me as softness flooded her tight curves. “Your blood and skin; I’m never leaving here again.”

A chuckle rumbled through me and I felt myself start to relax. “Is that so?”

“Mhm.” Her breath, warm and damp, swirled over my skin. “I’m so happy, so warm. Thank you for not letting go.”

I squeezed her to me, breathing out my worry. “You’re still in control?”

Her tail flexed and her arms slithered around to hug my back. “This is where I belong. Wrapped around you like this—I’m more centered than I’ve ever been.”

“I’m glad.”

Rhenna shifted against me, letting out another long sigh. “Let’s spend the rest of our lives like this.”

I laughed again, pressing my smile into the top of her head. She let out a low hum of pleasure as I slid a palm down the smooth arch of her back, tasting the curve of my neck with another wet kiss. My heart beat faster, hand gliding lower until I paused at the small of her back.

She wiggled her hips. “Lower.”

I hesitated only a moment. The sharkin let out another pleased little hum as my fingers reached the curve of her ass. Her flesh was smooth and warm, at once firm and achingly soft. I squeezed each of her cheeks in turn, my skin growing hotter as I massaged and explored her every rounded edge.

“I like it when you touch me,” she murmured.

“I like touching you too.”

“I know.” She leaned back, enough that I could see the wicked little twinkle in her eyes. Then, she rolled her hips, grinding her smooth navel against the hardness throbbing between us. “I can feel it.”

A groan rumbled through me, my cheeks red with the same heat staining Rhenna’s.

“So hard,” she purred, and her stomach flexed with another delicious roll of her hips. “Is that because of me?”

“You know it is.”

“Mmm, good. I want you to enjoy this body.”

I squeezed her ass, hard. “God, Rhenna.”

“It’s yours, my mate. Every inch.” Her hand found the top of mine, her webbed fingers slipping between mine to guide it from her butt to her hip. “Every slope.” I felt the top of her V of hide, the roughness fading into silken smoothness as she pulled my palm along her flank. “Every curve.” She brought it into the space between us, up her rippling stomach and over the lush softness of one breast. Her breath hitched as my hand scraped over a hard, sensitive nipple. “Everything is yours.”

“You,” I grated, unable to keep myself from squeezing and exploring her chest, “are so fucking dangerous.”

She laughed low in her throat, arching her back to push her naked tits into my hand. “I just want to give you something to look forward to. And besides,” teeth flashed as she bit down on her curling smile, “don’t think that I’m not suffering as much as you are.”

With that, her hand pulled mine from her chest, guiding it back down the slope of her body. My palm slid over the smooth curve of her navel, the entirety of me going rigid when I touched her seam of soft flesh.

Rhenna’s pussy was soaked in ready moisture. Her lush folds dripped with liquid heat. She was so wet, so slick that even the barest brush of my fingers was enough to thoroughly drench them.

A soft mewl of sound slipped through the sharkin’s lips and my next breath was filled with the scent of her arousal. Rich as the dark, liquid depths of the sea, it was thick, heavy, and powerfully, head-swimmingly feminine.

“Fuck,” I swore, the word barely audible over the roaring of my blood. “Rhenna.”

She gripped me with both hands, a tremor rolling through her as I parted her outer folds with one sliding finger. Her eyes and skin were hot, and she ground herself against my hand.

“See?” she panted. “It’s not just you, and I—I can hold on.”

“You’re incredible.” Desire pounded through me, stronger than anything I had felt before. Still, I was committed to taking my time with Rhenna. Then, because I wasn’t cruel, I pulled my fingers away from her naked sex and wrapped her in another hug. “And I’m sorry if this is hard for you.”

“Worth it.” Another tremor ran through her before she relaxed with a long, slow sigh. “It’s all worth it, my Callum. Being with you, like this … Thank you for giving me another chance.”

“That was the best decision I ever made.” I kissed the still-damp top of her head. “Although I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep tonight.”

“Mmm, release would make it easier on both of us. No sex, I know.” She pressed a webbed finger to my lips, forestalling my objection. “But if we took care of ourselves …?”

She left the question hanging there and I swallowed. “You, ahem—you would as well?”

“Of course.” Her smile turned languid, fingers finding their way to the lines of my chest. “With you here and with how desperate for it I am, well, it won’t take me long.”

“I —” My heart hammered against my ribs, my chest burning with the words that were about to slip out. “I want to see.”

Heat flared within her and her lips were on mine in the next moment, kissing me fiercely. She rolled onto her back after pulling away, keeping her head turned towards me. One hand, meanwhile, slid down the slope of her stomach and towards the tip of her V of smooth flesh.

Entranced, I sat up in bed. Her gaze never left my face and I saw not an ounce of shame or embarrassment touching her reddened cheeks.

Such things, after all, didn’t exist between mates.

“Watch me then, my Callum.” She gasped, her breath hot as her fingers slipped through the liquid-soaked lushness of her pussy. “See what you do to me.”

Then, she started stroking herself.

Soaked in firelight and flickering shadow, she was all undulating, feminine softness layered over predatory muscle and oceanic grace. Her hips rolled with the curl of her finger and I heard the slither of wet flesh as she traced slow circles over her ready sex. Naked breasts shook and shivered, her berry pink nipples, sweet, and deliciously stiff.

She was a wonder, from the finned tip of her tail to the tops of her sweeping ears. She was power and coiled violence, love and unwavering devotion. She was beyond beautiful, intoxicating, and—

She was all mine.

“My Callum,” she purred. “I love the way you’re looking at me.”

A wordless sound rumbled through my chest and I shifted to kneel on the bed beside her. Looking down at her, my hand found the molten flesh of my cock. A low moan slipped from her as I began to work my own length, her back arching as she curled a pair of fingers within herself.

“Fuck,” I groaned, heat roaring through me. “Rhenna.”

“Oh,” she gasped, hips rolling, grinding her pussy into the fingers she’d wedged within herself. “Sand and—my name, say it again.”

“Rhenna. My Rhenna.”

“Again,” she mewled, digging her free hand into the soft flesh of one breast, squeezing and pinching. “Tell me I’m yours.”

“My Rhenna.” I pumped myself faster, matching her rhythm. “My mate.”

“That’s—I can’t —” A violent shudder rolled through her and her hand left her chest to snake through the space between us to grip the muscles of my thigh. “I love you, Callum! I love you, I love you, I love you!”

“Rhenna,” I grated, feeling the pressure within me grow. I didn’t touch her, couldn’t, lest the last dregs of my control shatter. “I’m getting close.”

“Me too,” she panted, tail lashing and tits heaving. “But, Callum, your cock, can I—” Her tongue, warm and wet, spilled from between her lips. “Let me taste it. Please, I—just a taste.”

I shouldn’t, but God help me, how could any man ever refuse something like that?

She moaned her need as I shifted closer, stomach rippling as she pushed herself onto one elbow. I expected her to swallow me as soon as the burning tip of my cock came within a bare inch of her eager mouth. Instead, she held back, inhaling deeply. Her eyes brightened as she filled herself with the scent of my lust, gazing up at me through tumbling locks of her obsidian hair.

Then, eyes never leaving mine, she pulled me into her.

I felt the silken caress of her tongue in the instant before her lips closed around my head. It curled and swirled, guiding me into the liquid depths of her mouth. I slid into her, releasing my cock to slam my hand down atop the headboard. Everything was warm and wet and the flexing heat of her throat made my body go rigid. White seared across my vision as she ground her nose into my pubic hair, taking the whole of me.

Her moan thrummed through me, her tongue swirling and tasting. The tight, rippling muscles of her stomach stood out as she held herself propped onto a single elbow. That hand still gripped my thigh, a supporting anchor while the other clawed at her pussy with a desperate, almost savage urgency.

She started bobbing her head bare moments later, working her tongue and sucking lips back and forth along the length of my cock. Hot air blasted from my chest and the headboard creaked beneath my fingers. It took all my will to keep still, to not grip the back of her skull and thrust into her.

My restraint, however, was quickly melting away within the wet heat of Rhenna’s mouth.

The only thing that saved me was that I’d been close to my edge even before sliding inside her. I was careening towards it now, the roaring pressure within me spiking with every swirling stroke of her tongue.

“Rhenna, I’m going to—” I tried to pull away, but she wasn’t having it. Her hand whipped around to the back of my thigh, nails digging into me, pinning me in place while her head jerked forward to take me all the way to the back of her throat. “Fuck!”

I erupted into her, shuddering and groaning as I emptied myself with short, violent spurts. Rhenna didn’t flinch, never looking from my face as her tongue and throat flexed to drink everything I had to give her. Even as her own shuddering orgasm washed through her, those black, abyssal eyes remained locked on me. Within their glimmering depths, I saw the dark, uncompromising intensity of her devotion. I was her world and she’d set the rest of it ablaze before letting it take me.

God help me if I didn’t already love her for it.

Once finished, I sagged into a kneeling heap of watery muscles. Rhenna, for her part, stayed latched onto my manhood. Pushing her head into my lap, she licked and suckled, letting it slip from between her lips only when she was sure that she’d milked every last drop.

Then, she let out a sigh of absolute bliss.

“My stomach is so full.” She gave me a dreamy smile, her body slick with sweat and her own arousal. “My Callum, I never want this to end.”


Chapter Twenty-Six
Lenore


Humiliation burned through Lenore. It had gotten her out of bed at a truly ungodly hour and warmed her through the early morning chill.

“Have a good night.”

Callum’s words from the previous evening tumbled through her head, making her grit her teeth. Rejection—after everything she’d done for him, all the work she’d put in over these past weeks to stoke his ambition, to protect his reputation from Ian’s temper and his own damned foolishness. He’d befriended the sharkin! What sort of idiotic man did that? And last night, when the town had been reeling with the news, she’d been the one to put them at ease.

Yet still, Callum had rejected her.

Why? It didn’t make any sense. She was beautiful, capable, driven, and perfectly charming. There was no partner more suited to his aspirations, no woman better to support his rise through the halls of power or walk beside him through the streets of the capital.

So, why the fuck had he rejected her?

It was his damned pride, it had to be. No matter how miserable it was, the fool was still convinced that the quiet life of a lighthouse keeper was what he wanted. Men were all the same. Well, no, that wasn’t quite true.

Callum was certainly a breed above and while he’d certainly noticed and appreciated her beauty, he’d turned away when she’d offered it to him—was it his manners? The natural recalcitrance of a famous war hero? Or, perhaps he was an idiot. Had he simply not noticed? No. She couldn’t believe that. She’d been much too brazen. God in heaven, she’d done everything but yank her tits out for him!

So be it, then.

If that was the last step she needed to take, then so fucking be it. Lenore was getting off this thrice-cursed island and she was far from ready to give up.

Alone, she strode along the path towards Callum’s cottage. Her breasts jiggled in her scandalously low-cut dress, threatening to spill out with every step. The rest of her, too, had been sculpted into beautiful perfection.

Her body—she’d bludgeon him with it, hammer him over the head with her sex and lush femininity. Nothing was off limits. She’d beg if she had to. She’d lie, charm, seduce, and debase herself in whatever way it took to get him into bed. Fucking him in that hovel would be disgusting, but she’d do it and make him feel like he was king of the fucking world.

Then, he’d finally become enamored by her. That, or she’d blackmail him by threatening to tell the entire town of their affair.

Either way, he’d be hers.

From there, she’d use the power she gained over him to break him of his many flaws and force him to be the man she deserved. Respectful, subservient, deferential; she’d make him shave his damned beard, ditch his fool pride, and actually come running when she summoned him!

Lenore would get every single bit of her dignity back if she had to claw his away.

With her awareness turned inward, she was barely conscious of where she was, the path beneath her feet, or the ever-present scents of salt and rain. There was, however, a breeze blowing into her face. It was light, hardly even ruffling her hair.

Yet, it was enough to carry the voices to her ears.

High calls, laughter: those sounds finally pulled her from herself. She paused, noticing Callum’s cottage in the near distance. The voices, however, were coming from the beach beneath the trail. It took but another moment for Lenore to discover their source.

Callum and the sharkin.

Lenore stiffened, shock and fear punching into her stomach. The sharkin was there. She’d never actually seen the thing before and the descriptions she’d heard hadn’t done it justice.

The thing was a monster, a revolting, legless thing that moved in a crawling, wriggling sort of slither. It was a vision of oceanic horror, a creature of the lightless depths. Stringy black hair masked a hideous face and the creature’s torso was shaped in vicious mockery of a human woman’s.

Something so vile should never be allowed to see sunlight. Yet, there it was, right beside Callum.

They were heading together towards the rowboat awaiting them on the edge of the water. The sharkin, impossibly, had what looked like the captain’s blue navy coat draped over her shoulders and she had her arm looped around his.

What was going on? Why wasn’t he trying to kill the monster? Why did it look like—

Lenore’s heart lurched as Callum’s head tilted her way. There was nowhere to hide on the exposed path, but she didn’t hesitate to throw herself to the rocky ground. She soiled her dress and scraped her palms bloody, but when Lenore peeked up through her tangle of golden hair, she was relieved to see that she hadn’t been spotted.

Everything else, however, was turning her stomach upside down.

Laughter, smiles, little nudges of the hip, and, of course, the linked arms. She witnessed it all in the handful of seconds it took the two of them to reach the boat. Then, the sharkin actually threw its arms around Callum and kissed him.

Lenore was so shocked that for a moment, all she could do was gape. But then, Callum’s hands closed around the creature’s waist. He kissed her back, hugging the thing to his body and letting it coil around him.

Rage, hotter than anything Lenore had ever felt before, roared through her.

This thing, this vile, disgusting, inhuman thing, is why Callum had rejected her? A fish? Over her? He was choosing a fucking fish?! And he was fucking her. Lenore could see it in the way they touched and kissed and—

God and all of his fucking angels, it was all she could do to keep from screaming.

But stay quiet, she did. She stayed flat on her stomach, hidden, and watched them put to sea. As Callum rowed away, Lenore saw every single one of her hopes and dreams crumble and be washed away like sand beneath the tide.

No. This wasn’t happening. She wouldn’t let it happen. Callum was hers. He was her ticket away from this place and she wasn’t about to allow a god-damned fish to get in the way of the life she deserved.

The sharkin was just another obstacle and Lenore had dealt with those her entire life. Killer, pirate, monster, it didn’t matter. She’d remove it and then there’d be nothing else to stand between her and Callum.

He’d be hers, and this would be one more humiliation to add to the tally.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
Callum


We were going to kill Evlyn.

Rhenna and I had decided on it the night before. Taking on the other sharkin was a foolish thing for me to be doing, one that was more than likely to see me torn apart. Yet, the same thing could be said about spending the night with Rhenna and I’d survived that just fine.

Although this would likely be much less pleasant.

I leaned back in my rowboat, pulling in the oars so they no longer dragged through the water. It had been a couple of hours since my last break and my hand throbbed painfully. Blood was leaking through the layers of cloth I’d wrapped around my wounded palm, the cut having evidently come open again from the friction of the oar’s handle.

“Does it hurt?” Rhenna asked.

I glanced over to where the sharkin hung off the back of the rowboat, her long tail sweeping through the gray water of the North Sea. Her eyes were bright, despite the dark circles beneath them. Her hair was tied back in a simple braid and her chest was bound in her usual crossed strip of cloth.

“Aye,” I grunted, using my teeth to tighten my bandage. “But I don’t need a reminder about how stupid it was.”

“Too bad.” Rhenna reached out to take my hand, spreading my fingers open to frown at the bloody cloth. “Callum, this was seriously so stupid. Right on your hand—what if next time you try and cut your own throat?”

I chuckled and pulled my hand back, though not before she pressed a quick kiss to the tips of my fingers. “Give me a bit more credit than that.”

“Stop acting like an idiot then.” At my sudden scowl, Rhenna’s cheeks reddened before she reached into the rowboat to swat at my knee. “And stop looking at me like that! We’re not far from the edge of Evlyn’s territory and you can’t distract me.”

I shook my head, using the motion to keep the smile from my lips. Then, I arched my spine and groaned when I felt my back pop. My shoulders too ached. We’d gone a long way since leaving the cottage this morning, rowing along the south and eastern shores of the island. Even with Rhenna’s help, it was taxing.

“You’re sure?” I asked, peering through the light drizzle of rain. “All these damned cliffs look the same.”

She hummed her assent. “I’ve been out here a few times. We’ll be there in another few minutes.”

“What are the odds that she’s already waiting to ambush us?”

“It’s possible, but I doubt it. Evlyn’s always preferred to pick on the harpies, and their colonies are to the north.”

“She’s never gone to Wick?”

Rhenna’s grin was full of sharp, white teeth. “Those waters are mine, Callum.”

I smirked. “Aye, I suppose they are.”

The expression faded from my features when I twisted around to stare out beyond the prow of my little rowboat. The wave-crested sea was dark beneath the haze of rainfall and somewhere within it lurked a canny old killer. Up here, it didn’t matter how hard I strained my senses; I’d be aware of nothing until the sharkin exploded out of the water towards me.

God, I hoped this wasn’t a mistake.

“We’ll be fine.” Rhenna’s voice pulled my gaze back to hers. “Remember our plan.”

I snorted, reaching for the pack I’d tucked beneath my bench. “Plan? Rowing a dinghy into a sharkin’s teeth isn’t a plan. It’s madness.”

“And yet, here you are.”

“Here I am.”

Rhenna and I had talked about this until late in the night and then again throughout nearly the entirety of the way here. The truth was, there was no real way to effectively hunt sharkin. Despite their somewhat … animalistic instincts, they were as intelligent as I or anyone else that walked on two legs.

If I’d shown up with a crew of armed men from town, a prospect that would have been unlikely even before my involvement with Rhenna became common knowledge, Evlyn would simply retreat into the sea. With her alive, we’d be at risk of an ambush during the entirety of the time we worked to pull the ship apart, prone to being picked off by the infinitely more maneuverable sharkin. I’d have to pay those same men with money I didn’t have to stand guard and the presence of the surrounding cliffs meant that we’d have to leave the beach through the same ocean within which she prowled.

I’d consider attempting it with my old crew from the HMS Orca, but with a rabble of untrained fishermen … It’d be a massacre.

No, Evlyn had to be killed and Rhenna and I were the ones to do it. Well, the sharkin would likely do most of the actual fighting. With my feet on the ground and my cutlass in hand, I was a match for many a warrior.

Beneath the waves, however, I’d be a kitten between two warring lions.

I was under no delusion about how much help I’d truly be here. My task was, instead, to be bait that Rhenna dangled between her webbed fingers.

“Do you feel mad, then, my mate?” The scarred, crescent-shaped fin at the tip of her tail emerged from the gray North Sea. It swept through the ocean waves with a flex of powerful muscles, water streaming from midnight blue hide as it briefly surfaced. “Do you trust me?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t trust you.” I blew out a breath, a half-smile quirking my lips. “How could I not, after last night?”

Rhenna matched my smile with one of languid satisfaction. “Last night was wonderful. You tasted so warm and lovely.”

“God—” I coughed, heat staining the flesh beneath my beard. That was something I couldn’t even begin to think about how to address. So, instead, I pushed it from my mind. Opening up my pack, I pulled out a hunk of bread and some dried fish. “Here, have some of this. We’ll rest here a bit before continuing on.”

The sharkin shook her head and pushed away the food I held out to her. “I’m not eating.”

“You’re not hungry? I didn’t see you have anything before we left this morning.”

“I’m not eating,” she said again.

“Why?” I frowned into her bag-rimmed gaze. “Is it because you slept badly last night?”

“No.” Rhenna tucked a bit of hair behind one sweeping ear. “The two aren’t related. I wasn’t ever going to waste our first night together by actually spending it unconscious.”

“You didn’t sleep? At all?”

“Of course not.” She folded her arms over the edge of my rowboat, set her cheek down onto them to look up at me with a brilliant smile. “I watched you instead.”

“Rhenna!”

“You were so cute! Your face was so relaxed and adorable, and you had the most angelic little snores, and you were holding me and—”

“The whole night? You really spent the whole night watching me sleep?”

“How could I do anything else!?”

I scowled down at her. There were so many things wrong with that. It was beyond insane, a breach of … I didn’t know what, but certainly of something! Other than my initial surprise, however, I found myself strangely unbothered by the revelation. In truth, it shouldn’t have even been that much of a surprise.

God help me, how far gone was I?

I held the food back out towards her. “Well, now you definitely need to eat.”

She hissed, retreating from the rowboat. “No.”

“Why?! God damn it, Rhenna, you didn’t sleep or eat, and we spent all morning traveling! You need your strength. You’ll be fighting Evlyn in just a few hours!”

She snorted. “I can handle the old sea hag. And I’m not eating while I have your seed in my belly, Callum! I won’t, so stop asking!”

I gaped at her even as I felt my manhood twitch. “Rhenna, that’s—that’s completely insane!”

“I don’t care.” A sweep of her tail brought her back to the boat, the vessel shifting as she hooked her arms over the side. “It feels so good and warm and nice and I’m not going to ruin that with food.”

I shook my head, knowing a lost cause when I saw one.

A few minutes later and I was once more taking up the oars. We continued onward, me in my little boat while Rhenna slipped beneath the waves. This close, we had to be careful. The other sharkin could be anywhere and Rhenna had to be ready. She would watch from below, keeping out of sight, circling, with hands near the knives lashed to her waist.

Alone, vulnerable, I crossed the invisible boundary of the sharkin’s territory.

Moving forward, I kept a tight hold on my emotions. I focused on my senses: the pull of my muscles, the rhythmic bite of the oars, and the steady thump of waves against the hull of my boat. I could see nothing but blank cliffs and dark water through the misty haze of the rain. Still, it wasn’t long before my mind slipped into a ready calm. This wasn’t the first time I had ventured into unknown waters, blind to whatever danger lurked beyond my ship.

Time rolled by. I rowed ever forward.

Eventually, the tall cliffs retreated before a stretch of pale sand. A ship emerged from the gray air, dark and ruined.

Then, a prickle touched my neck, and I was on my feet. My pistol was in my hand almost before the oars slipped into the sea, my cutlass scraping free a moment after that.

A heartbeat passed.

I swept my eyes over the empty waters, a sailor’s balance keeping me standing within the small, bobbing craft—a second heartbeat, a third, and then a fourth. There was nothing. Five, six, and seven, the ocean remained featureless. Still, I remained where I was, tense and ready, my eyes narrowed against the raindrops pattering my face.

My heart beat more than twenty times before I heard something: a splash of water. It came from behind me and I whirled around in time to see a shape bursting from between the waves.

There was a flash of sand colored hair, reaching fingers joined by webs of pale flesh, snarling teeth, and a shark’s gray hide. It streaked through the air towards me, impossibly fast. I brought up my pistol, even as I knew the vicious sharkin would be on me before I could squeeze the trigger.

Sea water fountained as another shape tore into the air. This one was colored black and midnight blue; the ferocity of its charge matched only by the keening fury pouring from between bright teeth.

Rhenna.

She slammed into Evlyn’s flank in midair. The impact was savage and sent them both tumbling into the sea, though I saw Rhenna rip a knife from her belt before she crashed into the waves. My boat heaved in the wake of their bodies, throwing me off my feet. I had time to toss my useless pistol aside before I too plunged into the gray water.

God and all his fucking angels, the water was cold.

The summer weather did nothing to leech the chill from the North Sea and the icy shock of it blasted the air from my lungs. Darkness surrounded me. I could see nothing but flashing shapes and the bubbles streaming from between my lips. I struggled up after them, my chest empty, kicking and flailing towards the surface. My weapons and sodden coat were weights dragging me downwards, but I was a strong swimmer, and it wasn’t long before I broke from the sea.

Gulping down lungfuls of air, I yanked off my coat, leaving it to float beside the empty rowboat. I didn’t have much time. The cold would rob my body of any use before long, and while the safety of the not-so-distant beach called to me, I dove back beneath the waves instead.

Swimming downward, I quickly caught sight of the warring sharkin. The sea churned with blood and fury, and memories of Gadir flooded through me even as I wedged my knife between my teeth.

The violence of that day had been savage and unrestrained. Roaring cannons had blasted apart ships and bodies, spilling carnage into a sea that was soon red with it. The lurking sharkin, ever drawn to the plunder of a battle between nations, had been driven into a blood frenzy. Hundreds of them, drunk on slaughter, had run amok. I watched them swarm onto wounded ships, shrieking and killing before being cut down by ragged volleys of musket fire. Thrashing tails made the sea seem almost to boil, and sailors fallen overboard drew writhing masses of them, the poor souls screaming as they were torn apart.

Rhenna and Evlyn ripped into each other with that same frenzied aggression. There was no thought given to speech or reason or compromise or any other tool of what might be called civilization. Instead, they fought to take what belonged to the other, to kill before they died. They twisted and spun with savage speed, lunging and flowing with brutal, impossible grace. Knives cut, teeth rended, and nails gouged. Blood and bubbles streamed from bodies made to rule the ancient, primeval depths of the sea, and their shrieking rage made everything thrum.

It was a maelstrom and I was swimming towards it.

This was not a world within which I belonged. It was dark where my own world was filled with light. It was utterly alien and hostile to my very survival. Salt made it toxic and it smothered the very air I needed to breathe. I could not survive life in this place; I could only bypass it atop the uncertain safety of my ship.

Still, I plunged ever deeper, my mind clear of everything but one thought: it was better to fight as two than as one.

Alone, Rhenna might triumph; together, those odds went up. I could recognize her by the darkness of her hair and hide, but could make out no real details in the blurry, liquid night. I didn’t know who had the advantage, couldn’t see who might be tiring, and whose wounds were the more serious.

This was a battle in which I couldn’t participate in any meaningful way, yet I would do what I could. I was on the edge of the storm now and pulled the knife from between my teeth even as the sharkin continued to rage and war. They were utterly focused on each other and I’d have but one shot to make a difference, to distract and perhaps wound Evlyn before she tore out my throat. I just had to hope that Rhenna could seize on that moment.

God help me, I thought, this is why you don’t fall in love with a monster.

My opportunity came when Evlyn coiled through the water, seeking space from Rhenna’s reaching fingers. I saw lean muscles beneath pale flesh, breasts bound by cloth. Pale hair streamed behind her and a flex of her powerful tail sent her curling just past me. I lunged forward with my blade, water making the motion clumsy and glacially slow.

Still, the tip of my knife connected, carving a shallow cut along the length of her hide. She shrieked her surprise and her tail smashed into me as she abruptly switched directions. I spun through the water, vomiting bubbles, unable to see or right myself.

Then, I felt a line of fire along my ribs and, next thing I knew, teeth were tearing into my flesh.

Pain blazed through me. I stabbed blindly with my knife, missed, then screamed out all the air I still had as Evlyn’s fangs ground against my clavicle. She’d bit onto the base of my neck, would have torn out my throat if her jaws hadn’t hooked on a bit of bone.

Still, I’d have died in the next instant if Rhenna weren’t suddenly there.

She rammed into the other sharkin, punching a long knife into her back. Evlyn ripped her teeth from my flesh, moaning her agony. Her entire body went rigid as Rhenna yanked the knife free, and I watched, floating through a blooming cloud of my own blood, as she wrapped a scarred forearm around the other sharkin’s head and cut her throat.

Then, Rhenna’s gaze, black and cold, fixed on me.

Fear spiked through me as she shoved Evlyn’s corpse aside. She lunged forward and, wounded and out of breath, I could do nothing but flinch. The sharkin wrapped herself around me and I was sure that I was about to die, the next to fall victim to Rhenna’s blood frenzy.

Instead, she kissed me.

It was a hard kiss, fierce and hungry. Her lips tasted of passion and victory, salt and the coppery tang of blood. The empty pressure in my chest eased as her breath flooded into me and I was able to wrap my arms around her waist, even as her own coiled around my neck. She was all I could touch, taste, and feel in this strange, otherworldly darkness. She was the very air I breathed, the warmth of my body, and the strength of my limbs.

Rhenna was my whole world.

Then, I felt the fire.

It pulsed through me, lines of heat radiating from the bite at the base of my neck. An inferno coursed through my veins, devouring my pain, discomfort, and every thought and feeling. Everything was red and hot and burning—Evlyn’s saliva.

The realization came even as my hips twitched forward. The iron of my suddenly swollen manhood pushed into Rhenna’s feminine curves. An unnatural arousal seared through me. It was the same feeling as when Rhenna herself had bitten me; the need was desperate, burning, and completely overwhelming.

And this time, instead of leaching the heat from me, her kiss only fanned the flames.

I slid my hands around her waist, digging my fingers over the waist-wrap she’d worn for battle and into the firm flesh of her ass. I groaned into Rhenna’s lips, thrusting out with my hips, craving relief like a thirsty man craves water. To my delight, she moved with me, and I could feel the fire of her own lust in the sliding grind of her body and delicious roll of her hips.

Abruptly, she broke our kiss. Her gaze was lidded, chest rising and falling in breaths that were heavy and impossible for me to take. Lips moved in a low murmur, but I could hear nothing through the smothering water and the roar of my own blood. She stared into my features for a moment, letting me push my hips into hers, before her eyes slid down and found the wound on my neck.

They went wide, flicked back up to mine, and then, we were moving.

Rhenna’s tail pushed us up towards the surface even as her arms crushed me to her chest. Speed kept the trip from being gentle. There was pain, a lot of it, and my lungs ached for air, but those feelings were distant compared to fire raging within me and the soft squish of her tits.

I managed to pull one free from her crossed chest-wrap before we broke into the outside world. The sight of it, plump and pale with a perfect, berry-bright nipple, stayed with me as I coughed and retched the sea from my chest and sucked in my first real breath.

“Callum!” Rhenna said, holding my head above water. “You’re hurt!”

I coughed out an answer, holding onto her as we started moving once more. I felt sand beneath my boots before long and Rhenna dragged me onto the beach, setting me onto my back close enough for the sea to lap at my legs.

“Why did you go down there?! That wasn’t the plan, Callum!” She leaned over me, beautiful as the sunrise, and ripped open my shirt. “It was such a stupid and amazing and absolutely idiotic—look how she hurt you!” Her eyes were bright and her hair was a curtain of liquid obsidian tumbling down around the smooth lines of her face. “That gross fucking hag—! Why’d you come down there?! I had her beaten already, Callum, and look how she knifed you! Gah! And this bite here; she could have killed you!”

A bird, a big one with a strange shape, circled high in a sky that was thick with heavy clouds. It had stopped raining, though the seawater cascading down the length of Rhenna’s body still dripped onto me. The air was freezing, but that mattered less than even my pain.

One of her breasts was still hanging delightfully free.

“We need to bandage you up.” Rhenna tore a strip from my sodden shirt and I felt her stuff the cloth into my wound. “Then we have to get you warmed up and—”

Her words washed over me, leaving no impression once I’d reached up and pulled her second breast free. It swung beside its sister, naked and perfect, shaking and quivering with Rhenna’s every motion. It was wondrous, hypnotic, and her pink nipples were bright spots of stiffness amidst that soft pallor.

Then, I touched one and the gentle scrape of it against my fingers made the fire within me roar.

“Callum.” Rhenna’s voice reached me as her hand slid over mine to pin it in place. “You’re feeling her bite, aren’t you, my mate?”

“Rhenna.” I groaned her name and though her hips weren’t over mine, I couldn’t help but thrust them upward. “I want—”

“I know what you want, my heart, but you’re not yourself.”

“I don’t care.”

“That’s the bite talking.” She released my hand to rip another strip of cloth from my shirt. “We need to get these bandaged and get you somewhere dry and warm.”

“I want you, Rhenna. I’m tired of waiting.”

She stuffed more of the makeshift bandage into my wound and shook her head. “What you want is to take it slow. You’ve already given me so much of your trust and, no matter how amazing and perfect it would feel, I’m not breaking it now.”

“Rhenna—”

“Please, Callum. I love you so much and I want you so fucking—” She let out a long, shuddering breath before giving me a sad smile. “Please don’t make this harder on me than it needs to be.”

“I want you so much it hurts.”

“I know it hurts, but it’ll pass.” She shifted, pulling away. “Right now, we need—”

“No!” I held onto her with a strength that surprised even me, my gaze finding hers. “This feeling will never pass, Rhenna! I will always want you.”

She froze, eyes wide. “Callum …”

My mind was strangely clear despite the inferno raging within me and the words spilling from between my lips were real and true. Nothing else remained now that everything else had been burned away.

“I could fight this feeling, Rhenna. I did before, but now, I don’t want to. I only want you, your strength, your beauty, and your body by my side.”

“Stop.” Her voice cracked, though her eyes never left mine. “You can’t say these things to me. Not now. Not while I’m trying so hard to resist.”

“Every word is true,” I told her, knowing she could see the certainty in my gaze. “And I don’t want you to hold back anymore. Not with me.”

“Callum, you—you’re not afraid?”

I shook my head and smiled. “I love you, Rhenna. I’m yours.”

The sharkin stiffened and a small squeak slipped from between her lips. Then, she was lunging for mine, and her kiss was hotter than the desert sun.

“I love you!” she cried out afterwards. Tears were streaming down her face and her tail rolled over one of my legs when she shifted from my side to lie directly atop me, lining her hips up with my own. Then, she kissed me again, her arms wrapping themselves around my head while her naked, sea-soaked chest pressed against mine. “I love you, Callum!” Another searing kiss. “I love you, I love you, I love you!”

“My Rhenna.” I ground the iron bulge of my cock against her, knowing her sex was bare beneath her waist-wrap. “My mate.”

She whimpered, kissed me again, before pushing herself up. Her fingers were tugging at my belt even as her tail flexed and coiled itself atop my legs, pinning me in place.

“You’re hurt. You’re injured. I should take care of your wounds, warm you, feed you, and force you to sleep and heal. You’re not yourself, my love, no matter what you say. But—” My cock sprang free and a moan slipped from between her lips. Heat rose to stain her cheeks and naked tits. She ripped away her loincloth to reveal the lush, hairless folds of her pussy. “Forgive me for this. I’m not strong enough to refuse you now.”

Then, with one hand guiding my cock, she lowered herself down.

I slid into her with wet, wondrous ease.

A shudder ran through her, even as she took everything at once. I groaned as her body swallowed me whole, her fingers curling into my chest even as I buried myself deep in her liquid center.

“This is—mmm, Callum.” She rocked her hips, an expression of pure bliss rolling over her features. “I feel so full.” Another stir had her biting down on a gasp. “I’m so full and I—sand and fucking sea, I never want this to end.”

“Rhenna,” I grated, gripping the flesh-and-hide sides of her hips. What little clarity of thought I had was quickly going up in smoke. Her scent, the sight of her, and the silken heat of her pussy made the inferno within me into a conflagration. “I love you.”

“You belong right here, okay?” Her eyes found mine, bright through the falling, sodden strands of her midnight hair. “Inside me, stretching and filling me; this is where you’re meant to be. My mate—” Pleasure pulsed through me and my fingers dug into her hips as the wet, ridged walls of her sex flexed around my burning cock. “This body is yours. It was made for you; I was made for you. Will you fill me like this every day? Do you promise?”

“Every day, I promise.” Even with the weight of her tail pinning my legs, I was still able to thrust my hips upward. The fire within me raged, and I needed more; more of her and the liquid depths of her body. “I need—”

“Oh, I know what you need.” Rhenna planted her hands into the sand on either side of my head. Her face and tumbling curtain of hair blocked my view of the sky and the winged shape I saw circling high above. Stretching herself over me, I felt the scrape of her hard nipples against my chest and the coiling shift of her long tail. “You’re mine, you’ve been bitten, and you’re mine. You need it hard, don’t you?” Her voice was a low purr swirling over my lips. She rolled her hips, eyes on mine, and her smile, framed by lust-reddened cheeks, was predatory. “Hard and fast. We’ll fuck like sharkin and you—” All at once, she raised her hips until the wet folds of her pussy clung to only the tip of my cock before she brought them back down and impaled herself with a loud slap of meeting flesh “—will give me everything you have.”

Then, she started fucking me, hard and fast, just as she’d promised. Her hips were a blacksmith’s hammer, slamming into me again and again. I was the molten metal and her body, wet and deliciously molded, was what would quench me.

It was ecstasy, but the roar in my blood demanded more.

Harder, faster, I needed it like I needed the air I breathed. I could thrust upward with my hips and could pull hers down with the hands I had clamped around her waist. When I did, our bodies met like thunder.

“Oh, yes! Sand and fuck—” Rhenna moaned, heavy lids making slits out of her eyes. “I want it all, Callum. Don’t hold back!”

We found a rhythm, her tits bouncing and juddering with every hammering thrust. I burned, my skin hot and breath ragged. This was no gentle lovemaking. We mated like furious animals, growling and mewling. My muscles and tendons creaked, and I smelled salt and sea, sex and coppery blood. It pumped from the wound below my neck, coating my chest, and Rhenna’s forearms were sheathed in red cuts and tears.

But neither of us cared and the sharkin’s bite ensured that I felt no pain.

Heat and life, we reveled in what had so nearly been ripped away. She writhed atop me and I pumped into her. With her eyes fixed on mine, I saw into every mad, beautiful part of her and loved it all. She was mine and I was hers. We were mates, and our bodies moved as one, following the beats of a dance more primal than even a hunter’s violence.

Her approaching release was like a gathering storm, a wave ready to wash over us both. I felt it as easily as she felt my own and her grip on me tightened with every passing moment. Our movements became jerky, and she sank her webbed hands into my chest, shifting her tail to press all of her weight onto me.

I was well and truly pinned, and though I could no longer move, she didn’t stop fucking me. Her eyes burned. Her breath was ragged with the same heat. Sweat and seawater made her flesh shine and her muscles were rippling cords beneath. Faster and faster, her body slammed downward, milking me with her hips and gushing sex.

Rhenna had no intention of letting me go and I had no desire to be released. Her love was all-encompassing, overwhelming, and uncompromising. I was hers, and she demanded everything I had to give, wouldn’t stop until she’d taken it all.

My release came with a searing blast of white-hot fire. Muscles locked into creaking rigidity and Rhenna howled when I erupted inside her. I filled her with spurt after violent spurt of seed, her body and liquid pussy flexing and sucking and rolling and drinking everything I had.

Then, it was done.

I sagged back into the sand. The fire was gone and I started to shiver; all the pain and fear and stress of the past minutes crashed over me like a wave. Darkness closed in around me and the last thing I saw was Rhenna.

She once again became my entire world and the warmth of her gaze followed me into the blackness.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
Callum


When I next opened my eyes, it was to find myself in a place I didn’t recognize. I was surrounded by smells and sights that I didn’t know.

Well, except for one.

“You’re awake!” Rhenna said, pushing herself up from where she’d been curled up beside me. “How do you feel?”

I tilted my head towards her and groaned. Pain throbbed through the whole of me and I felt raw, my skin tender and joints stretched to the point of breaking. My head pounded and it felt as if I’d been lashed to the keel of a ship and dragged for miles.

There wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t hurt, and when I tried to speak, it was through a throat that felt like it had been coated with an entire bucket of sand. “Water.”

“Yes, yes, I have some here. Let’s just sit you up first, okay? Careful with your shoulder.” Rhenna slipped out from beneath the blankets that I only now realized had been piled atop us. God help me, it felt like there were dozens, and I was so weak that I doubt I’d have been able to move at all if not for her help. Eventually, she got me up and cooed her approval when I drained the entirety of the pewter mug she’d handed me. “You were thirsty, my heart. Did that make you feel better?”

I grunted, and though I did, in truth, feel much better, it wasn’t long before I sagged back into what I took to be a literal pile of pillows. “Where are we?”

“We’re still on Evlyn’s beach, on the ship.” Rhenna refilled the mug from a ready pitcher, setting it on the floor within reach. “This was the captain’s cabin before she made it into her nest.”

Indeed, the space around us was large, with ceilings high enough for even the sharkin to stand comfortably. Carved wooden beams arched gracefully overhead and the surrounding floor and walls were made of neatly fitted planks. There was even a weak bit of sunlight coming in through a series of thick, glass windows, letting me see the cluttered mess of crates, barrels, and chests that were spread out everywhere.

The only space that seemed free of it, in fact, was where Rhenna and I had been lying. Which, now that I looked at it, did indeed look like a nest of rugs, pillows, cloth, and blankets.

“It’s big,” I remarked, peering beneath a blanket that looked suspiciously like one of my own. “And actually pretty comfortable.”

“Mmm, we like to sleep on soft things when we’re out of the sea.” I looked up in time to see Rhenna flick the finned tip of her tail towards me. “And you already know that these take a lot of room.”

That’s when I noticed something else. “You’re naked.”

Pale skin glowed softly and the arch of her back was long and smooth. Muscles shifted as she turned away from the brazier, dark eyes glimmering as she gave me a small smile. “As are you, my mate.”

I saw her bandages next. “You’re hurt?!”

Rhenna had several strips of pale cloth wound around sections of both her flesh and hide. They covered mostly her arms and shoulders, along with a few that were bound high along her tail.

She laughed and I cursed my addled mind for only just noticing. Pain throbbed through me as I struggled to sit straighter, but the sharkin returned to push me back down with a palm to my chest.

“As are you, my mate,” she repeated before kissing my cheek. “Sit still and rest.”

God, I was weak as a kitten.

I scowled up at her, but my concern robbed it of much force. “Are you okay? This is all from your fight with Evlyn, right?”

“A battle which you had no business joining,” she scolded, prodding me in the chest with one finger. Her other hand gripped a naked hip in a pose that was decidedly annoyed. “Seriously, Callum, what were you thinking? Sharkin are strong and we heal quickly, but you …” Her expression softened and she cupped my cheek before tracing webbed fingers down to the throbbing mass of bandages at the base of my neck. “You’re the one who worried us, my love. Your fever lasted days.”

“Days?”

“This is the fourth,” she confirmed. “Now, hold still for a few minutes while I get this bandage changed.”

“Four days …” I let out a breath, running a hand through my too-long beard. “That’s a long time.”

“I was so relieved when I felt it break last night. I don’t know what I would have done if—” She swallowed and I reached up to where her fingers were plucking at the cloth binding my neck and shoulder.

“Aye.” I squeezed her hand. “I knew going down there was stupid, but I wanted to help and I … Well, I trusted you to save me.”

Rhenna folded her tail beneath her, enough to slide her arm across my chest and hug my side. Her skin was so warm and I felt the soft squish of her breasts and the swirl of her breath as she kissed the top of my head.

“You really trusted me?” she asked, murmuring into my hair. “And now — You’re not afraid that I’ll lose control?”

“I think I answered that on the beach.” I chuckled, though the sound deepened into a groan as pain pulsed through me. “Which I think I overdid it on.”

Rhenna hummed her concern and pulled me to the side, shifting her body and tail so that my back rested against her more than the pillows.

I relaxed into her, breathing in the scent of sun and salt. “You’re a woman with powerful emotions, and you have instincts and urges that I don’t really understand. You can be dangerous, my Rhenna, but I know that you won’t hurt me and will do your best to keep following my rules.”

“I love it when you call me yours,” she said. “But I hate your rules.”

I smiled at the petulance coloring her tone, but I kept my voice firm. “I can’t stop you from loving me. But if you want my love, that’s what you have to do.”

“Your love … You really do love me, Callum?”

“Aye,” I sighed. “God help me. As crazy as this all is, I love you more than I ever thought possible.”

She hugged me tighter. “And the beach; you were so hurt and I wasn’t gentle and I know I shouldn’t have, but—I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. You have nothing to be sorry for.” I slid my fingers down the bandaged length of her forearm until I could weave them between her webbed ones. “I pushed you to it and, well, it really was exactly what I needed.”

“You don’t regret it?”

“Not even for a moment.” I shifted against her warm curves, biting back on another groan. “Although I do wish the circumstances had been a bit better.”

“Mmm.” Rhenna pressed another kiss to the top of my head and I was relieved to feel the tension melt out of her. “It wasn’t the most comfortable and we didn’t exactly ‘make love,’ but finally having you inside me was so … We’re properly mated now, my Callum, and I wouldn’t trade that for anything.”

“Still, let’s try to do it in our bed next time.”

“In our bed, on the table, on our beach, in the lighthouse, in your rowboat, and on Wick’s dock where everyone can see.” Her voice was a throaty hum, and she pressed her bare breasts and body into my back. “You promised to fill me every day. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

I coughed, heat crawling through me. Then, the door at the far end of the cabin opened and a woman walked in.

“Melany!” Rhenna called. “He’s awake!”

The young puffin-harpy wobbled in, taloned feet sinking into the varnished floorboards with every tottering step. She had her fingers wrapped around the handle of a small but heavy-looking cauldron, and the muscles of her arms were taut beneath her dark, leather vest. Steam rose from the cast-iron pot, and her eyes were strained beneath the messy veil of her dark orange and white streaked hair.

“Good,” she grunted. “A little help?”

“Coming!”

Rhenna lay me back in my pillowed nest and fussed over me for a few moments before rushing over to the other woman. Neither seemed to be bothered by the sharkin’s nakedness, though I made sure to cover as much of myself with the blankets as I could while, together, they dragged the cauldron to a spot at the foot of where I slept.

“Don’t worry, Captain.” The harpy swept her hair back before giving me a smirk. “I’ve already seen everything you’re trying to hide.”

“Melany,” I coughed again, my cheeks on fire. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“She’s been helping me care for you,” Rhenna explained, dropping a few clean looking rags into what looked to be a cauldron filled with hot water. “She helped me carry you here from the beach on that first afternoon and has been going out to get supplies for us while I stayed with you.”

“Aye?” I cleared my throat and bowed my head. “Thank you, Melany. I’m in your debt.”

The young harpy shrugged. “It sounds more impressive than it actually was. Rhenna never actually left this room, so mostly I just went out to get food.”

“And medicine,” Rhenna said. “Herbs and ointment for his bandages; that was very kind of you to get.”

“You told me you’d swim up to the colony and take it yourself if I didn’t fetch it,” Melany deadpanned. “You were pointing a bloody knife at me while you said it.”

“What?” I said. “Rhenna!”

The sharkin flicked her tail dismissively. “A woman’s got to care for her mate. Mel understands that and that’s why we’re such good friends.”

“Good friends don’t go around threatening each other!”

“Well,” the harpy said. “That was less of a threat and more of a statement of fact. An actual threat was: ‘Callum’s coat washed ashore and I’ll gut you like a fish if you don’t get it right now.’”

Rhenna sniffed. “You were going too slowly.”

“And your banshee shrieks weren’t helping.”

I shook my head, too tired and in too much pain to begin unravelling whatever this weird friendship was. They seemed to genuinely get along, and that, I decided, was enough.

“Still,” I said, cutting through what had devolved into bickering. “Thank you, Melany. You didn’t have to help and we really appreciate that you did.”

She nodded, shifting on her taloned feet. “It really wasn’t much trouble, Captain. You did us all a favor by killing Evlyn and everything you needed was back at the colony. It was easy to get and people were happy to give once news spread.”

“A few of them even flew by to try and thank you,” Rhenna said. “I told them to come back when you were feeling better.”

“You told them you’d rip the throat out of anyone who tried to come in.”

“Exactly.”

Again, I decided to let that pass. I didn’t have the energy.

“Still, Melany,” I said instead. “What you did wasn’t nothing. I recognize some of these blankets, which means that you must have gone back to the cottage a few times as well.”

“Only once, on that first day. Again, it wasn’t much of a bother.” She unfurled her puffin-colored wings, stretching them as much as she could in the cluttered space. “It was much better than having to bathe you.”

I turned my horrified gaze towards Rhenna. “You let her bathe me?!”

“I bathed you, but she helped.” The sharkin stirred the rags through the steaming water with a long, wooden spoon. “Your wounds needed to be kept clean and your body as well. It took too long on my own.”

Melany nodded when I swung my head back towards her. “We washed you every day. Sometimes more than once.”

“Rhenna!”

“You needed to be kept clean,” she answered, unbothered by my outrage. “But don’t worry, my love, I never let her touch your cock.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better!”

She frowned her confusion, tilting her head to the side. “It doesn’t?”

“I told you it wouldn’t.” Melany folded her wings back around herself. “Do you need anything else before I head back to the colony, Rhen? It’s getting late.”

“She’s not helping me wash,” I growled as my mate opened her mouth. “I don’t care how long it takes.”

Rhenna rolled her eyes. “Fine, I guess we have everything then. Will you come back tomorrow?”

The harpy nodded. “I’ll bring some bacon and fresh bread over for breakfast. Some extra bandages too.”

“Mmm, that sounds good.” Rhenna tapped her lip. “Do we still have any of this morning’s soup left for Callum?”

“I think there was half a pot left. The fire’s still going outside if you want to heat it up.”

“Perfect.” The naked sharkin gave the other woman a quick hug. “Thanks, Mel.”

Rhenna was … thorough in her washing of me. Exhaustion pulled at me afterwards and I resisted it only long enough to have my bandages changed and swallow a bowl of a fishy sort of soup. It was delicious, and with it warming my belly, I sank back within my nest of blankets.

Rhenna slipped in beside me as my eyes drooped shut. I felt her wrap me in her arms and her tail sweep over my legs. Sleep claimed me, and the last thing I felt was her cradling my head to her naked chest.
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I felt a lot more like myself when I opened my eyes the following morning. The food and the long night of sleep had done wonders and though I was still weak, Rhenna managed to help me out of bed and onto my feet. The two of us were dressed by the time Melany returned with breakfast and the scent of bacon cooking over a brazier sent even more strength flooding through me.

My shoulder, however, hurt like hell. Evlyn’s bite was much worse than Rhenna’s had been. Her teeth, I suspected, had cracked my clavicle, and every movement sent shards of splintering agony cutting through me. The bone would take a while to properly heal and, frustratingly enough, my arm wouldn’t be much good until it did.

Rhenna helped me bind it to my body with a sling, fussing around with it until it hung exactly right. ‘Good enough’ wasn’t a term my mate was ready to accept and she made sure to drape a few blankets over me after helping me sit for breakfast.

I drew the line when she tried to feed me.

That, however, didn’t stop her from spending the whole meal plastered to my side. Even as she chattered with Melany, her attention never strayed from me for more than a few moments. She was always watching, always ready to help with whatever tiny thing I might need.

That sort of devotion was … exactly what I expected from Rhenna.

While the fight with the other sharkin was clear in my mind, I remembered very little of my fevered recovery. I’d spent most of that time far from lucidity, dozing fitfully, tossing and turning, at once burning and soaked in an icy sweat.

What scraps of waking memory I did have, however, were filled with Rhenna.

She’d been there, whatever the time of day or night, holding me as I thrashed and whimpered through infection-driven nightmares. What water I managed to drink was brought to my lips by her delicate webbed fingers, as was my food and the cloth that wiped the sweat from my brow. She washed me and changed my every bandage, she warmed me with her body and sang to ease my slumber.

Rhenna was a wonder. I was beyond proud to have her as my mate, and that morning, as she stubbornly pushed her last piece of bacon towards me, I vowed that I would do my utmost to be worthy of her love.

“You were there too,” I told Melany, suddenly realizing. “On the beach, I saw something flying overhead before we—ahem.”

I coughed over what I’d been about to say, my cheeks going red. At my side, Rhenna nodded her agreement, not a single shred of embarrassment touching her features.

“I saw her up there, too, before we mated. I waved her down after you passed out and that’s when we carried you here.”

“God,” I said. “And harpies have …”

“We have excellent vision, aye,” Melany finished for me. Her eyes were bright through a few falling strands of her puffin-colored hair and mirth tugged at the corner of her lips. “The two of you were real energetic.”

Rhenna hummed her approval while I resisted the urge to bury my face in my hands. “You should have come down earlier, or called out, or something. We wouldn’t have done anything if we’d known you were up there.”

The harpy snorted. “Your mate there would have ripped my head off if I’d interrupted.”

“Indeed, I would have. As it was, everything worked out.”

“Everything did not just—” I shook my head and let out a long breath. “You know what? Never mind. In the end, I suppose that it was a good thing that you were up there, Melany. Although I’m not sure why you were in the first place.”

“Well, I figured that you’d likely be coming to kill Evlyn that day and I wanted to watch.” She shrugged before shooting me a quick grin. “I didn’t see much after you dove into the water, but it was still much more exciting than anything going on back at the colony.”

“Aye,” I said. “There’s been altogether too much excitement for me during these past few days.”

Rhenna patted my good arm. “Don’t worry, my love. Now that the old hag isn’t lurking around, we can take our time getting all this wood back to the cottage.”

“I suppose we’ll have to,” I sighed. “I wanted to try and have the work done before winter, but with my shoulder all torn up …”

“Taking our time will let us plan everything out properly and make it warm and perfect.” She gestured towards the cabin’s ceiling. “Like these arches here; they’re so beautiful. I think they’d be absolutely amazing for our bedroom.”

“They are quite nice,” I agreed. “Looks like Skandian maple. The floors, too, and the walls; everything here seems to be in pretty good condition. What about the rest of the ship?”

“It’s a wreck,” Melany said. “There are parts like this that are preserved, but most of it is cracked and rotten.”

I grunted, sweeping my gaze over the mess of crates and barrels scattered about. “What about all this?”

“Evlyn’s hoard,” Rhenna said, baring her teeth in a predatory grin. “It’s ours now.”

I grinned back. “Shall we take a look?”

As far as hoards went, this one turned out not to have a whole lot. Many of the chests ended up being empty or were filled with clothes or broken bits of junk. There was some furniture, tables, and chairs that we might make use of, along with a few sets of cutlery and some fairly decent cooking pots. Rhenna found a few discarded bolts of cloth and I pulled out a few bottles of oil that I’d be able to use on her tail. There were cracked bits of porcelain scattered about and Melany managed to dig up a few casks of gunpowder along with a few coins.

“This really isn’t much,” the harpy said, staring at the handful of silver pieces in her palm. “Don’t ships like this usually have a strongbox filled with everyone’s pay?”

“Aye,” I said, kicking over an empty barrel to reach one of the yet-to-be-opened chests. “But it’s the first thing any of the surviving Skandian sailors would have taken with them when they fled the wreck.”

Melany frowned. “No survivors reached our colony.”

“Evlyn would have killed them all,” Rhenna said, peering at a still unbroken plate. “This was her territory.”

“Then, what happened to the strongbox? It’s not much of an adventure if there’s no gold at the end of it.”

“No idea,” I grunted, having some trouble levering the chest open with just one hand. Although when I managed it, my heart began to race. “But I found something even better.”

Tools greeted me: a carpenter’s locker full of saws, chisels, axes, mallets, hooks, augers, and adzes. The iron gleamed dully, shockingly well-cared for despite having been dumped haphazardly into this chest.

“Better?” Melany’s wings brushed against me as she stepped to my side. “You and I obviously have very different definitions of the word.”

“It’s exactly what we need.” I drew out a saw to examine its serrated edge. Still sharp. “These are the tools I know from my time as a ship’s carpenter and I’ll be able to use them to build our house.”

Rhenna clapped her hands excitedly. “I’m so happy! Do we have enough wood here, love?”

“Don’t forget about that stash I found, Rhen,” Melany said. At my questioning glance, she tilted her head towards the front of the ship. “I was poking around the prow and I found this supply of cut planks stuffed into a space beneath the deck. There were whole shelves of it in there.”

“Sounds like that’s where the carpenter stored his supplies.” My heart thumped in excitement and I turned to shoot a smile towards the sharkin. “We might have everything we need then, aye.”

“I can’t wait to get started!” Rhenna grinned her delight and slithered over to plant a warm kiss against my cheek. “See all the good that happens when you let me kill someone?”

“I’m not sure that’s the lesson we should be taking from this,” I said. “Though it does seem to have worked out.”

“In more ways than one,” Melany added with a suggestive bounce of her eyebrows.

“Indeed,” Rhenna purred. She hooked her tail around me, hugging my good arm to her chest and shifting closer to press every inch of herself against me. “Come back to bed with me, my mate.”

I chuckled through the heat seeping up my neck. “Soon. I want to take a look at the rest of the ship first.”

“Oh, no.” At once, Rhenna’s smoldering smile swirled into a frown. “You need to rest.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not. You’re still weak and hurt and bleeding, and I need you to be strong.” She tugged me towards the nest. “You have promises to keep and you’re resting, Callum.”

Melany cocked her head to the side. “Promises?”

“He’s supposed to—”

“We’re not talking about this!” I tried to resist the sharkin’s pull, but my shoulder was splintering agony, and even this bit of time on my feet had turned my muscles watery. Still, I didn’t want to just laze around. “Rhenna, there’s too much we need to do. I want to head home tomorrow and the rowboat won’t fit everything.”

“So, think about what’s most important while you rest. We can talk about it, and then Mel and I will get everything together and load up the boat.”

“But—”

“But nothing!” Rhenna’s eyes were hard. “You’re resting, Callum, I’ll and carry you to bed and tie you into it if I have to.”

It seems like I wasn’t to be given any choice and I really didn’t have the strength to argue. I held my hands up in surrender instead. “Fine, fine, but someone needs to go out and see how much of the old rope and canvas we can salvage.”

“I’ll do that,” Melany said with a little flare of her puffin wings. “Want me to see which of the cannons are still good? There’s a bunch out there.”

“Great idea, Mel.”

“What?” I frowned. “No, why would we ever need a cannon?”

“You could point it towards the harbor to shoot any pirate ships that come in.”

“Or towards town to scare off any wandering sluts.”

I gave the pair of women a flat look. “Are you two done?”

“Are you going to rest?” Rhenna countered.

“Yes! But you need to go through everything in here with me so that we can decide what we’re bringing with us.” I climbed into Evlyn’s old nest, determined to stay awake out of spite, if nothing else. “The tool chest has to come, but we probably don’t need all that cutlery or those old muskets.”

Despite my best efforts, it was just over an hour later that my eyes finally drifted shut.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
Callum


The sun was low in the sky when I next awoke. The cabin was quiet but for the steady sound of breathing and the rhythmic thumping of the sea. I was warm, comfortable, and nestled in indescribable softness. It surrounded me and my every breath was filled with a rich scent that was salty as well as sweet.

There was also, I noticed, a hand on my cock.

I stirred and the gentle hum of Rhenna’s voice filled my ears. “Welcome to the waking world, my heart.”

“Rhenna.” I was on my side, lying on my uninjured shoulder. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, when I opened my eyes, it was to find myself tucked into the curves of my mate’s naked body. “What’re you doing?”

The sharkin was stretched out on her side to face me. Her expression was soft, and her eyes were as warm as the golden light spilling in through the open window. Black hair spilled over her pale skin and her breath swirled over me as it slipped from between parted lips. I was using one of her arms as a pillow, the limb relaxing as I shifted my head back from where it had been pillowed by her bare breasts.

Her other hand, meanwhile, continued to massage my rapidly growing hardness.

“How do you feel?” she asked. “You shoulder—? Were you able to sleep?”

“Aye,” I said, breath hitching as she started to slowly stroke me. “Shoulder still hurts, but the rest of me … The rest of me feels good.”

She smiled, wickedness curling at the edges. “I can tell.”

I forced my features into a scowl, but I couldn’t hold it for long. “Is this why you woke me up?”

“No,” she drew the word out, working her hand up and down the length of my cock. “Mel left after we got the rowboat loaded and I was just going to slip in here to have a little nap with you before making supper, but then I felt this—” her webbed fingers squeezed my length, “and your blood smells so good, and I miss you inside me, and it’s been so long, and you promised.”

The last little bit came out as almost a whine and a chuckle rumbled its way out of my chest. I slid my good arm out from beneath me to slide the pad of my thumb along her chin. “Aye, I did promise.”

Heat bloomed beneath her cheeks and white teeth flashed to dimple her bottom lip. I could feel the pleasant roughness of her tail sweep over my legs and when she wiggled closer, my eyes were drawn down to the delicious quiver of her tight breasts.

“I know that you’re hurt,” she continued. “I know it’s selfish, but I need you.” She pushed her hips into mine, touching the naked heat of her sex to my rigidity. God help me, she was already slick and the liquid scent of her arousal was making my heart pound. “Please. I can’t go another minute without you.”

Naked, wet, and soaked in the golden light of evening, there was no way that I could ever refuse her. She was so perfect, so heart-poundingly beautiful that I could have had my arm ripped away entirely and my body would still stiffen at the sight of her.

“In Evlyn’s bed?”

I saw her teeth when she smiled. “We conquered her, my mate. This nest is ours now. It’s only right that we should properly claim it.”

“You conquered her.” I ran my thumb from her chin along the length of her jaw before starting down the curve of her neck. “You didn’t need me to take from her.”

“Callum, I love—” Her eyelids drooped, heavy after the shiver that rolled through her. “I love the way you talk about me. My strength, you see it, but you’re not afraid.”

I made a sound low in my throat. “Mmm, didn’t I already tell you? I’m plenty scared.”

“Callum!” Her gasp was breathy and her eyes burned. She wasn’t stroking me anymore, using her hand to instead hold my manhood still for her to grind her sodden, hairless pussy against it. “You’re going to make me explode!”

I bit down on a groan.

Just as there was a rounded space between a human woman’s squished thighs, there was a divot in Rhenna’s tail. It was a tight little thing, a snug channel surrounded by smooth hide that was there to guide the fortunate few up to the seam of perfect femininity nestled at its peak. My length fit perfectly within, and even without legs to spread open, I could feel so much of her silken center as she rubbed herself against me.

“I’m not far either.”

A moan caught in her throat as my fingers drifted over her collarbone and down to the swell of her breasts. Small and milk-pale, her berry-bright nipples were in delicious contrast to the rest of their exquisite softness. I stroked and massaged them. She arched towards me, my rough palm drawing another shiver from her even as she slipped her other arm from beneath my head to splay her webbed fingers over my own chest.

“Callum,” she murmured, eyes on mine. “My Callum.”

I could feel the ripple of her stomach and the flex of her tail with every rolling grind of her hips. The play of her muscles was incredible to see, but I wanted to feel it. My wounded arm was still in a sling, and so, even as pain crashed through, I swung it forward to snag my hand along the bloom of her hips.

“Callum!” There was nothing low or sensual about Rhenna’s voice now. To my intense disappointment, her body ceased its delectable roll, and she released my chest and manhood to flutter her fingers over my abused limb. “Your arm! What’re you doing!?”

“Worth it,” I groaned, anchoring my grip to the supple firmness of her side even as a needling agony caused me to break into a cold sweat. “So worth it.”

She pushed herself up onto an elbow and glared down at me. “You’re hurt. You need to be careful.”

“And you need to keep doing what you were doing.” I pushed my hips into hers and grinned as the slide of my cock against the outer folds of her sex melted the sternness from her features. “You stopping hurts way more.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“No.” Another slow thrust of my hips and another liquid glide. “I’m a man with a promise to keep.”

Rhenna’s eyes danced and she acquiesced with a huff of exasperated laughter. I extended my good arm beneath her as she stretched herself back onto her side and curled it around her as she lay her head on it. Gentleness played across her lips and her hair was a river of glittering midnight flowing down and around the smooth lines of her face. I itched to sweep it away, to tuck a few of her locks behind the aquatic sweep of one ear and gaze upon the full, wondrous entirety of her.

But I didn’t. Dragging my injured arm that high would hurt like hell and even like this, she was so—

“My Rhenna,” I said, pushing through the sudden lump in my throat. “You’re so beautiful.”

Her eyes were liquid pools of tenderness and the love I saw shining through her had me blinking away a prickle. Our lips met a moment later and I tasted such softness in her kiss.

“My mate,” she breathed, her forehead resting against mine. “How have I ever lived without you? My grandmother … When I left Tortusa, I dreamed of finding the life she had. It’s here now and I’ve never been so happy.”

“Me too.” My eyes were closed while I filled myself with her warmth and scent. “I was looking for peace when I gave up command of my ship. I never thought that I’d find it with you.”

“Peace?” I could hear her smile. “I’m sharkin, there’s nothing peaceful about me.”

“Even so. When I hold you, when I think back to all those days we’ve already spent together and look into the future—I thought that I’d find my peace in the stillness of a quiet life, but you—” I swallowed and squeezed her to me. “We fit perfectly together, my Rhenna. I can’t tell you how good it feels.”

“Callum.” Her voice was cracked and when I opened my eyes, it was to find hers wet with the same tears that had gathered in mine. “Are you sure? Your retirement won’t ever be quiet if I’m around.”

Emotion made my smile watery. “You’re my retirement. You’re the rest of my life, Rhenna. I love you.”

“You love me.” She cupped my cheek, curling gentle fingers through the roughness of my beard. “You’re mine. You’re finally all mine.”

The thrill I felt was as soft as the words between us. Without taking my gaze from hers, I tilted my head to kiss the inside of her wrist. “I’m all yours.”

“And I’m yours. I’m yours forever, my love.”

“My mate,” I said, feeling her skin pimple as I slid my hand along her hip. “You’re a wonder.”

“A wonder.” She trailed her fingers down to my chest. “Not a monster?”

“Aye, you’re that, too.” I gave her a quirk of a smile before kissing her forehead. “But only to our enemies.”

“Ours,” she hummed and I felt her body start to shift within my arms. “Yes. We’re one; one heart, one body, and one soul. It’s only with you that I feel complete. My Callum—sharkin are predators. We’re meant to be hungry, but that aches and it hurts, and it’s cold and empty and terrible. I don’t want that. When I’m with you, it all fades. It almost disappeared that night in your bed, but then, on the beach when you were inside me … I felt full. For the first time in my life, I felt completely full, and every part of me was so warm and gooey-soft and amazing. I need that again, my heart. I know that you’re injured and in pain, but—” A slow roll of her hips had her soaked, silk-soft sex sliding up the length of my cock. “Will you fill me again?”

Even here, with need burning in her eyes and beneath her skin, Rhenna was holding herself back. She was asking me to give, instead of simply trying to take. God help me, I knew how that sounded. Being able to refuse your lover’s advances should be the bare minimum, but for sharkin—

Despite her mistakes, that willingness to grow is why I’d begun to trust her. Seeing her change is why I declared my love for her on the beach and, right now, to have it all reaffirmed without my having to ask …

That was how I knew we’d last forever.

“Every day,” I vowed, before I pressed my hips forward. When I slipped inside her, it was with the ease of stepping through my front door.

“Callum!” Rhenna held onto me. Her expression was one of utter joy, and when I couldn’t push myself any deeper inside her, the tears that had never left her eyes finally spilled free. “You’re home! You’re finally home.”

I captured her lips with mine and this kiss was salty with both her tears and mine. This is exactly where I wanted to be. I belonged with Rhenna and I let my tongue spell out my every feeling for her.

A mewl of sound from the sharkin told me she’d noticed me begin to roll my hips. I kept my motions smooth and slow, pulling myself back until just the tip of me was left for her folds to cling to before sliding back into the hot, liquid depths of her center.

That same heat filled her breath when our kiss broke. It stained her cheeks and the soft pallor of her breasts, blooming further when she pushed her face past mine to breathe in the bloody scent of my wound. She jerked through a violent shiver and I groaned as her pussy clenched around me.

Rhenna was so tight, so warm, and so heart-poundingly wet. She was sinuous curves and predatory muscle wrapped in softness. The rich, feminine scent of her arousal was thick and her breath was a gasping little whine swirling past my ears. I felt her fingers dig into my chest as she started to roll her hips. The powerful muscles of her tail flexed and shifted, her hide scraped at my legs and I ignored the pain in my shoulder enough to squeeze the wondrous, rippling firmness of her ass.

My mate and I fell into a rhythm with an ease I had never before known. One that I knew I’d only ever find with her. We were made for each other, and our bodies moved as one; ebb and flow, push and pull, like the endlessly whirling tides beneath the sea.

“Callum—”

Her hard nipples scraped against my chest and the rest of what she’d been about to say disappeared into a long moan as I bent to take one in my mouth. She arched her back against the arm I had looped around her, pushing her tits into my face until I spread licks, kisses, and gentle nibbles over the whole of them.

Her fingers, meanwhile, roamed over me. She touched my chest and stomach, squeezed and explored my ribs, hips, and thighs, before looping around to my back. I felt her nails dig into me as I lifted my face from her perfect breasts to bury it into the crook of her neck. She tilted her head back, giving me greater access with a mewling shiver. I inhaled deeply of the wild salt-and-sun scent of her body while her webbed fingers rose to grip the back of my head and hold me in place. I could feel the tickle of her hair and the hammer of her pulse. Her skin tasted like heat and sweat, and the sound of her pleasure was a symphony over the liquid whisper of our rolling bodies.

“Callum,” she panted. “Callum, wait.” I lifted my face to her heavy-lidded eyes. “Is this—are we making love?”

“That depends,” I told her, before going back in to kiss her mouth, jaw, and neck. “Do you love me?”

She gasped when my lips found the hollow of her throat, fingers tight in my hair. “You know I do.”

“And I love you.” I pressed another searing kiss to her mouth and the moan that thrummed through her made my blood race. “So, yes, my Rhenna. We’re making love.”

“I like it. Sharkin don’t—we don’t mate like this, but I like how it’s slow and giving and so—” Her breath hitched as my manhood skipped off one of her flexing inner ridges before burying itself deep, “—luxurious. Callum, I can feel everything and every part of you and I feel so—”

“Warm?” I guessed, delighting in the shiver I drew from when I forced my rough palm up her smooth flank.

Her smile was a languid, contented curl. “Aye, warm. I feel so warm and so fuzzy. Safe. I feel safe, and desired, and loved, and like I’m the most precious and wondrous thing in the world.”

“You’re all those things and more,” I told her. “And you’re mine. You’re all mine.”

“I can feel that. In your body, I can feel it.” Wonder colored her tone and she dropped her gaze past her shivering breasts. She splayed her fingers over her own rippling stomach to watch the slow, rolling joining of our bodies. “We’re so connected. My heart, my mate—I can feel all of you inside me. I can feel your love.” She tilted her face back up. “Can you feel mine?”

“Every time you look at me.”

Tenderness melted back over her features. She kissed me and we spent the next hours gazing into each other’s eyes. We lost ourselves in a haze of warm sighs and murmured adoration. Slowly, softly, Rhenna and I made love. I held her through her every release and shivering orgasm. When it was my turn, she crushed me to her and wept fresh joy to feel me filling her.

Afterwards, when the night was deep and dark and we lay coiled around each other, Rhenna spoke.

“Callum?”

“Hmm?”

“You were right.” I was on my back and Rhenna was draped over me, her head resting on my chest. “Things break when you try and take them, but giving … Giving keeps them whole.”

“Whole and strong.” I trailed the tips of my fingers up the smooth, sweat-slickened arch of her spine. “Love is giving. It’s giving all of yourself to another and treasuring what you receive in turn.”

“I can’t believe how amazing it feels. It’s so precious.”

“Aye, and scary.”

“Well, I love love,” she decided before pressing a kiss into my chest. “And I love you.”

I smiled, holding her tight. “I love you too.”


Chapter Thirty
Callum


We were almost home when reality doused what was left of last night’s warm glow. It came in the form of a shadow swooping over our little rowboat, beating wings, and the reaching grasp of sharp talons.

Melany dropped into the vessel, her features drawn beneath the windblown tangle of her puffin-colored hair.

“Callum, Rhenna,” she said. “There’s a problem.”

“A problem?” I asked, straightening in my seat as the sharkin exclaimed, “Mel! You’re here!”

We hadn’t seen the harpy since yesterday. She’d warned us that she’d be busy in the colony today and so we’d left Evlyn’s beach without her that morning. It was approaching evening now and we hadn’t expected to see her for at least a few more days.

“Aye, I was able to sneak out early and I decided to come see if you’d made it back.” Melany kept her dark wings spread for balance as she stepped over our supplies towards my bench. I scooted over to make room. She settled in beside me, keeping a wary eye on Rhenna as if to make sure it was okay. When the sharkin hanging off the back of the little boat didn’t react, she relaxed. “You guys are further away than I thought.”

“Rhenna’s had to do all the work,” I said somewhat sourly. “Can’t row with this damned shoulder.”

“Not that he hasn’t tried.” The sharkin glared at me. “My Callum is too stubborn for his own good.”

“I don’t like being ferried around like a sack of potatoes.”

“Then, you should have thought of that before getting in the water with sharkin. Seriously, I still can’t believe you did that. It was so stupid and reckless and—”

“Are you two going to keep bickering?” Melany interrupted. “Should I come back?”

“No,” I said while Rhenna settled back with an audible ‘hmpf.’ “You said there’s a problem?”

“At your cottage, aye. I stopped there before coming to find you.”

“Is anyone there now?”

The harpy shook her head. “Not anymore. But somebody left a message.”

Night was truly falling by the time we made it home. Once there, it wasn’t a scrawled note that we found waiting for us.

Rather, there was a dead shark nailed to my front door.

“Not a bad warning,” Rhenna said, settling onto her tail. “Though the skulls around my cave are better.”

“They don’t smell this bad either,” I sighed. “It looks like this has been here for days.”

“Aye,” Melany agreed. “Whoever put it here must have come right after I left with your quilts. Do you …?”

She left the rest of her question there for me to pick up. “Have any idea who left this? Aye, I do.”

“It was that slut, Lenore,” Rhenna said. “She knows that you’re mine and is trying to scare me off so that she can force you into her reeking sex.”

Melany’s eyebrows shot up. “The mayor’s daughter?”

The sharkin hummed her agreement. “Remember when I told you that some wriggling eel had brought my Callum a basket of food? That was her.”

“Ah, she did seem quite interested in him when we met at dinner.”

“Really?” Rhenna’s focus sharpened and her fingers latched onto my good arm. “Did she talk to him? What did she say? Her eyes—no! Her hands, did she touch him? Gah! I hate her! She tried to mount him right there at dinner, didn’t she? My poor, Callum, did she yank her huge, disgusting tits out as well?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say ‘yank out,’ but the dress she was wearing was pretty reveal—”

“It wasn’t Lenore,” I growled, cutting in before we could get even more off track. “This was Ian.”

“The drunk?” Rhenna asked. “Maybe. But I still think it was—”

“Wait,” I said, cutting in once more. “The drunk?”

“Aye.” She shifted her grip on my arm, hugging it closer. “He was stumbling drunk through Wick one night and he was saying the most horrible things about you!”

I frowned at her. “You went into Wick?”

“Mmm, on the night we talked. I was looking for that basket-bringing slut. Not to hurt her!” she added, noting the look on my face. “I just wanted to know who she was and where she lived and maybe talk to her a little bit about trying to take what wasn’t hers.”

“Rhenna, that’s not — nevermind. You obviously didn’t find her, but you saw Ian?”

“He was drunk and saying such mean things about killing you and so I followed him home and—”

“Rhenna.”

“Just to talk! I told him that he couldn’t hurt you and that you were mine.”

I groaned, several things suddenly making a lot more sense. “He hates me because of you. You killed his brother.”

“What do you mean? His brother was there with him.”

“You saw Erik?”

She nodded. “I liked him.”

“You talked to him, too?!”

“Oh, no. But he was helping Ian walk and was telling him that you were a good man and things like that.”

“This—we’re going to need to talk about this later. For now, we need to get this cleaned up and unload the boat.”

“Wait,” Melany said. “You’re going to stay here? This Ian guy obviously wants the two of you dead.”

“Aye.” I scratched at my beard. “We should probably spend the night in your cave, Rhenna.”

The sharkin shook her head. “This is our home, love. I’m not letting anyone take it from us, even for a night. We’re staying.”

I looked at her for several moments. We’d be a lot safer if we retreated to her cave, but she was right. This was our home. Damn Ian and damn anyone else who tried to scare us away. We’d spend the night and tomorrow I’d spell it out to the whole damned town what happens to those who threaten the woman I loved.

“Aye, we’re staying and tomorrow,” I met Rhenna’s gaze, “tomorrow, the two of us are going into Wick.”

Her dark eyes glinted. “Together?”

“Together. You’re mine and I want them all to know. I want them all to know so that if anything ever happens to you, no one’ll be surprised if I make a Gadir of this fucking place.”

Rhenna inhaled sharply. A wave of red heat rolled over her features, coloring her cheeks and setting her gaze alight. I turned and she flowed into me, wrapping her arms around my neck and pressing the whole, undulating length of her body to mine. “Mel, I’m about to fuck my mate and then we’ll make love because that’s my new favorite thing in the world. Leave, stay, I don’t care. But, I will kill you if you interrupt.”

The harpy chuckled. “Aye, no need to fret, Rhen. I’m going.”

“Before you do,” I said, struggling to think through the heat rising through me. “Could you do me a favor?”

Melany, half-crouched atop her taloned feet and with wings already spread, cocked her head to the side. “Depends. What do you need?”

“Find Erik in town. Tell him that Ian is about to do something stupid and that I need to talk to him.”

“My Callum,” Rhenna purred, grinding her still ocean-wet curves against me. “Be careful … you’re spending the night inside me and Mel’s not the only one I’ll kill for interrupting.”

I slid my palm down the naked curve of her back. God help me, I’d never been more turned on in my entire life. “Better tell him to come at dawn.”

“Aye, will do,” Melany answered. “And I’ll be there, too. No chance I’m missing what’s coming when the two of you go into Wick.”
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What was coming, it turned out, didn’t wait for morning to arrive.

Instead, Rhenna and I were awoken deep in the night by the splintering burst of my door being kicked in. Naked and tangled around each other, we thrashed around in bed to the thunder of another crash. Pain seared through my wounded shoulder. Light from a pair of burning torches flooded my little home and through sleep-blurred eyes, I saw five men stomp inside.

“What’d I tell ya lads,” a voice sneered. “Captain Callum, hero of fuckin’ Gadir, in bed with a damned monster.”

“God ’n fucking heaven,” one said. “You were right.”

“Almost ain’t believing it,” a second man spat.

“Fucking traitor,” growled another.

The gang of them stalked closer. They kicked over chairs and knocked over the kitchen table, moving to surround us. Through the disgust etched into their weathered features, I recognized them as fishermen from Wick. They were a rough looking bunch, wearing dirty wool and cracked boots. These were the men with the shabbiest boats in port and the most frayed nets, the sort most likely to spend their day’s catch at the pub rather than anywhere else.

In their hands were filleting knives, pitchforks, and axes, tools that were no less deadly than the musket borne by the man in the center.

“Ian?” I said, recognizing the first speaker. “Is that you?”

“Top a the mornin’ to ya, Captain,” the big man responded. His musket was held casually across his body, ready to be raised to his shoulder and fired. It’d be arrogant if he didn’t have four others with him. “Damned fool thing to ignore my message, but I’m real glad ya did.”

I grunted, another wave of pain rolling through me as I pushed my back against the headboard. Rhenna hummed her concern from my side, helping me sit up. Her entire focus was on me and though the quilts were now bunched around our waists, she made no move to cover her nakedness. Instead, she propped my pillow up behind me and leaned over to help adjust my sling, seemingly unaware of the leers raking over her bared breasts and stomach.

“This ’n is the monster we’ve all been so scared of?” One of the men said. “It ain’t nothing but a bitch with a fish tail.”

“Aye, she don’t look like nothin’.”

“Nice and quiet too,” Ian agreed, pointing his musket barrel at Rhenna. “Eh, monster? Ain’t so keen on chattin’ now that I’m not blind drunk an’ in me damned bed!”

“We got ‘em trapped now, lads.” A third man’s eyes had barely left Rhenna’s chest and his yellow-toothed grin was as savage as the hooked knife in his hand. “What do you boys say about takin’ a turn with ’er before this is done?”

Without taking his eyes off us, Ian reached over and cuffed the speaker on the head. “Don’t be daft. We dinnea come here for nothin’ but my business.”

“And what business is that?” I asked. “What’re you thinking of accomplishing here, Ian?”

“What’s it look like, Captain?” He swung his musket over to me before sighting back onto the sharkin. “We’re here to kill a monster.”

“You’re making a mistake.” My voice was steady, calm as the ice that had frozen over my features. “All of you, leave.”

Ian gestured with his gun. “Oh, that’s not how any o’ this is going ta’ work. This ain’t yer ship.”

“Aye,” a fisherman said, poking the tines of his pitchfork towards us. “We’re in charge here.”

I didn’t look away from Ian. “I’m giving you this one chance. Take it.”

“A chance? Hear that, lads?” The big man laughed, a harsh, ugly sound that was accompanied by the cackles of the other men. “Fuck your chance and fuck you, Captain. Yer no fucking hero, just another coward and a traitor to yer own kind. This thing killed my brother and now yer gonna watch me—”

That was as far as he got before I shot him.

Rhenna and I may have been … amorous last night, but neither one of us was fool enough to let that distract us. We’d spoken about the possibility of a nocturnal visit when pulling the dead shark off our door. She’d wanted to lie in wait and just kill anyone who showed up, but I’d convinced her otherwise.

Bully boys like Ian were talkers. They liked to strut and swagger, to humiliate and lord over those whose noses they ground into the mud. He hated Rhenna and me. If he came, there was no way that he’d ever pass up on the chance to gloat and revel in his victory.

When he did, I’d been determined to give him a chance.

Just a single one, for Erik, who’d lost one brother already and for the man that Ian might be. I understood his anger, his hurt, the guilt he felt at living while another died, and the desperate need to do right by those he’d lost.

Letting go of all that in a situation like this was the nearest thing to impossible. But still, I wanted to give him the opportunity. Now that he’d made his choice, however, I felt absolutely no remorse when I pulled my loaded pistol from beneath the blankets and put a ball into his chest.

Through the reeking haze of burnt powder, I saw Ian tumble to the ground. His musket clattered down beside him, unfired. Rhenna was out of bed in the following instant, lunging towards the nearest man with a pair of knives drawn from beneath her pillow.

In shock from the sudden explosion of my pistol, he had time for nothing more than a wild flail of his hatchet before the sharkin was on him. She buried her knives into his chest. He screamed, and everything was chaos.

Shouts erupted from the remaining men along with panicked thrashing and the mad dance of shadows thrown up by swinging torches. I got my feet onto the floor, fingers still wrapped around the butt of my smoking pistol while Rhenna rode her man to the floor. Her tail coiled and lashed and blood fountained from the fisherman’s chest as she ripped her blades free.

Next to her was the leering man with the cruel knife. He lunged for her flank with a vicious snarl, only to be brought up short when I sent my heavy pistol whipping through the air to catch him high on the shoulder. A sweep of Rhenna’s tail knocked his feet out from under him, though a thrust from another’s pitchfork kept her from pouncing on him.

That left me facing off against the final attacker.

He, too, was armed with a pitchfork and I could see the fear carved into his face. He wasn’t used to this, to the blood and death and the acrid stink of gunpowder. Still, to his credit, he didn’t turn and run, even when I slid my cutlass one-handed from where I’d left it wedged between the mattress and headboard.

Barefoot and wounded, I charged him.

The man was good with a pitchfork and his thrust forward was made smooth by a lifetime of working that tool. Still, compared to bayonet-wielding soldiers, it was slow. I spun away from the skewering tines and brought the edge of my cutlass down onto the wooden haft. The heavy blade chopped through, leaving my attacker holding nothing but a glorified stick. He swung it towards me all the same and I let it thump harmlessly against my side while I cut deep into the joint between his neck and shoulder.

He dragged my weapon down with him as he crumpled to the floor, his dying screams adding to the ringing in my ears. Through the space he’d once occupied, I caught a glimpse of Rhenna battling with her knives and sweeping tail.

And, God help me, I had never seen a more perfect killer.

There was no hissing cyclone of iron and fury, no screamed insults or bloody frenzy. Instead, hers was the silence and icy blackness of the sea’s abyssal floor. Pitiless and utterly flat, nothing flickered through her gaze as she flowed around and swayed past blows. Her speed, when she struck back, was vicious, and she’d gutted the final pitchfork wielder in the time it took me to rip my cutlass free.

Naked and splattered with red death, Rhenna turned to face the leering man. Alone against this empty-eyed monster, he turned to flee. Fear made him clumsy, however; his panicked lunge was too slow and awkward. She caught him within two smooth, stalking sweeps of her tail, hooking one knife into his back and dragging him to the blood-soaked floor.

He died screaming, agony twisting his lips. That left only Ian.

Even with a ball in his chest, the big man had managed to roll over onto his stomach. He clutched his musket with bloody fingers, aiming the barrel towards Rhenna. Her back was to him. She couldn’t see the threat and my warning shout got lodged in my throat as I lurched towards him.

I kicked the gun right as Ian squeezed the trigger. There was a crack, a puff of acrid smoke and Rhenna whirled around. A meaty thunk and a final cry came when I drove my cutlass into Ian’s back.

Then, everything was still.

I met the sharkin’s black eyes in the silence that followed. Blood sheathed her naked curves and her features were so cold, blank, and devoid of anything I might recognize. Then, she blinked once, twice, and the woman I loved returned to me in a flood of warm life.

“Callum!” She let her knives clatter to the floor and rushed over me. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt? Your arm—I knew that we should’ve just attacked! If any of them got you, I swear that I’ll—”

“I’m fine, Rhenna. I’m fine,” I said, grimacing as her probing touches spread scarlet over me. “But you, the shot—”

“Missed, I think.” She looked down at herself, poking at a bloody furrow carved just above her hip. “Oh, not quite.”

“Aye, looks like it grazed you.” I let out the breath I hadn’t even known I was holding. “Any other wounds?”

She twisted about. “I don’t feel anything. None of those idiots really knew what they were doing.”

“Aye, they weren’t soldiers.” I blew out another breath, suddenly feeling exhausted. “Damned fools. I wish …”

I left the rest unsaid. But Rhenna, ever watchful of my moods, lay a bloody palm against my chest. “They made their choice, love. It’s more than they deserved.”

I shook my head, eyes flicking over the butchered corpses. “Don’t know if anyone deserves this.”

“They did,” she snarled. “You’re my mate and this is what’ll happen to anyone who tries to take you from me.”

I couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at my lips. “Who knew a sharkin would be so fierce?”

“Mmm,” she leaned her death-stained body into mine and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You have no idea how hard it was for me to sit still and listen to those bastards spit and swagger through our home.”

“I really appreciate that you did, love. Erik is a good man and I hoped to spare him the pain of losing another brother.” I slung my good arm around her waist and let out a final sigh. “Alright, let’s get all of this cleaned.”

“We’ll toss them into the sea,” Rhenna said. “Then, I’ll drag each one of them down to the deeps for the crabs to tear into and I’ll fish each one of those critters back out so that we can eat—. Someone’s coming.”

I stiffened, the sound of running feet reaching me a moment later. Rhenna coiled into her tail, low and ready, and I only had time to rip my sword from Ian’s corpse before two shapes appeared in our shattered doorway.

I recognized Erik by the light of the torch he carried. His eyes were wide and worried and his breathing was heavy as if he’d been running. He took a single step inside before he saw the slumped, unmoving form of his brother.

Then, he sank to his knees with a tortured groan.

Behind him was another man I recognized, a sailor with a mop of tangled hair and tattooed arms whose presence was as surprising as Erik’s was expected.

“Captain,” James said. “Your retirement hasn’t been so quiet, after all.”


Chapter Thirty-One
Callum


“The Cantebarney came in not long after nightfall,” James said. “A few of the lads and I were in the pub not too long after that. People were talking about you.”

“Aye?” I answered.

“Aye.” The other man lifted his eyes to where Rhenna appeared in the doorway. “Some wild-sounding rumors that are getting less crazy by the minute.”

“Oh, does that mean they’re talking about me?” The sharkin set a tray of breakfast down in the center of the table: eggs, bread, and a handful of cooked fish. “What’re they saying?”

James coughed and flicked his gaze to me for a moment. “I’m, uh, afraid that it’s nothing nice, ma’am.”

Rhenna grinned. “Good. Now come on, everyone, eat up.”

Dawn was not quite ready to brighten the horizon and the four of us were seated outside around my kitchen table. Even after dragging out the bodies, the interior of my cottage was a slaughter yard. It would take a long time to properly clean and I didn’t even want to think about how hard it would be to get the smell of death and blood out.

Still, Rhenna and I had survived.

She was beside me now, hair still dripping from the seawater she’d used to rinse herself off. The blue and gold folds of my coat swaddled her tight curves and with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, she was even now scooping food into a plate. James was on my other side while Erik … The large man had barely spoken a word since he’d arrived to find his brother dead, stirring from his side only when it was time to bring his body outside. His eyes were unfocused now, staring straight ahead.

I was sorry for his pain.

Rhenna set the plate down in front of me. I leaned in and pressed a kiss onto her cheek. It tasted salty. “Thanks for breakfast, love.”

“Mmm.” She curled her tail around my chair and shifted closer. “Of course. Do you need any help eating?”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? I can cut everything to pieces for you, if you want. Or—”

“I’m fine,” I repeated with a chuckle. “I’ve got a wounded shoulder, Rhenna. I’m not an invalid.”

“Still, I don’t want—oh! I forgot the tea.” She stood. “I’ll be right back.”

I watched as she disappeared back into the cottage before turning back to find James staring at me. I could understand his astonishment; the man had been a sailor for as long as I had. Well, longer now, I suppose. Still, I was impressed with how well he seemed to be taking everything in stride.

Nodding towards the tray in the center, I said. “You should eat. Rhenna’s an excellent cook.”

“And the two of you are—what? Involved?”

“Aye, involved, in love, the whole thing.”

“But, with a sharkin? Captain, how the hell is that even possible?”

I bit down on a forkful of scrambled egg. It was, indeed, excellent. “Well, that’s a bit more complicated.”

“Callum’s my mate,” Rhenna said, appearing with a teapot and four stacked cups. “My perfect, amazing, strong, and handsome mate. I knew it as soon as I smelled his blood.”

I opened my mouth, ready to explain further, but James was already nodding his understanding. “Oh, a mate-bond. That makes sense.”

“You know what that is?”

“Aye,” he answered. “My cousin is married to a calican who felt that for him. She came onto him so strongly that it was almost like he didn’t have a choice.”

“Why would he want to choose otherwise?” Rhenna said, pouring the tea. “I bet she’s perfect for him.”

“The bastard is deliriously happy.”

“Just like Callum and I. We’re so happy, and he’s all mine, and I love him so much, and James, you’re going to need to tell me every single story about him, and also what you said that made him laugh so much.”

James accepted a cup from Rhenna before turning a confused frown in my direction. “When did I make you laugh?”

“Last time you were here. Before you set sail, we spoke a little on the docks.” I gestured my fork towards the sharkin, who had once again glued herself to my side. “She was in the harbor spying on me.”

“I wasn’t spying, I was keeping you safe. Something that’d be a lot easier without all of your stupid rules!”

James’ frown deepened and I clarified. “I made her promise not to kill anyone in town.”

“Isn’t that ridiculous? There’s this whore that brought him food and we could have saved ourselves so much trouble if I’d just killed that big bastard when—”

“Rhenna,” I interrupted. “That’s enough.”

“Why? It’s the truth.”

I shook my head before sparring a glance for Erik. He hadn’t seemed to have heard a thing.

Letting out a breath, I asked James. “How did you know to come out here?”

The sailor made an appreciative sound when he took his bite of breakfast. He washed it down with a sip of tea before answering. “It was like I said, I was in the pub and folks were talking. I heard something about a bunch of lads heading over here and I decided to come take a look as well.” He nodded towards Ian’s brother. “Met Erik here just outside of town. He was heading this way as well and we decided to come together. We were walking until we heard the first gunshot.”

“Aye,” I started. “But, I still don’t—”

“It’s my fault,” Erik spoke in a voice that crackled with pain. “It’s all my fault. My brother’s dead because of me.”

Rhenna made to retort, but remained silent when I laid my palm on her forearm. I was the one who next spoke. “What do you mean?”

“It’s my fault,” he said again, before his eyes finally focused on me. Agony twisted his features. “It’s all my fault! God! What am I gon’ tell ma?”

Then, he crumpled into himself and began to weep.

James and I exchanged a glance. “Did he mention anything about that on your walk over?”

“Nothing. But, Captain—” The sailor swept a hand through his shaggy hair before blowing out a breath. “The town seems to hate you. The things I was hearing …”

“Who?” Rhenna hissed, leaning forward. “Who’s speaking badly of my Callum?”

“It’s fine, love,” I said. “People are allowed to not like me.”

“No. They’re not.”

I decided to ignore that. “Are things really that bad? We were gone less than a week and I’d be really surprised if things changed that quickly.”

“It’s Lenore.” Erik was no longer sobbing. Still slumped in his seat, however, he looked and sounded completely drained. “She’s been whipping the town into a frenzy, going to the pub, speaking to people on the street, and over dinner—she’s been telling folks all sorts of things about you and the sharkin, saying that we need to get rid of the monster once and for all.”

“I told you that I should have killed her, Callum!” Rhenna cried. “That stupid, slimy, wriggling eel is going to try and take you away from me!”

“None of that is happening,” I said firmly. “And so, Ian …?”

“Listened,” Erik said. “Enthusiastically. He was with her almost constantly, and at night, drinking in the pub. Well, ’is old friends were good lads, but these new ones weren’t. I tried talking to ’im, but he’s got the thickest damned skull of anyone and with Lenore egging ’im on.” The man screwed his eyes shut. “That harpy friend of yours found me right after sundown. I’d had no idea that he’d gone an’ nailed a threat to yer door, so I went over to talk to ’im and try and hammer this foolishness out of his head, but he wouldn’t listen. He said you had to die and so I said that he had to let it go because I was coming to talk to you the next day and we’d work it out without ’im if we had to.”

“And so he came here,” I said.

“Aye,” Erik whispered. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”

Rhenna snorted. “Taking another’s guilt is stupid. Your brother made his choice and if it was up to me, we wouldn’t have even talked first.”

Erik lifted his eyes to mine. I sighed. “I tried to give him a chance to leave. We spoke for a bit after he busted in, but he—Rhenna’s right, he made his choice and it was his alone to make.”

“The fool,” he said, sagging into fresh sobs. “The damned fool.”

Nobody spoke for a while after that, each of us sliding back into our own thoughts. Whatever I might have thought of the men involved, what had happened here was a tragedy. Strom was a small place and this was something that people here would remember for a very long time.

“Captain,” James said. “The Cantebarny will be here a few days, but afterwards we’ll be setting sail for the mainland. There’ll be a place for you aboard if you want.”

I shook my head. “This is my home now, James. I’m not leaving.”

“The town hates you, Captain. And now—what’s to stop more men coming out to try and kill you?”

“Words. We’re going to go talk to them.”

“The whole town?”

“If they gather, aye. Who we really need to talk to, though, is Lenore. All of this has gone quite far enough.”

“Yes!” Rhenna hissed. “That slut—it’s time she realizes exactly who she’s trying to take from.”

I grunted. “I think I know what she wants and I’ve got an idea of how to get it for her. If everything works out, we’ll be able to get her out of our hair for good.”

“How?” the sharkin demanded. “You’re mine, Callum, and I’m not sharing.”

I shook my head. “She doesn’t want me, love. Not really.”

“Ha!”

“I’m serious! She—” I glanced up to the sky and cursed. “Look, I’ll tell you later. The sun’ll be up soon and we still need to go over a few things before we can get ready to go into Wick.”

“Captain,” James said, expression horrified. “Apologies Miss Rhenna, but you want to bring a sharkin into town? There’ll be a riot!”

“Aye, probably. But with you here …” I scratched my beard. “How many of the Cantebarny’s crew are willing to help out their old captain?”

The other man blinked at me for a few moments before letting out a long breath. “Just about all of them. Tell me what you need.”


Chapter Thirty-Two
Rhenna


The docks were already busy by the time we arrived.

It was still early in the morning, though not so early that the fishermen shouldn’t be out with their boats. They weren’t, having instead gathered with what looked like the rest of town along the edge of the water.

We hadn’t put word out that we were coming or anything, but James had gone into town before dawn and gathered a good thirty or so of the Cantebarny’s crew and stationed them halfway down the pier we were heading towards. They were all armed and weren’t letting anyone through and I supposed that the people of Wick had just gotten curious.

“Where’s Lenore?” I asked, scanning the approaching crowd. “I don’t see the slimy little eel.”

My Callum, seated beside me in his little rowboat, grunted. “Me neither. That’s the mayor, though, speaking with James.”

“Aye, I recognize him.”

“That’s right, I forgot that you spoke with him once.”

“Mhm, I don’t recognize the man he’s standing with, though.”

“That’s Edward. He’s the Cantebarny’s Captain.” My mate paused. “He doesn’t look as angry as I thought he would.”

“Give him time, love.” I patted his arm. “It probably just hasn’t quite sunk in that most of his crew’s mutinied.”

He frowned, thought it wasn’t one of his cute ones. This one was deeper, more troubled and I didn’t like it at all. He was worried about his old crew.

The merchant marine, like the navy, did not take well to mutiny.

“So,” I said, determined to distract him. “Which one is Agna?”

He turned that frown towards me. “Agna? Why?”

“I’m just curious.” I shifted my grip on his arm, injecting a whole netful of innocence into my tone. “The woman makes a point of giving baked goods to my mate and I’m the odd one for wanting to know who she is?”

The flat look he gives makes me want to squirm in delight. I do, but my long tail is wedged so tightly along the bottom of this boat that it doesn’t feel very satisfying. Callum notices and raises an eyebrow and I wiggle some more and I seriously just can’t understand how he can be this cute! Seriously, as dashing as he looks with his beard trimmed, shined boots, and navy coat, there’s just this layer of pure adorableness to him that just makes me want to squeal.

I don’t, this time, and the small smile suddenly poking through his bearded cheeks tells me that he’s noticed my struggle. It warms me, along with the twinkle of amused exasperation in his perfect blue eyes.

Sand and salt and fucking sea, I loved him so much that it was hard to breathe.

“I don’t think Agna’s here,” he told me. “But, can you see the big, bald man with the leather apron? He’s to the left, there.”

I didn’t, so I better shifted my tail beneath me and stood. Shock rippled through the crowd, loud gasps and startled cries. Ah, they hadn’t known who I was. It was understandable, I suppose. From the waist up, I look just like many of them.

Now that they could see my tail, however …

Hatred, anger, and fear twisted over many of the waiting faces as we approached the end of the dock. There were shouts and even more loud exclamations. Most were backing away from the water now, while some at the back actually turned to flee.

It was all incredibly flattering, even if some of the looks directed towards Callum made me want to bare my teeth and yank out my knives.

I was, however, on my best behavior.

“Oh!” I pointed. “There he is!”

The man in question recoiled, his eyes going wide. People around him lurched away as if he’d suddenly sprouted another six pairs of arms. That caused all sorts of problems in the still fairly tightly packed crowd and I heard several more shouts.

“Aye, that’s Fergus.” Callum raised his good arm in a wave. “He’s Agna’s husband and the town blacksmith. They’re good folk and the nails he makes are going to be what hold the walls of our new home up.”

I hummed my understanding and gave the big man a wave of my own. “Thanks in advance for all your work!”

Fergus gaped and the way the crowd was looking at him now, it was as if each one of those fresh arms had split into a mass of thrashing tentacles.

My Callum chuckled, but didn’t say anything else as I settled back in beside him. We were pulling up to the edge of the guarded dock. Erik silently used the oars to guide us in. With his shoulder still torn up, my mate couldn’t row. He’d been surprised when the other man had volunteered to help bring us into Wick, but I hadn’t.

Callum was the most amazing and wonderful man on the planet. Why wouldn’t someone do all they could to help him?

More of that help came in the form of James, who was coming towards us. I liked the tattooed sailor. He was friendly and made my Callum laugh and had simply nodded when I told him that I’d rip his throat out if he ever did anything to harm my mate.

He reminded me of Melany in that way. They had the same sort of unflappableness, though where hers was coated in a sardonic sort of wit, his was thickly layered with smiles and good cheer.

I could see the puffin-harpy wheeling through the sky above us now and I waved at her even as Callum grunted that I should sit tight. She dove down towards us. My mate plopped that stupid tricorn hat onto his head and extended an arm out to James. The man helped him onto the dock and the two of them moved to speak to the waiting crew, the mayor, and the now much pissier-looking Captain Edward.

Frustration and irritation roiled through me as I was left with a silent Erik. I hated being apart from my Callum like this. What if something happened while I was stuck in this stupid boat? These were his old shipmates from Gadir. They were trustworthy, but still! I didn’t like that he was alone and surrounded by all those weapons and I certainly didn’t like the way a lithe-looking woman with a tail and cat ears was greeting him.

“Rhen!” Melany came down on the edge of the dock, her thick talons digging into the old wood. “How’s it—”

“Bad!” I snapped, not taking my eyes off Callum. “It’s going bad, Mel! Who’s that cat?”

“Cat? What cat?”

“The one who gave him a hug and rubbed her disgusting tits all over him!”

I didn’t like the amusement in Melany’s tone. “I didn’t see any of that.”

“Then, you’re fucking blind.”

“And you’re crazy. That calican woman shook his hand before she patted him on the back and moved away.”

I whipped my head around to hiss at my stupid friend. “She leaned into him!”

Melany smirked beneath her puffin-colored hair. “And that counts as ‘rubbing her tits all over him’?”

“They almost touched his arm! Go over there and shove her into the harbor so that she and I can have a nice long talk.”

“Or, you can just go and stand with him.”

“I can’t!”

“Are you stuck or something?”

“No, I’m not fucking—” I glowered at the now grinning harpy. “I’m going to kill you.”

“Aye, sure, but seriously, Rhen. Why don’t you go with him? They’re obviously talking about you.”

I let out a breath. “Callum asked me not to. He said that it’s better if he speaks to them alone first to get a feel for everything before I come up.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“It’s not,” I groused. “Especially with what happened last night. That doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.”

The harpy cocked her head to the side. “What happened last night?”

“I’ll tell you later.” I pushed myself back onto my tail to better see my mate. “That cat isn’t lurking too close to him, right?”

“She’s not. Rhen—are you guys sure about this? Looks like most of the towns here and they don’t look happy.”

“Their happiness doesn’t matter. Callum and I are mated and there’s not a thing anyone here can do about it.” I sat back down with a huff. “We’ll be fine. We’re just going to walk over to the mayor’s house over there so we can talk to him and his whore daughter.”

“You’re going to see Lenore? With Callum …” She gave an amused click of her tongue. “I guess that explains the dress.”

I flashed her a grin. “Do you like it?”

If her answer was anything other than an emphatic yes, then my friend was a liar. I knew for a fact that I looked damned good in this dress.

It was in a Tortusan style, thin and revealing, and made for the island’s tropical weather and frequent violence. Flowing red cloth clung to each one of my curves and was kept cinched around my midriff by a black leather corset. My arms and shoulders were mostly bare and with my hair tied back, the naked swoop of my neck could be seen plunging into the V of my chest. A band of black around my waist held my knives and though the hem extending beyond it was somewhat long, it was loose and slit along both sides so as not to impede my tail.

In it, I was a vision of pirate splendor and my Callum—gah! The memory of how he’d first looked at me this morning, the way his blue eyes had deepened and slid along every aching inch of me, made me shiver.

“Aye,” Melany said. “You look great. I didn’t know you had anything like this.”

“I don’t wear it often. But I brought it with me when I left home and I figured that for today—”

The harpy’s head suddenly whipped up. Her wings flared and I saw her every single muscle go tense. She was staring at the waiting crew, towards where my Callum was making his way back towards us. James was there too, speaking with a third man who was trailing in their wake.

“No,” Melany murmured. “No, no, no, not now. I can’t—!”

Then, without sparing me even another glance, she leapt into the sky. I frowned up after her, watching as she fled out over the city.

“Was that Melany?” My mate’s voice pulled my attention back to earth.

“Aye, I thought she wanted to come with us. But—” I shrugged.

“I guess she changed her mind.” He was staring up after the disappearing harpy; beside him, James was doing the same. There was a strange expression on his face, one that I gave up trying to puzzle out when Callum extended his good arm down towards me. “Ready?”

“Sand and salt, finally.” I grasped his hand. “Get me out of here.”

Erik and James held the rowboat steady while I untangled my long tail from the bottom and slithered onto the dock. There were hisses from the watching crowd, beneath which flowed a current of angry muttering and fearful intakes of breath. They didn’t like me. The looks many of the Cantebarny’s crew were giving me weren’t too nice either, but I didn’t care. Callum was smiling to see me, and he was so handsome, and even though he was wearing that stupid hat, his was the only opinion that mattered.

“This is it,” he said. “Nervous?”

“Of course not.” I tugged on the lines of his coat, adjusting it so that it fell just right. “I’m with you.”

“And wearing a dress that makes you look absolutely incredible.”

I looped my arms around his neck, my cheeks as warm as my smile. “Don’t I know it.”

His eyes sparked. Then, because I loved him and I’d missed him so much and because everyone was watching, I pulled him into a long, slow kiss. He responded by leaning into me and it was all I could do not to melt into him. He was perfect. He was so amazingly perfect and wonderful, and I was in heaven.

It was only after we’d parted and I’d emerged from my blissful haze that I caught a yellow flash in the corner of my eye. Tilting my head towards the crowd, I saw Lenore slipping through to stand beside her father.

“Ah,” I hummed the word from low in my throat. “Look who came to say hello.”

“Rhenna,” he warned when he spotted her. “We’re here to talk.”

“I know, I know.” I grinned at the other woman, making sure that my body was fully pressed up against my Callum’s. The rage I saw burning within her made me want to dance. “We’re here to give the little whore your proposal. Although I still think that she’d look better with a knife stuck into her fat chest.”

Seriously, a sharp bit of iron and a splash of bright red right there between her disgusting melons would do her wonders. It would bring some color to the washed-out pallor of her skin and would certainly do something to help those stringy clumps of blonde hair she’d knotted to her skull.

Then, at the very least, it wouldn’t be dyed the exact shade of piss.

Sand and salt, blonde really was a horrid color. It was yellowed teeth and crusted on sweat and—gah! Just imagining carrying that atop my head was going to make me sick. Black was superior in every way. It was rich where blonde was flat and it shimmered in the sunlight and was just so silky and beautiful looking, while Lenore’s hair was just rancid and gross.

And her eyes—I swear, if I ever heard anyone compare them to my Callum’s, then I’d poke theirs out with a spoon. They were nothing alike. Sure, they were both blue, but so were the icy sea and a moldy bit of cheese. One was cool and deep and shiver-inducing, while the other was literally rotting.

Her face was also lumpy. She had weird-looking eyebrows and that dress she was wearing was just—

“We’re not killing anybody,” Callum said. “I know I don’t have to keep reminding you.”

I gave him an exaggerated pout. “Fine, but you have to kiss me again.”

He smirked, an adorable little blush blooming beneath his beard. “Didn’t you already mark your territory?”

“Well, now I have to do it again.” I coiled my tail around his legs, still holding onto his neck. “You’re mine. Not the town’s, not Lenore’s, and not that stupid cat’s. Mine.”

“Cat? What’re you—ah.”

“She basically rubbed her tits against you! I saw it, Callum, and don’t you dare tell me I’m wrong or that I’m imagining things.”

“God help me,” he said, and the surge of warmth I felt when he pressed a kiss to my cheek made me shiver. “I love you so much.”

“Mmm, and I love you, my mate.” I tightened my grip on him. “But don’t think you’re getting away without giving me a real one.”

He laughed and the whole of me buzzed. “Aye, I wouldn’t dream of it.”


Chapter Thirty-Three
Callum


The stares were like a physical weight.

Everyone watched as Rhenna and I untangled ourselves from one another. Their shock, anger, and disapproval were as clear as the salty breeze or the waves lapping at the pilings beneath my feet. She was sharkin, a monster, a killer, and a pirate. How could I stand beside her? How could I kiss and touch her and smile to see her beauty? It didn’t make sense, and even my old crew thought I was mad, or at least some sort of damned fool.

None of them understood, but that didn’t matter.

My spine was straight and I gazed into their judgment without bowing to it. Rhenna was mine. I’d chosen her, had chosen to accept the monster from the deep, dark sea. I’d chosen to fight with and for her, to kill for her, and forgive her mistakes after they’d nearly cost me my life.

I loved Rhenna. I’d made my choice and I’d be damned glad to live with those consequences for the rest of my life.

“James,” I ordered, “go tell the crew to be ready.”

“Aye, Captain. You’re not coming?”

“We will, but there’s something else I need to do first.”

He nodded, well used to the vagaries of his commanders. Rhenna wasn’t, but with her arm looped possessively around mine, she felt no need to press.

Though neither did I make her wait long.

“Erik,” I said, addressing the man who still stood with us. He looked haggard, his hair unkept and his clothes in disarray. His eyes were two sunken pits of exhausted grief and the laugh lines tugging at the corners were mountain crags. He hadn’t eaten that morning, hadn’t slept, and had barely spoken a word since volunteering to row Rhenna and me into town. “You don’t have to come.”

“Aye.” His answer was wooden. “I do.”

“Bringing us here was favor enough. Go home. Grieve.”

He shook his head. “You need a witness if yer gon’ to tell folks what happened.”

“James can do it.”

Anger, the first flicker of emotion I’d seen in hours, tightened his eyes. “He ain’t from Wick. Folks don’t know ’im. They won’t trust his telling like they will mine.”

I stared at him for several long moments before nodding sharply. “Aye, you’re right. Thank you.”

“Ain’t doing it for you,” he retorted. “I’m going to speak because I’m tired of all the senseless bloodshed. The sharkin hangin’ onta yer arm has been a plague to us. Me brothers are dead. There are ma’s who lost their sons, wives who woke up without their husbands an’ some kids’ll never see their fathers again. I’m not fool enough to try and right those wrongs, but neither am I going to pretend we’re friends. The two o’ ya can go to hell, Captain. After this, I dinnea want to speak to you ever again.”

It hurt to see the hatred on the face of the man I’d once thought of as a friend. Still, I understood it and I wouldn’t cheapen what he felt by apologizing or offering justifications.

Instead, I simply nodded. “Even so, you have our thanks.”

He spat. “Keep it.”

I turned from him without another word to face the town and the anger of the crowd. Rhenna squeezed my arm. She could sense my pain, even if no part of her empathized with it. Still, her presence and the warmth of her touch helped me to push everything from my mind and focus on what was ahead.

I let out a breath.

“Nervous?” she asked.

It was a teasing echo of my question from just minutes before. To answer it, it had been like she’d reached into my mind. We were together and the town would accept what had happened, or they wouldn’t. Lenore would either hear my proposal or she’d spit in our faces and this feud between us would continue.

That was the worst case, but either way, Rhenna and I would be going home together. We’d face what came as lovers and mates. And with that truth set in stone, what else did I have to possibly be nervous about?

“Of course not.” I smiled. “Shall we?”

My boots thumped against the wooden dock, a rhythmic accompaniment to the whispering hiss of Rhenna’s tail. Erik fell in behind us and a nod to James and the waiting crew had them moving forward as well. Armed with cudgels, cutlasses, and the odd pistol or musket, they were there to clear the way and make sure that nothing nasty happened when we got to the crowd.

That didn’t stop them, however, from letting their anger fly.

“Traitor!” someone shouted.

“Monster! Killer!”

“Shame! Shame!”

The roar of their voices was a disjointed, swirling chaos. I heard their anger, their fear, and their hatred. It washed over us like a wave, though we did not slow. James had the crew clear a small semicircle just beyond the dock’s boarded edge. They were the cliff face to the rippling tide of the crowd.

“You’re a bastard!”

“—Damned monster fucker! How—”

We stepped onto the cobbled shore and that was where I finally stopped. My spine stayed stiff, my head held high. Still holding onto my arm, Rhenna settled into her tail, in the deceptively relaxed pose of a waiting predator. Her expression was unconcerned, though her black eyes were flat and cold.

The faces surrounding us, however, those of my neighbors whom I might have one day called friends, wore their feelings openly. Their anger and hatred burned. I saw disbelief and narrow-eyed suspicion along with a healthy dose of uncertainty. None had likely ever seen a sharkin up close before and there was fascination there to be sure. It swirled around in the wide pool of their fear, mixing with disgust, revulsion, and a thousand other things.

Yet, for all that, what I saw most was the blackness of betrayal.

“Traitor!”

“How dare you! We—”

“—Supposed to be good! A hero don’t —”

“You were supposed to save us!”

That was it. I was the hero of Gadir, the man who’d broken the Orlean Armada. My victory had gone a long way to winning the war and they’d spent months, maybe years, reading about me in newspapers filled with legends spun by greedy editors desperate to sell a few more copies. By settling amongst them, they’d believed, I was sure to make their lives better in a hundred different ways.

Yet, instead of slaying the monster that had been terrorizing them, I’d decided to bed her.

Because the truth was that I was selfish. I was here to live for myself, to discover who I was beyond the demands of fame and war. I wanted to be free. I wanted to decide how to spend my days and with whom, and to answer to nobody and nothing but my own code and desires.

The Queen, my country, the Navy; I’d given so much of myself to those who were unworthy of it. Well, no longer. I was done. This town, I wasn’t the man they thought I was.

It was time I told them.

“Last night!” I roared. “Last night, my sleep was interrupted by five men breaking into my home. They were men you knew, your neighbors and childhood friends. They were men from Wick and, last night, they came bearing arms and the will to murder me in my bed.”

My spine was stiff and my face was severe beneath my tricorn hat. Dressed as a captain of war, my voice was the prow cutting through the tide. It carved through the crowd, leaving silence in its wake.

“They came for Rhenna. They came because she’s sharkin, a monster, a killer, a thief, and a pirate. She’s been a plague to you, aye, but she’s also mine.” At my side, the sharkin hummed her pleasure. Her grip tightened on my arm and I wondered if any noticed the possessive shift and curl of her tail. “Rhenna and I share a home. We share a bed. To those of you who comprehend it, we are mates. I love her, and last night, we killed all who came seeking her death.”

Anger rippled through the crowd. Shocked gasps turned into whispered questions and ugly murmurs. Just beyond the protective ring of sailors, Lenore’s face was stone.

“He’s telling the truth,” Erik said, stepping forward. “I came to Callum’s cottage in the night to see his door smashed in. He an’ the sharkin were there, naked and freshly pulled from sleep. Around them—” He choked and though tears began streaming down his face, he continued to speak. “Ian’s dead. Me brother, David, Angus, McCallow, Grath; I saw their blood, their bodies, an’ the weapons those poor fools had to try an’ kill these two.”

The crowd reacted again. There were more gasps, louder murmurs and rumbles. The mayor made a sound of pure agony and I heard oaths and curses, saw a wave of fresh hatred and some few cried out for justice and vengeance.

It was to those last few that Erik next shouted. “Don’t be fools! Anger an’ hate an’ wrath is what led nine good men an’ two o’ me own kin to death! So much pointless blood spilled an’ I’m beggin’ ye all not to let it happen again.”

“These men are dead because their rage and hatred burned hotter than their sense.” I swept a hard gaze over the crowd. “Rhenna and I are not leaving. This is our home and all we want is to live in peace and enjoy what days we have left in this world. We can be good neighbors. My shoulder here,” I gestured to the arm that was still bound to my chest by a tight sling. “I got wounded when we fought the sharkin to the east. She’s dead. I want to serve this island. I’ll be your lighthouse keeper and Rhenna, for her part, will do nothing to hurt anyone here.”

“Unless you do anything to harm my Callum.” The sharkin spoke and many seemed surprised at the normalcy of her voice. Many had obviously been expecting her to speak in a series of guttural hisses. “Or come onto my beach. I really don’t like that, and I hate women who try to steal my mate or look at him or give him food.” Her eyes found Lenore’s. “He’s mine, and I love him, and I’m never letting him go.”

The crowd stirred and nobody, I saw, quite knew what to make of that.

“The captain swore to me that they will be no danger to us,” Erik said. “As long as we leave ’em unbothered, they’ll do the same. I believe ’im. I believe that Strom can go back to being the peaceful home we all know it is.”

“We can be good neighbors,” I said again. “And you don’t need to forgive Rhenna, or welcome her into town, or invite her into your home. You don’t have to trust her, but I’m asking you to trust me. Trust me when I say that you’ll be safe from the monster for as long as your intentions are good. Rhenna will not hunt you. She won’t stalk departing fishermen or creep into town under cover of darkness to steal your children and set fire to your homes.”

I swept my gaze over the crowd, meeting as many eyes as I could.

“You are in no danger. Trust me on that. And trust me when I say that if this offering of peace is abused, if our home is invaded once more, and the woman I love is hurt or killed, then, I will bring a fury down upon this town that hasn’t been seen since the bloody waves of Gadir.”

There was an uproar at that, but my message was delivered and I would not stand here and argue the merit of it. Erik could spend his time reasoning with them if he wished, but I had a more important goal.

I met Lenore’s gaze where she stood stiffly beside her open-mouthed father. Her expression was hard beneath a frame of golden hair and it didn’t flicker when Rhenna and I approached. The guarding members of the crew made space.

“Hello, Lenore.” The sharkin’s smile was wide and dangerous. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

The other woman sneered, no shred of fear showing in her blue eyes. “The pleasure is entirely yours, I assure you.”

“Careful where you sink those teeth, little eel. I might just have to yank them out.”

“Rhenna,” I warned, before telling Lenore, “we need to talk.”

“Why? Sounds like you said everything you had to in your speech.”

I shook my head. “We both know that you’re the one who decides when this really ends. I have a proposal that you’re going to want to hear.”

“I’ve had bad luck with you and proposals, Captain. Why should I believe that this one’ll be any different?”

“Because I’m willing to give you everything you want.”

Lenore stared at me for several long moments before making her decision. “Do you swear not to try and harm me?”

“You have my word that nothing will happen to you.”

“Unless you try something first,” Rhenna said. “And I really hope that you do.”

She scoffed before touching the still incredulous mayor on the arm. “It seems like we’re to have guests, father. I’ll start preparing the tea.”


Chapter Thirty-Four
Callum


Ten or so minutes later, Rhenna and I entered the mayor’s salon. We were alone. Lenore had gone into the kitchen as soon as we’d come in, while James and Erik had stayed outside with the crowd and the crew of sailors now guarding the front door.

The sharkin hummed her approval as her tail rippled over the thick carpet, her gaze sliding from the richly upholstered chairs to the stone fireplace. No fire was lit, but I could tell that she liked the size of it.

“This is something like what I was imagining for our own living room,” she said, holding onto my arm. “The carpet, the fireplace, and the chairs—it would need a divan or two for me, obviously, and the stone walls are too cold, but this is still truly a lovely space.”

“Aye, it is comfortable,” I said. “Though I don’t know how we’ll afford furniture like this.”

“Can’t you just make it? We have plenty of wood.”

“I can make the frames sure, but I’ve never done any actual upholstery before.”

“I’m sure it’s not that hard.” Rhenna released my arm and drifted over to the nearest chair. She pressed one webbed palm onto the seat. “The cushions don’t need to be as fine as these. We can probably just get some of Bruce’s castoff wool and stuff everything with that. I can dry some seaweed for us, too, if we need more filler.”

I moved to stand beside her, examining the chair more closely. “Aye, that will probably work. I can even try and make an actual chair like this for you, instead of just divans. Something wider and deeper than the usual, maybe, taller too, so it’s easier for you to squeeze your tail beneath.”

She looped her arm back around mine. “For the kitchen, you mean?”

“Exactly.”

“Oh, my Callum.” She pressed a soft kiss into my cheek. “That sounds absolutely perfect.”

I smiled, though the sound of a throat being cleared pulled my attention away from the beautiful sharkin. It was the mayor. He was standing by the entrance.

“A sharkin for a lover,” the old ramling said. “Even with my eyes full of proof, I’m having a hard time believing it.”

“We’re mates,” Rhenna said. “‘Lovers’ is entirely inadequate.”

“Aye, I s’pose it is.” He let out a breath before lowering himself into his usual chair. Suddenly, he looked a decade older. “Though I wish that I’d caught you in a lie. If only because Ian would still be alive.”

I spoke. “I’m sorry it had to end that way. I tried to give him a choice.”

“I believe you, lad. Ian hasn’t been the same since Rob died and I just wish—” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I know that Wick has lost a lot during the past year,” I started.

“Not lost,” Alvert said, meeting my gaze. “Taken by a sharkin.”

I didn’t look away from the pain roiling in his eyes. “A sharkin with a name, one who has every right to defend her home.”

“And one who won’t hesitate to do it again,” Rhenna said. “Should anything threaten what’s hers.”

“Aye, so you said in your speech.” He stared at the two of us for a few moments longer, his curling ram’s horns framing a face that was steady despite the lines of grief and weariness carved within. When he spoke again, it was with the certainty of his decision. “Callum, Rhenna, I believe your story and I will work to maintain this peace you claim to be after. You may remain at the lighthouse with my blessing, though neither of you will be welcome in this town. You may come to buy what supplies you need, Captain, but do not linger. Whatever bonds or friendships you’ve made with us, the goodwill your past service has earned you, it’s all been shattered by this. Too much was taken for us to quickly forgive and forget.”

“I understand.” My own voice was steady. “And that’s why we’re here: to ensure that nothing like this happens again.”

“By speaking with my daughter? What exactly does she have to do with this?”

“That’s a bit more complicated,” I said, moving to sit in the chair next to the mayor. Rhenna moved with me, though she remained standing atop her tail. “For the past few weeks, Lenore’s been—”

“—Trying to take what’s mine,” Rhenna hissed. “That’s slimy, little eel has been wriggling into places she doesn’t belong.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t belong, monster.” The woman in question strode in bearing a tray of tea. Her dress was of pale wool with a less-than-modest neckline and her blue eyes had lost none of their fire in the minutes we’d spent apart. “And you’re the one who’s been trying to take from me.”

Rhenna snorted her disdain. “I’ve taken nothing from you. Callum is my mate and you’ve been trying to steal him.”

Lenore set the tray of tea down on a nearby table before stepping towards Rhenna. “Callum is the key to the life I deserve and I’m sure as hell not settling for anything less.”

“That’s what we’re here to talk about,” I said, trying to project calm. “If you just sit down and listen—”

“Oh no,” Rhenna snarled, stalking towards the other woman. “I’ve got quite a few things I need to say to this dumb slut.”

Lenore crossed her arms. “Spare me. I didn’t come here to listen to you hiss and gurgle.”

“No, you came here because you failed to get your hooks into my Callum and you’re desperate for whatever scraps he’ll give you. What I want to know is how you ever thought that he would actually want you or your reeking sex?”

“You’re half fish,” Lenore sneered, standing tall. “The only one who reeks here is you.”

“Callum doesn’t want you or your vile legs. How could he, when I’m here? Everyone with eyes can see that I’m far more beautiful.”

“Beautiful?! You look like something that’s been dragged out of a net.”

“In this dress? Please. Callum’s been running his eyes all over me while he’s barely even glanced at you and your weird eyebrows.”

I winced, the mayor’s mouth dropped open and Lenore gasped. “I do not have weird eyebrows!”

“You do!” Rhenna had stopped about a pace from the other woman and was now leaning forward. “And you’ve got ugly hair, moldy eyes, and your tits are just the fattest, grossest things I’ve ever seen!”

“My tits—!” Lenore spat, meeting the blaze of the sharkin’s anger with her own. “My tits are incredible and Callum stared long and hard when I showed them to him.”

I choked while Alvert continued to gape.

“Liar!” Rhenna hissed. “He hates them!”

“You stupid fish.” She cupped her hands beneath her breasts, popped them upward, and bumped them into the sharkin’s chest. “Why the hell would he want your skinny tits when he can bury himself in these big ones?”

“Because mine are better!” Rhenna pushed her own breasts up before leaning forward and squishing them against the other woman’s. “Mine are firm and perfectly sized while yours are swollen and overripe.”

Lenore laughed and pushed back, mashing their breasts together. “Mine are so much softer and sexier than yours. Feel that, bitch? You can’t honestly tell me that yours compare.”

Rhenna bared her teeth and released her own chest to dig her fingers into the other woman’s. “Maybe I should just rip these off you since they’re that much better?”

“Ladies, let’s—” I started, while the mayor began pushing himself up with a startled, “Lenore!” We were, however, both interrupted by a combined shout of, “Shut up!”

We settled back down.

“You’re not going to do anything to me.” Lenore sneered, unbothered by the other woman’s grip on her chest. “The captain’s got you tamed.”

“He does,” Rhenna purred, pressing more of herself forward. “And it felt so good when he did it.”

The two women were now practically molded together. Chest to chest, hip to hip, black and blonde hair hanging together past faces that were close enough to kiss. Neither moved to back away and Lenore, despite being the shorter and physically weaker of the two, wasn’t cowed.

Her eyes, instead, were a match for the predatory cant of Rhenna’s.

“You’re disgusting. This tail—” she slapped a hand down to the sharkin’s ass and grabbed a fistful—” is disgusting.”

Rhenna smiled, her voice keeping its throaty hum. “Callum loves my ass. He loves my tits and my tail. He loves me and you’ll never have him. You’ll never taste his lips or his seed or feel the joy of being filled by him.”

“You think I couldn’t get it from him? I could suck the soul from his cock, and with these?” Lenore shifted her breasts against Rhenna’s. “You can’t even imagine the things I could do to him.”

“Callum is my mate, you brainless slut. My body is his: my mouth, my hands, my sex, every part of me was made for his pleasure. I love him, serve him, live for him. Nothing he could ever want or desire is beyond me.”

“Nothing except a tight cunt. Human bodies are made for each other and there’s no way your fishy hole feels better than mine.”

God in fucking heaven, what the hell was this conversation? A weird sort of erection throbbed between my legs while the rest of me burned with embarrassed heat. I wanted to step in and put a stop to whatever this was, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how.

Alvert, meanwhile, was staring at his daughter with an expression of abject horror.

“Ha!” Rhenna exclaimed. “Is that what you think?”

“You have no idea, bitch. My pussy is warm, wet, and tight enough that he’ll never want to leave.”

“Your pussy reeks!”

“Callum won’t think so.” Lenore pushed her hips into Rhenna’s. “He’ll dive in as soon as I spread my legs and he’ll love the taste so much that he’ll be begging me to sit on his face and smother him in—”

The mayor shot to his feet and slammed the door behind him as he fled the room. What followed was a beat of silence where the three of us listened to the fading sound of his running footsteps.

Then, as if they’d organized it beforehand, both women relaxed and stepped away from each other.

“Thank God,” Lenore sighed, collapsing into the chair her father had vacated. “I thought he’d never leave.”

“Ah, I was wondering what you were waiting for.” Rhenna took a few moments to adjust the way her breasts fit in her dress. “Does this look okay, Callum? I was worried they were going to pop out there at a few points.”

“You’re telling me,” Lenore said, tugging at her own neckline. “You squeezed them way too hard.”

Rhenna sniffed. “Serves you right.”

“Bitch.”

“Slut.”

“What,” I said, finally regaining the ability to speak. “What the hell was that?”

“We were arguing, love.” My mate turned to better face me, the scarlet hem of her dress bright against her pale underbelly. “Now, do my breasts look good like this, or not?”

“Aye, they’re fine, but—”

Lenore snorted with amusement. “Told you they were just fine.”

Rhenna glowered at her, then at me. I held up my hands. “They look great. I just have no idea what’s going on.”

“That’s obvious,” the blonde muttered.

The sharkin’s glare swung back to her. “Will you just be quiet?”

“I’m sorry if I’m a little cranky,” Lenore retorted. “My tits hurt and my weeks-long seduction plan was ruined by a fucking fish.”

“You’d be a lot more sympathetic if you hadn’t just sent a group of men out to kill us.”

“Good luck proving that.”

“Will someone just tell me what the hell is going on?” I demanded, growing impatient. “The two of you were screaming at each other and then you just stopped. Now, with all this—why does it feel like everything was rehearsed?”

“Certainly not,” Rhenna said, moving to my side with a rippling flex of her tail. “This is the first time we’ve ever spoken.”

Lenore grunted. “An experience that I, for one, am not eager to repeat.”

“We have that in common, at least.”

“Then, what—” I started, but was interrupted by Rhenna’s sliding a pair of webbed fingers over my lips.

“Hush, love, let me explain.” I glowered up at her, but it just made her grin and wiggle. “Gah! You’re so cute. Okay, right, Lenore. Whatever else she might be, she’s obviously not stupid. I could tell right away that she knew she’d lost.”

The other woman tsked. “More like I knew that continuing with this plan was pointless. I know what being mated means and any idiot could see that the two of you were in love. You’re also not the sort of man to keep a mistress, Callum, so getting to you that way was never going to work.”

“Whatever she wants to call it, she knew that there was no getting rid of me.”

“Not without killing her.”

“Which you already tried.”

“Prove it.”

“So, this, all that arguing,” I said, struggling to understand. “None of it was genuine?”

“Oh no,” Rhenna answered. “I meant every word of what I said.”

“As did I.” Lenore’s blue eyes met mine. “I’m better for you than she is, and not only because I’m smarter, more beautiful, and more … willing.”

“All things which are demonstrably false,” Rhenna growled. “In any case, it was obvious that she was arguing for a reason other than trying to take you from me.”

“Your father,” I said.

The woman nodded. “Aye, I love the man dearly, but this doesn’t concern him. He’s also, well, let’s just say that he’s perhaps only now starting to realize the sort of woman I am.”

“A conniving slut,” Rhenna suggested. “A rancid little whore?”

“I’m ambitious.” Lenore scowled. “I’m driven, intelligent, and I don’t settle. I’m meant for more than a quiet life on Strom and I don’t care what I have to do to get it. My father wouldn’t understand and I want to be able to ask honest questions when I listen to your proposal.”

“That’s all I ever was to you?” I said. “A ticket to a better life?”

“I probably never would have loved you, Captain. But I meant it when I said that I would have made you a good wife.” She tilted her head to the side. “Does that bother you?”

“No, it actually makes this a lot easier.”

She smiled. “I’ll continue to be honest, then.”

“And I’ll get the tea,” Rhenna said. “Do you like yours with cream, Lenore?”

“I do.”

“Get it yourself, then.”

She barked out a laugh but didn’t otherwise speak. Instead, she watched me settle back into my chair, waiting for whatever I was about to say.

It took me a few moments to gather my thoughts. “You want to live in the capital?”

“I want the life I deserve,” Lenore said. “I want to be rich. I want to cultivate power and influence and attend grand balls in glittering dresses. I want excitement and culture and to meet people from all over the world. I want to matter and the capital is the best place for that.”

“And marriage to me was your way of getting all that?”

“What better way to make my entrance into society than on the arm of a war hero?” Lenore’s skirts swished as she folded a leg. “There aren’t many options for a common-born girl from a nothing island. Friends, acquaintances, contacts, they’re vital things in the world of the capital and I have none. I’d happily tie myself to you, or any other man, for the chance at even just an introduction.”

It was cold, mercenary, and impersonal, but I couldn’t judge her. Lenore was right that one’s place in polite society depended largely on who you knew and the nobility were famously insular. They didn’t rub elbows with anyone but their own, and for an outsider, marriage was by far the easiest way to break into that circle.

I had no doubt that Lenore would dominate that world if she were allowed into it. All she needed was a chance … And I might be able to give it to her.

“I’m never going to marry you,” I told her. “But I know a few who might.”

Her gaze sharpened. “Tell me.”

“I spent several months in the capital both during and after the war. In that time, I stayed mostly as a guest of Admiral Falgar. He was my commander for most of the war and I got to know the man well after Gadir. We’re something very much like friends and his influence is largely to thank for my place here on Strom.”

He’d actually thought coming here was a damn fool thing to do and a waste of my talent, but Lenore didn’t need to know that.

“In any case, the admiral has a single child, a son who stands to inherit all that his father has built.”

“He’s unmarried?”

“He’s not quite twenty, rich, and unmarried,” I confirmed.

Lenore, smart as she was, narrowed her eyes at this. “Why?”

“It’s nothing sinister. Frederick is a good lad, if a little dull. There have been quite literally hundreds of attempts by various noble and merchant families to set their daughters up with him. The admiral, however, married for political reasons and is absolutely miserable. There’s nothing approaching love within his marriage and that’s part of the reason why he’s always spent so much time at sea. He doesn’t want that for his son and has repeatedly told the lad that he’s free to marry whomever he wants, whenever he wants.”

“Interesting,” she said. “And your role would be to, I assume, write me a letter of introduction?”

I nodded. “Then, in a few months, I could take you there to meet him myself. You could stay with me as a guest of the admiral’s and—”

“Stay with us,” Rhenna cut in, arriving with a pair of delicate saucers. A cup of tea steamed atop each, one dark and the other made pale by cream. She handed the dark one to Lenore. “I’m not letting my Callum go into that nest of eels without me.”

I scowled up at her as she handed me the second cup. We’d argued about that particular point already and weren’t anywhere close to a resolution. Bringing a sharkin into the capital would be … Well, in truth, I didn’t really want to think about what it would be.

“In any case,” I continued, pushing the thought aside. “Staying at the admiral’s will give you the chance to meet more people. There’s always some sort of party going on and if things don’t work out with Fred, you’ll get a chance with another noble son.”

Lenore set her cup of tea aside without taking a sip. I lifted my own to my lips. It was delicious and the other woman’s look of careful consideration hadn’t left by the time I set it aside. For several long moments, she didn’t speak.

Eventually, she asked a question. “This offer of yours is real? You’ll do everything you just said and do it to the best of your abilities?”

I nodded. “Aye.”

“Why?” she said bluntly. “Why, after everything that just happened, are you offering to help me?”

“That was my question, too,” Rhenna said, settling a top her tail. “Killing you would be so much easier.”

“We’re not killing anyone,” I said. “And as for why, Lenore, there are two reasons. One, in the months before we leave for the capital, you’re going to do everything you can to get people here to let go of their grudge with Rhenna. You whipped everybody up and now you’re going to calm everybody down.”

“Very well, and the second reason?”

It was my turn to be blunt. “I don’t want you around. You’re bad for my peace and I don’t for a second believe that you’ll ever give up on your goals. Unless something changes, I’m still your best chance at making them happen and I don’t want to keep having to deal with you and to watch for what you’re going to try and do next. The best thing for me is to send you as far from here as I can.”

“Love,” Rhenna said, her voice cold. “You know I hate it when you say nice things about other women.”

“Indeed,” Lenore said, her smile as sharp as any sharkin’s. “That did make me feel rather special.”

I shook my head and stood. “Do we have a deal?”

“I have more questions, but no matter how traumatized we might have made him, my dear father is sure to return soon. For now, however,” she stood and held out her hand, “aye, we have a deal.”

We shook and I felt a weight lift from my shoulders. It was done.


Epilogue
Callum


“You know,” Rhenna said. “I think I like her.”

I gave her an incredulous look. “Lenore?”

“Mhm. There’s a lot of the sharkin in her. She goes after what she wants and fights to take it.” My mate looped her arm around mine and hugged it to her chest. “Too bad I wasn’t ever going to let her win.”

I chuckled and kissed the side of her head. “She never stood a chance.”

The sun was low in the sky and Rhenna and I were finally home. Speaking with Lenore had taken us well past lunch and then, at her insistence, we’d gone out with her to be seen around town. The people of Wick hadn’t been all that happy to find us wandering about, but the young blonde was already making good on her promise to soothe tempers.

Even with her help, though, it would be a long road. We likely wouldn’t ever be fully accepted, but that was okay. I had Rhenna and my home and a future that was brighter than it had been before.

I also had, for a time at least, James.

“Thanks again for letting me bunk with you, Captain.” The tattooed sailor came up from the grounded rowboat with a canvas bag slung over one shoulder. He fell in on my other side as we started to make our way up from the beach. “I’m hoping that it won’t take me too long to figure out what to do next.”

“You’re welcome for as long as you want, James,” I said. “We owe you a lot.”

Captain Edward had been the other thing we’d needed to deal with before leaving Wick. Mutiny couldn’t go unpunished and it had taken me quite a while to convince him not to simply seize my old crew’s pay and possessions and abandon them all on Strom. He’d eventually agreed to take them back, though he had wanted each of them lashed for the offense. It was only by volunteering to be the first beneath the whip that I’d gotten him to drop that, too.

I don’t know what had protected me more in that moment, my injury, reputation, or the dead-eyed stare of the sharkin at my side.

Either way, someone had had to take the fall for what happened. James, as the man who’d gotten them organized, had stepped up. He’d been thrown from the Cantebarney without pay and was now stranded on the island until he could convince the next passing merchantman or whaler to take him on.

James grinned. “None of that now, Captain. Give me a few square meals of Miss Rhenna’s cooking and I’ll call us even.”

I laughed and the sharkin loudly hummed her pleasure.

“You are going to be a joy to have around,” she said. “You’ll get to meet Mel next time she visits and we can even start bringing some of the wood from the ship over now instead of waiting for my poor Callum’s shoulder to heal. Oh! We can even make a room for you when we get started on the second floor.”

“That’s completely unnecessary, miss,” he said. “All I need is a corner to set my hammock up.”

“Nonsense,” Rhenna responded. “We’re making those extra rooms anyway, and it’ll be fast if you’re helping.”

“James doesn’t need to help us build,” I said.

“He does if he wants walls between us when we’re having sex.”

I coughed. “Rhenna!”

“Callum, you’re my mate, and you promised, and I only just discovered what making love is. You’re crazy if you think I’m going without it just because we have a guest.”

“I’ll help,” James quickly said. “Don’t worry. It’ll be my pleasure, really.”

“Perfect!”

I shook my head, though the truth was that I was having a hard time keeping the smile from my face. Rhenna was so … There were a thousand and more words I could use to describe my mate, but none of them seemed to really fit.

Rhenna was just herself and God help me if I didn’t love every single part of her.

The sea breeze tugged at my coat as we came off the beach and onto the stretch of ground before our cottage. It smelled fresh and cool, a far cry from the mess that awaited us inside. We hadn’t had time to clean any of the blood from last night’s attack, and though Erik had come to haul away the bodies while we were still speaking with Lenore, everything would need to be thoroughly scrubbed.

By unspoken agreement, the three of us stopped a few paces from the entrance. I stared at the shattered remains of my door and the darkness that awaited us beyond.

“It really stinks up here,” Rhenna said. “It’s going to take a while to clean.”

“Aye,” I said. “I’ve been trying not to think about this all day.”

“Why don’t I get started?” James let his canvas bag thump to the ground and gave us a cheery smile. “Neither of you had much of a chance to rest after last night and I’ve just been standing around all day.”

“James,” I started. “You don’t—”

“That’s perfect!” Rhenna exclaimed. “Callum needs to rest his shoulder, but I’ll go in with you. The fire needs to be lit and I can show you where the soap and buckets and everything are.”

I frowned. “I’m not just going to sit around while you both do all the work.”

“Of course not, love.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek. “You’ll supervise.”

“Aye, Captain,” James grinned. “You’re good at that.”

I barked out a short laugh. “Aye, I suppose I am.”

“Then, it’s decided.” Rhenna let go of my arm to start snaking towards the cottage door. “Come on, James. I’ll show you a good corner for your hammock while we’re in there. It’s on the opposite side from our bed and we can probably figure out a way to set up a privacy curtain.”

“Thank God for small miracles.” He gave me a wink, scooped up his bag and headed after the sharkin.

Just like that, I was alone.

Whatever my mate and friend had decided, I had no intention of just watching them clean. I’d go in and help soon, but now … Well, this had been one hell of a day and I was exhausted. I hadn’t had a moment to myself since Ian kicked through my door in the middle of the night.

I just needed a few minutes.

Turning away, I headed towards the ruin of the lighthouse. It hadn’t changed at all in my time here, but now that things were more settled, I’d soon actually be able to start working on it. I was looking forward to that, to learning how to shape stone by hand and set it into place. I wanted to rebuild this little tower into something that would last another few hundred years, to head up to the top every day and make sure that there was enough oil for the flame to burn many long hours into the night.

Looking past it and out into the wide, open expanse of the North Sea, I saw a ship. It was far away and that, combined with the low evening light, made it impossible for me to see anything but the vagaries of its shape. It was alone and I doubted it would stop. It was probably just a whaler on its way further north. I’d seen a few already in my time here.

And one day soon, ships like it would see the cheerful twinkle of a fire that would both welcome and guide them to Wick. I let out a long, contented breath.

Finally, it felt like my retirement was truly beginning.

Heading back towards the cottage, I decided on a whim to go around to my little garden. I hadn’t been back here since before we’d left to kill Evlyn and my little vegetable patch had continued to grow in my absence. It was now filled with greenery, the little rows I’d tilled blooming with stalks and leafy sprouts.

I knelt in the dirt on the edge of the little plot to run my fingers through the plants. Carrots, potatoes, turnips, and several different kinds of weeds; everything was growing. I’d prepared the earth, put the seeds in the ground, cared for and watered them and they’d all taken root. They were growing.

God help me, my throat felt absurdly tight.

“Callum?” I heard Rhenna call. “Where are you?”

“Back—” My voice was a croak. I coughed and tried again. “Back here!”

I was still on the ground by the time the sharkin came around the side of the little cottage. She was still in her red dress, the split hem fluttering with every jerking sway of her hips.

“There you are! Did you just come back here to play in the dirt?” Her voice was warm, as was the hand she dropped to my shoulder. “You really are a little grub.”

“I just came to see how everything was doing. Look at everything growing.”

Rhenna, observant as she was, didn’t miss the slight catch in my voice. Instead of speaking right away, she slithered around to my uninjured side before shifting and folding her tail into a crouch. Her arms slipped around me and, in the next moment, I was pulled into a gentle hug.

“It’s all amazing, love,” she said. “You did such a good job.”

“It’s nothing, just a garden.” I let myself lean into her touch, grateful for the strength beneath her softness. Her hair smelled of salt and sun. “Be careful with your dress. It’ll get dirty.”

“I don’t care about the dress. I want to give my mate a hug.”

“I’m fine,” I said, though I didn’t shift away. “It’s just a garden.”

“It’s important. Tell me why.”

I was silent for several long minutes, searching for the words to express something I didn’t really understand. On the surface, it seemed so silly. It was just a damned garden. They were as common as the dirt forming them and nearly everyone in the whole wide world had one.

Except for me.

I’d never had one. Since enlisting at ten years old, I hadn’t spent more than a month straight on land. My life had been one of constant movement and, for years, everything I owned could comfortably fit beneath the lid of a sea trunk.

I’d resolved myself to leave the Navy after the war. As determined as I’d been, however, actually walking away had been one of the most difficult decisions of my life. Everything I had ever known was at sea and leaving it had felt like leaping into a pit with no sense of when, if ever, I’d reach the bottom.

The madness of the past few weeks hadn’t done much to help that feeling of constant vertigo. One couldn’t see beyond the storm when trapped within it, and, at times, it had felt like my own stubbornness was all that was keeping me going.

But now …

“I came to Strom to start over. I wanted something new, to find out who I was without war or the Navy.” I faltered and tried to push through. “I wanted—”

The rest of it remained lodged in my throat. I fell silent once again, staring down at the greenery spread before me. The leafy stalks quivered in the sea-scented breeze. At my side, Rhenna’s presence was warm. Her arms still held me. Quiet and patient, she didn’t move or try and speak.

“I needed to live for myself,” I said. “I came looking for a home, somewhere to make my own with my own two hands. It was terrifying and I had no idea what the hell I was doing, and in the weeks since I got here, it sometimes felt like I wasn’t making any damned progress. The lighthouse is still a ruin. The cottage isn’t much better, and that was before Ian and his crew kicked in the door. On so many nights, I stared up into my ceiling and wondered if I wasn’t making some huge mistake. Maybe everyone was right. No matter how much I wanted it, maybe I just wasn’t meant for this kind of life.”

I fell silent again, though this pause was shorter. It lasted just long enough for me to take gentle hold of the nearest leaf and rub it gently between my thumb and forefinger.

“But this … Look at all this. I planted these. For the first time in my life, I put down actual roots.” My voice cracked. “Look at how they’re thriving.”

“My Callum,” Rhenna breathed, squeezing me tight. “You are exactly where you’re meant to be.”

“I know.” I blinked the wetness from my eyes and let out a long breath. “Coming here, finding you—you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Rhenna. Now, we finally get the chance to grow.” I smiled. “I can’t wait to see what that looks like.”

She hummed. “You might have to wait to see, my heart, but to me, everything is already so clear. Your little garden and the lighthouse, all new and blazing with light. The cottage, too.” She drew me to my feet and we turned together to face the little stone house. Holding onto me with one arm, she used the other to gesture. “I can see it standing tall and strong, a home full of wood and warm memories. We’ll have enough space to be wholly ourselves and there’ll be wide windows to let in the light and sound of the sea. We’ll have lounging chairs down at the beach when the sun’s out and overstuffed divans by the fire when it’s cold and rainy.”

“There’ll be a lot of those rainy days.”

“Mmm.” Rhenna lay her head on my shoulder. “But we’ll be inside, safe and comfortable. During the day, you’ll build and work and get those chickens and sheep you wanted. I’ll get what other food we need from the sea and cook and blow kisses at you from the kitchen window. With the wool we get, I’ll learn to spin thick carpets that’ll make everything soft and I’ll practice making bread, so you never have to go see that stupid Agna ever again.”

I laughed, a stream of fresh tears spilling down my face.

“In the evenings, we’ll rest by the fire. We’ll speak and tell stories and share everything about each other until we know the other’s every thought and desire. After that, when the sun has set and everything is dark, we’ll curl up together and make love. We’ll whisper sweet words and give and it’ll be slow and gentle and so warm. Then, wrapped around each other, we’ll drift off and dream until the sun rises and we do it all again.”

“Aye.” I finally wiped at my eyes. “We’ll do all that.”

“The future is ours, my Callum. All we have to do is take it.”

I smiled and slid my arm from her grip to hug it around her waist. “As any good sharkin would.”

“Exactly.” Rhenna lifted her head from my shoulder and slipped around to stand directly before me. Her smile was a match for my own and warmth made her dark eyes shine. “And soon, my mate, it won’t just be your garden that blooms with life.” Her hand, which had kept mine trapped around her waist, pulled my palm over to her stomach. “One day, your seed will take root within me as well. It’ll grow and I’ll swell up and give you a legacy that you can truly be proud of.”

God help me if my eyes didn’t once again fill with tears. “Children?”

“Daughters,” she corrected with another smile. “Sharkin breed true.”

I gazed down at her stomach in awe. “A little girl.”

“We’ll have a whole litter of them.” Leaving my hand on her stomach, she lifted her arms to my neck and pressed herself close. “And they’ll each love their father almost as much as I do.”

I swallowed thickly. “That sounds perfect. Rhenna, I—”

“What!?” She gasped. “She’s here!?”

Her eyes were fixed on something over my shoulder. I glanced over to find that the ship I’d seen earlier was much closer. It seemed to be heading towards the harbor and was now likely only a half-mile or so from the tip of the lighthouse promontory.

“I cannot believe this!” Rhenna cried. “Why does this keep happening?! Callum!”

“What are you talking about?” Her arms slipped from my neck as I turned fully around. “Do you recognize that ship?”

Now that it was closer, I could see that it was a frigate. Like the HMS Orca that I’d helmed at Gadir, this one was smaller and more agile. I counted twenty-six gun ports along its single deck and canvas-laden masts rose into the air. No flag fluttered atop either, which was a bit unusual, and though I could see movement aboard, they were still too far for me to make out any details.

“I’m talking about people always coming and ruining the best parts of my life! We were talking, and it was so nice, and I love you, and your hand was on my belly and—” She sucked in a breath, cupped her mouth, and screamed. “I’M GOING TO FUCKING KILL YOU, ANNIE, YOU BARNACLE-HEADED BITCH!”

I flinched, my ears ringing. “Rhenna!”

She rounded on me, her hands clamping tightly onto my forearm. “Why is she here, Callum?! It’s not fair! I just wanted to spend the night with you and make love and—gah! I hate her! I fucking hate her!”

I didn’t know what was going on. Rhenna obviously recognized this ship and these people and was just as obviously much too worked up to tell me anything. So, I pulled her into a one-armed hug, ignoring the rush of pain that came with her jostling my other arm.

“Rhenna,” I said, squeezing her to my chest. “Breathe.”

Immediately, she melted against me. The stiffness left her in a whoosh of air, followed by a soft sound of pleasure as she better adjusted herself against me. “Callum.”

I kissed the top of her head. “Better?”

“Much.” She inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Your body, your scent—you have no idea how much this helps.”

“Aye, I like it too. Now, tell me what’s going on.”

“My sister,” Rhenna growled. “That’s the Sawtooth, her ship. Well, it’s my mother’s, but she gave it to Annie a few years ago.”

“Your sharkin sister?” My gaze sharpened on the approaching ship. “Is she a—?”

A pirate, I’d been about to say. Even as I’d started to ask the question, however, I saw a banner rising to the top of the tallest of the three masts. It was a black flag, decorated with a grinning shark’s skull above a pair of crossed sabers.

My heart went cold. I recognized it.

“Your mother,” I said slowly. “Your mother, the sharkin pirate named Jane.”

“Aye, that’s her flag they just put up.” Rhenna huffed her annoyance. “Sand and salt and bloody sea, why now? Seriously, her timing—we just dealt with everything in Wick and now—oh, great, here they come.”

Indeed, as I watched, nearly a dozen figures leapt from the deck. They arced through the air before slicing into the gray sea, the crescent tips of their tails last to disappear beneath the waves.

Sharkin.

“Gah! I swear, if any of them think we’re rolling a welcome dinner out for them, they’re in for a rude surprise. In fact, as soon as they come ashore, I’m telling them to turn around and come back in a week.” Rhenna burrowed further into me, curling her tail around my legs. “Or, maybe in a month.”

“Your mother,” I said, my gaze still fixed on the grinning shark skull. “Is she perhaps known as Black Jane?”

I knew the answer. Of course, I knew, but I asked anyway. There was only one sharkin pirate captain named Jane and I’d have connected these two very simple dots a lot earlier if I’d bothered to actually think about it the first few times I’d heard her name.

Rhenna, predictably, said. “Oh, you know her?”

I closed my eyes. I took a breath. Then, I took another. “Love, is there a reason why you never told who your mother was?”

“What do you mean?”

I opened my eyes to glare into her confused expression. “I mean, why did you never tell me that I was ogling the daughter of Black Jane, the god-damned Pirate Queen of Tortusa?!”

Rhenna’s confusion deepened. “What does that have to do with anything? You’re my mate, Callum. Mine. Nothing about who either of our mothers is changes a thing.”

“My mother never controlled a fleet of fucking cutthroats!”

“What did your mother do?”

“Rhenna!”

“What, Callum? My mother is who she is, but you’re mine and she can’t take you away from me. Although,” she added, almost as an afterthought, “she probably will try.”

“What?!”

“Don’t worry, she’ll shout at me for a few hours, maybe try and bribe me with a few ships or one of the islands she controls. She’s stubborn, but she’ll give up eventually.” Rhenna’s arms snaked around me. “You’re mine.”

“Aye,” I sighed, suddenly exhausted. “You’ve said that already.”

She peeked up at me. “Are you mad?”

“You should have told me.”

“Would it have changed anything between us?”

I gazed down into the very real worry now creasing her features. As I did, I felt the rest of my anger drain away. Rhenna … I’d have fallen for her if she had the devil himself for a father.

“You’re my mate,” I told her. “Nothing will ever change that.”

I saw the flash of her smile before she pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I love you.”

“Aye, me too.” I nodded towards the still approaching pirate ship. “What’s going to happen with them? Is the town in danger?”

“Probably not. I think my sister was one of the ones who jumped off and they’ll be coming directly here to talk to me.” Rhenna sighed. “As soon as she meets you, she’s going to want to bring you back to see our mother.”

My retirement, it seems, wasn’t going to get quiet anytime soon. I squeezed the sharkin into me. Whatever happened, though, my mate would be with me.

We’d face what came together.
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