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Shark Bait
“Raider had spent years honing his front, but as Sophia calmly assessed his erection it occurred to him--no male holds the upper hand when his pants are around his knees.”

After seventeen mating refusals, sea dragoness Sophia Aleahar is getting more than a little desperate. But when she swims to a potential mate to convince him to reconsider, she’s taken hostage by shark-shifter pirates.

Mere-shark hybrid Raider ShaCrayz has spent ten years in the hold of his father’s ship. The tiny dragoness prisoner inspires his most vicious and most gentle impulses. When she offers him freedom in exchange for helping her lure a mate, Raider decides he wants to be more than just a beast on a chain.

Raider desires her like no male ever has, but Sophia needs to learn that no handsome dragon is worth more than the bad-boy shark who loves her.
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Dragoness Sophia Aleahar paced her bedroom like a lizard in a box. Her pink-painted talons scraped at the shag carpet. Her grayish, serpentine tail knocked over lamps and figurines. Though she was twenty-two years old, and far too old to still wear one, the metal prongs of her fang-retainer surrounded her long head. She counted down the minutes until her mother would allow her to take it off.

She paused in front of the mirror and tried to look upon her reflection in a positive light. Eyes too round stared back at her, topping off her too-short stature. Behind her, vertical pink stripes decorated the walls. Lace trimmed each of her throw pillows. The plush space fit around her like a little girl’s jewelry box.

“Sophia? My guests are arriving.” Manicured talons curled around the edge of her door.
 With a deep sigh, she replied, “I’ll be right down, Mother.”
 “Let me take a look at you.” Alexandra Aleahar strode in, her ebony tail flashing iridescent. Her proud snout led up to aristocratically slanted eyes that Sophia had sadly not inherited. “Oh, I forgot you were still wearing your appliance. I’ll help you take it off.”
 Alexandra’s talons pinched at the scales behind her neck as the older dragoness unhitched the dental apparatus.
 “And remember to stand up straight. It doesn’t help your height when you’re all curled in on yourself.”
 She resisted the urge to bite at her claws at her mother’s admonition. She extended her serpentine neck and raised herself to maximum height, which was still a head shorter than her mother.
 Alexandra sighed. “Well, there’s only so much you can do, I suppose.” She started walking back to the door. Before leaving, she added, “And for the gods’ sake, Sophia. Remember to watch your tongue!”
 Minutes later, Sophia slithered down the stairs, hoping to sneak into her parents’ feast room unnoticed. The wallpapered stairwell flickered with tea lights, happy lashes of color contrasting with her dark mood. She’d never been popular, but since Kai Nasu broke off his arranged engagement to her, Sophia’s life had become a downward spiral of social disasters.
 When she reached the landing, her pulse raced. Upwards of fifty guests attended the birthday party her parents had ostensibly planned for her. Fifty-plus opportunities to look like a freak.
 With a deep breath, Sophia approached the first bunch of highranking debutants her parents had invited. “Um, hi guys.” She tried to tilt her snout up to appear taller.
 Her least favorite female, Patsy Herilian, pinned her with a fierce stare. “Sophia. You must be terribly excited about this grand party.”
 Sophia’s forelimbs rose in nervousness. “Not Really.” For mercy’s sake, did I just say that out loud?
 Sophia watched as each girl’s mouth dropped in horror. The familiar sound of geckos chirping filled the silence.
 “Um.” She swallowed. “What I meant is…I’m sure I will be excited…When I get settled…I mean…” The debs skulked away as she spoke. Sophia blinked and ducked her head, focusing her attention to the center platter where several roasted deer lay, surrounded by her parents’ finest china and silver.
 Unfortunately, her eyes landed on Aydes Reeves—tall, sinewy, jet-black—most handsome of all the dragons in Underwater City. He stood near the carcass surrounded by his horde of admirers, both male and female. A little sigh escaped her open jaw, and a passer-by’s cruel giggle erupted behind her.
 She snapped her jaw closed and turned abruptly. A footstool caught her hind limb, and she sprawled forward. Her long body crashed to the polished-marble floor with a resounding thump that turned every head in the room. Sharp pain shot up into her palate. The tissue around her fangs, sore from the effects of her dental appliance, started to bleed. Sophia closed her eyes.
 She pretended no one else was around and slowly pulled her limbs underneath her. As was their way, the dragon nobles ignored her while she collected herself and skulked away limping. Sophia ignored the covert glances of Patsy Herilian and her friends as she headed for the stairs back up to her room. Her mother couldn’t begrudge her a moment to wash the blood off her scales. Her parents had set this party up so Sophia could attract another potential mate, but there was little chance of that now.
 The slither of a familiar tail sounded from behind her. “Don’t mind them, Soph!”
 A breath Sophia hadn’t even known she was holding left her lungs. “Frida! Oh my gods, I didn’t know you’d be here!”
 She turned to find her best friend smiling up at her from the bottom of the staircase. “Wouldn’t miss it! Now get back down there and find a male!”
 Sophia’s forelimbs rose up, her talons scraping against each other in a habit she knew her mother hated. “Oh, Frida, I really don’t think I can. General Nasu never even met me and he turned down my parents’ bid!”
 Frida smiled as if what she had said was funny, but Sophia felt tears well up. She hadn’t even told her friend the worst of it. “It’s not funny, Fri! I could go into heat any time. If I’m not claimed by then…”
 “Oh, stop being such a drama queen. You’re likely years away from your first heat.”
 One of Sophia’s large teeth pressed into her lower jaw as she struggled not to speak the truth of her situation. Changes wracked her body, intensifying each day, aches in her belly, intermittent swelling at her vent. “I don’t know, Frida, early heat runs in my family.”
 When Frida rolled her slanted eyes, Sophia added, “And I’ve had seventeen bids turned down already.” She tried to keep the emotion out of her voice. No good came of letting others know how much each and every one of those rejections had hurt.
 Her friend growled low in her chest, a sultry sound like a purr. No wonder Frida would be mated by the end of summer. “Maybe Kai would accept if he actually he met you.”
 In her desperation, Sophia lighted upon a thought. Perhaps her best friend was right.
 * * * * Sophia dashed through the house like a thief. Servants shuffled around the feast room, cleaning up the last bones and grizzle from the floors. She dipped into shadows, shifting the color of her scales to match the paisley walls. When her wizened butler opened wide the back exit to take out the garbage, the dragoness slipped past him and out onto the street.

The sidewalks of the vast, bubble-enclosed Underwater City shone with greenish-blue lighting. Not a soul walked the footways, but Sophia gathered her courage. The journey to Murrough Island required several days of swimming alone. She might as well get used to solitude.

She came to an entry point. The elevator-sized room held back the ocean and enclosed the bubble of air surrounding the City. This late at night, the guards slept soundly in their glass cubicle. Her nervous claws passed along the thick strap attaching her drybag to her body. She’d packed identification to enter other dragon areas, clothing to wear in human form, and her Iridium satellite phone. She pressed the button, and the double doors pulled open.

Sophia sealed the entry point behind her and opened the door ahead. Water rushed in, and she pumped her tail and shot into the ocean. Sophia swam as fast as she could, enjoying the thrill of freedom before heading west to the Indian Ocean. 

Kai Nasu was stationed in the Arctic, and the journey would require several days. Sophia only hoped her heat would come right when she saw him. No dragon could resist the draw of a fertile female. In truth, Sophia felt a little guilty at the notion of trapping him that way, but she had gotten more than a little desperate.

She swam through the deep green haze, chasing fish and skimming reefs and rocky caverns. On the third day, she reached Greece and circled a chain of islands, watching colored lights twinkle and listening to unfamiliar rock and roll music. She continued out the Mediterranean and watched the humans on a night beach in Nice. Only her dark eyes broke the surface of the water as she floated. Shouts of strangers’ revelry carried over the waves.

The waters grew colder and bluer as she turned north. After a half day with no sign of land, Sophia wondered if maybe she’d made a wrong turn. The icebergs floated close together overhead. She’d raised her snout above water a few times to look, but the chill air burned her eyes and slowed her heart. All the adventures and exploration she’d read about in books now seemed overrated. What she wouldn’t give for her warm room and a dead carcass.

A school of large fish passed close, and she dove after them. Most seafood she’d eaten in her life had been served on a bed of sea greens, caught by teams of the dragons’ servants, the mere. Of course, dragons dined on whole kill at feasts, but those animals were captured far from the Underwater City—sometimes even by humans. Before this journey, Sophia had never hunted a day in her life.

She rushed to follow the delicious-looking fish, circling them into a tight ball; then she speared through the group, mouth wide open. A couple caught in her jaws at each pass, and she chewed with a hungry moan. Wisps of red blood surrounded her kill, and she struggled to catch the tiny bits of flesh that floated away. Too late, she realized she could have used her claw to hold her capture still while she ate. Sophia filed that discovery for later use.

Surrounded by blood and destroyed food, Sophia felt the full weight of her loneliness. No one had followed her, and she wondered if her parents were happy to be rid of her. They had been trying to mate her off for years. Given a dragon’s three-hundred-year life-span, she wasn’t exactly an old maid. But noble women of her caliber tended to marry earlier, all the better to produce lots of little pure-bred dragons. 

Lost in her self-pity, she swished her tail to swim on when a large, pale gray body flashed in the distance. She turned in the other direction and swam a few meters only to see another gray tubular torso with black eyes. Her gaze darted back and forth, and then down over her scales and claws. Blood surrounded her and hung suspended in the still waters.

The sharks edged closer. At least two dodged behind icebergs. She pulled deep breaths of water through her gills, readying to attack. True, she’d never been in a physical fight, but no doubt these dumb animals would depart once she proved she was neither injured nor helpless.

From behind a floating wall of ice, the largest swept forward, so close she saw the whites of its eyes. Good Mercy! She’d overshot Svalsbard and entered into the shark-shifter-infested Russian waters. She swung her gaze around, counting as more and more emerged, enough to tear her to shreds. The largest swept so close his rubbery denticles brushed her scales.

He rasped through the water. “What do we have here? A pretty little lizard from the Pacific? What a delicacy!” His chuckle filled the water, and his men answered with cruel laughs of their own.

Unable to speak underwater as mere and shark-shifters could, Sophia attempted a roar, which ended short as a yelp. The sharks circled closer, unimpressed. She swiveled side to side to keep them all in her line of sight, but gray bodies and broad jaws lined with rows of teeth flashed from every side.

The shark spoke again. “I’ll bet you’d fetch a nice ransom, dearest.”
 Sophia thanked every god she knew that her body was not human at this moment. No doubt she’d blubber like a child. Instead she clenched and unclenched her talons to ease her nerves and allowed herself to be herded by the school.
 * * * * Raider ShaCrayz opened one eye and surveyed the metal cage, heavy chain and bed of cardboard that comprised his province in the bowels of the vessel Cape Fear. He listened. No feet scuffled above. Both eyes open, he glanced at the porthole. Night. Silent feet carried him to inventory his stores.

He eased his rusted coin from between the old cabinet joists and pressed hard into the furrow in the near-hidden screw. Twisting, he drew the small metal fastening from the weathered wood. He pulled forward the door and reached inside for his treasure.

His bread and cheese had run low, necessitating a trip to the kitchen. His dirty brown fingers roamed the rest of his belongings.
 Raider closed the cubbyhole and fell forward onto his arms. He pressed his body upward, rushing to get in at least three sets of pushups while none of the crew was nearby to mess with him. His muscles burned, but he dared not stop to stretch. His arms worked in efficient, confined strokes. He exhaled through his nose. Not even breath escaped his lips.
 Feet shuffled on the deck above, likely a shift change. Raider skimmed back into his corner and burrowed his head more deeply into the hood of his cloak. This time of night, the crew sometimes checked on him.
 Heavy boots tromped directly overhead and shouts sounded. A thunk sounded on the deck above. Perhaps the crew had bagged a seal. A moment later, he heard a female voice, strident and grating. He couldn’t make out the words, but if she spoke to his father like that, she must be very, very stupid.
 The hatch opened, but Raider didn’t look up. He listened as body after body descended. Our of the corner of his eyes, he noted his shark-shifter crewmates, dressed only in ragged sweatpants, with a female behind them. His hooded gaze took in her narrow, coffeecolored ankles and tiny bare feet.
 “It’s totally unnecessary for you to keep me in a cage. It would be unreasonable for me to try to flee. If you need reassurance I won’t run, you can hold onto my ID!”
 Raider tensed for the blow his father would deliver to the irritating female. None landed. She must be rich.
 A heavy thud sounded as his father threw a bag into the cupboard and a clang rung as he dragged out a set of shackles. “Try to shift wearing these, dearest, and you’ll slice off your hands.” Oh, she’s dragon.
 The female argued again, the noise rubbing Raider raw, slowly driving a spike of annoyance into his composure. “It would make no sense for me to shift to dragon. My reptile form can’t withstand these temperatures outside of the water. I’d never even make it off the boat. I…”
 The metal arm cuff clicked shut, and the female emitted a soft, desperate gasp. The sound of it dripped like warm honey down his spine and settled behind his balls. He fought the urge to lift his eyes, but lost. Those ankles rose to shapely calves that disappeared under a fancy, navy-blue woolen dress. The thick material clung to her small hips, and gold buttons lined up over her generous tits. She was short for a dragon, with Kewpie-doll features, like she was part pixie or fae. A ripe bottom lip trembled wetly, making the shark in him want to bite to draw blood.
 Tiny girl like that? Raider could think of a thousand uses for her. And it had been a long, long time.
 * * * * Her shark-shifter captors locked her cell door and climbed one by one up the metal ladder. When the hatch closed, Sophia kicked aside a chunk of the foul-smelling hay that lined the floor of her cage. Her fear wasn’t sharp enough to drown her temper at being caged like an animal. She pulled her dress tighter around her torso, wishing it covered more of her human-form body. The vessel lurched on a tack, throwing her against the bars.

Gods how she wished she’d taken her father’s advice and learned to fight! This was just humiliating, not to mention a waste of time she didn’t have.

Her hands gripped tight the rusted metal bars. She shook with all her might. Dust rained down and the door’s hinges creaked. She looked around the cage. Her strength would never break the door, but perhaps the right pressure at the right angle…
 A gravelly voice spoke from out of the gloom. “Stop.” Her head snapped in the direction of the sound. She felt grateful to be inside the box instead of outside. “Who’s there?”
 “Your worst nightmare.”
 Sophia pondered his response for a moment and tried to imagine her worst nightmare. Wallpapered staircases, incessant small-talk, and spiky bits of metal attached to her teeth came to mind. “I very much doubt that.”
 The voice chuckled, a harsh, masculine sound that warmed and terrified her in equal measure.
 “Are you a prisoner as well?” She couldn’t make out another cage, but gloom filled the edges of the hold.
 “No, sweetheart. I’m your guard.”
 He didn’t elaborate, but Sophia had guards back home and was familiar with the concept. She pictured a man of strong back wearing a uniform, standing tall to defend her. “Wonderful, I require fresh blanket and some warmer clothing. And I need my sat phone to check my email.”
 The voice laughed again, this time bitterly. “Not likely.”
 A single bulb trained directly above her illuminated her cage. Small portholes provided little light. All around her dark corners faded to black, but she squinted to see her conversation partner.
 Another tack and the hanging bulb swung, slashing light over a form resembling a large, square pile of rags. A head bowed over raised knees. He wore a hood, but it fell back when he scrubbed his hand through spiky black hair. His skin blended with the grayish background, appearing to be coated in dirt and grime.
 A heavy chain sat beside him, connected, as far as she could tell, from his ankle to the wall. With each swing of the light she studied the hunched shape, blinking to counter the dark. Huge knuckles covered his knees from under the sleeves of his robes. The fingers looked gaunt and flexed tight, olive skin pallid over bone. The guard’s shoulders sat wide and heavy under the corded muscles of his neck.
 At a final swing of the bulb, he flicked up his gaze to meet hers. Sophia couldn’t make out his features, but a broad scar split his face in half, harsh white against the grayish-tan skin. Sunken eyes, one electric blue and the other shark-shifter black met hers.
 “Scream for me, sweetheart.”
 Her heart leapt to her chest and pounded as almost without realizing it, she did as he ordered.

Chapter 2

Geneticist David Weber tugged at his lapels and pushed his glasses up his nose. He pressed the round gray buzzer beside the door and waited on tenterhooks for the reply.

Dendric Research’s Oceanic Research Center in Panama City was a far cry from the tall glass and steel skyscraper in Washington DC where he’d interviewed. The squat building crouched behind a hill, surrounded by sticky foliage and cheeping animals. Several summercamp-like cabins surrounded the building, dormitories for the staff.
 A voice came through the intercom. “Yes?” 
 David pressed the button again. “David Weber here to see Dr. Friedson.” A loud buzz cut him off, and the door automatically unlocked. David clutched the handle and opened the heavy door to his first day at his dream job.

He winced at the tan-painted concrete block walls of the entryway. Of course, interior design shouldn’t affect his feelings about his new position, but the place did feel like a Junior High School, or perhaps a prison.

Several opaque doors surrounded him. One opened to reveal a pasty middle-aged man in a lab coat holding out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, David. I’m Dr. Friedson. May I see some ID?”

David held out his passport, New Jersey driver’s license, and the packet of identification papers supplied in his job offer. The older man leafed through the pages then led him through the doors into a long hallway filled with the sound of clicking computer keyboards and shuffling paper. Doors on either side hid what must be the various researchers’ offices. Friedman gestured to a scantly furnished room with a door ajar. “This will be your office, but let’s start with the labs, yes?”

David’s pulse quickened and he tightened his grip on his carrying case. In the long years he’d spent on his dissertation on epigenetic influences on tissue healing, he’d never encountered the type of work done by Dendric. Not only had the company discovered a host of gene signaling mechanisms barely conceived of, much less understood, by the rest of the scientific community, they had developed over twenty products based on genetic manipulation. Rumors circulated that Dendric had access to rare species, and that these unknown samples fueled Dendric’s success.

Dr. Friedson swiped a card through a reader at the side of broad double doors. David’s mind swarmed with possibilities—previously unexplored paramecium, new species of sea slugs or maybe even sea snakes. Maybe the company’s extensive search of the Amazon had led to the discovery of new insect specimens. With private funding like Dendric’s, anything was possible.

Behind the double doors, thick slats of rubber hung from the ceiling, obstructing the view.
 “We need to hold in the humidity,” Friedson explained.
 Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, David reached between the thick black strips and pulled them to the side.
Holy. Shit.
 Enormous tanks of water created the outer wall of the broad room, and housed sharks of a species David had never seen before. Some had odd appendages attached to their fins and tails, but all were alive and swimming. The floor was glass, and looking down David saw that under his feet was an aquarium of sorts, complete with sea plants, lights and a bubbling filter, and full of those same weird sharks, all with strange, too-intelligent eyes. At the room’s center, a large tank housed, no…no, he wouldn’t believe it.
 David swiped his glasses from his eyes and cleaned them against his shirt. He approached the tank and struggled to see through the murky water. Long blond hair covered the top half of the creature’s body, but a dolphin tail stuck out the end. The creature shifted, as if twitching at the attention. A mermaid? This can’t be real.
 The body swiveled fully, and a pair of angry aqua-blue eyes met David’s. A merman! That stare pinned him in place, probably the only thing stopping him from collapsing with shock.
 “A bit much to take in, Dr. Weber?”
 David blinked, trying to process the older scientist’s words while waves of confusion alternated with shock. The creature’s jaw stiffened and he jut out his chin. David struggled to close his open mouth and licked his over-dry lips.
 “Don’t mind Hank. He’s not terribly cooperative,” Friedson said jovially.
 David swallowed. “His name is Hank?”
 “It won’t tell us its name.”
 The creature tensed, every muscle in its chiseled torso bunched. It opened its mouth and screamed, a sound like a dolphin’s call but infinitely louder and more abrasive. It screwed up its face and screamed louder, a pulse that physically pressed David back a few feet.
 With hands over his ears, Friedman approached the tank and pressed a large red button. A sound crackled, and the merman shook like he was receiving an electric shock. The older scientist held the button down, and David’s eyes widened and his stomach clenched. He wanted to push Friedman away and yell at him to stop, but he’d worked too long for a job opportunity of this caliber to risk angering his boss on the first day.
 Friedman finally released the button, and the merman sank to the bottom of the tank, falling onto a bed of his own hair. With his eyes closed, the creature was beautiful. He had a long nose, hard lips, a chest that looked like a carving of a sea god. Twin ropes of muscle at his waist led down to his smooth tail. David studied the front of his tail, bizarre sexual fascination warring with scientific curiosity about the creature’s reproductive organs.
 Friedman cleared his throat, shocking David back into reality.
 “We only keep the one mere on hand here. The funding for mere research dried up. They’re surprisingly hard to catch and hold. Most of our work here is on shifting-sharks.”
 David fought the urge to look back at the other tank as Friedman urged his attention to the enclosures along the wall. “I’m unfamiliar with that species.”
 The older doctor laughed. “Of course you are! Dendric is the only company on earth with access. Very few humans outside Dendric’s ranks know about part-human species.”
 David re-adjusted his glasses as he peered into a tank holding an injured shark. The animal looked at him with uncanny intelligence, and opened its tooth-filled mouth. The sound it made was obscured by bubbles, but clear nonetheless. It looked at David, and rasped, “What the fuck are you looking at?”
 * * * * Those eyes had watched her all morning like a cat on a mouse. Sophia trained her gaze dead forward. She felt his stare like a dark shadow on her side. Her bladder screamed for release, but embarrassment stopped her from relieving herself in the cell’s small chamber pot. Her stomach clenched in hunger and thirst, but she held tight her lips, determined not to cry and waste the salt and water.

She’d only glimpsed him full-on the once, and Sophia wanted to look again the way she wanted to look at car accidents when she visited the human world. Her mind’s eye pictured that wide scar sliced from his hairline to his jaw, diagonal across his face and those mismatched eyes. She struggled to remember if that matted, spiky hair held a tuft of white-blond right above the electric blue eye. She peeked to find out, but swallowed a yelp when he moved.

“Hungry?” He didn’t move to stand but shifted position, waiting for her answer. When he didn’t receive it, he crawled across the floor to a half-height cupboard, rifled around inside, and retrieved a loaf of bread and jug of something. Then he returned to his spot against the wall and broke a hunk off the loaf. “Don’t you have to piss or anything?”

His crude inquiry caused her head to whip around so that she saw him again. A thick layer of dirt covered his hands, his face, and his neck above the shapeless gray rags he wore. She wondered what color his skin was beneath the grime. “Are you offering?” Her hopes were low, but then again if she died from thirst, they would never collect a reward.

He seemed to think about it for a moment before answering. “Yeah.” A lump of bread flew through the bars and landed on her lap, and he leaned forward to place the jug within her reach. She hesitated, wondering if it was a trick but then rose and grabbed it into her cage and drank in deep droughts before he could take it away.

After draining the last drop, she sat back down to her bread. Her forehead wrinkled at the effort to hold her water.
 “Go on then, do it already. You’re making me want to cross my own damn legs just watching you!”
 Her bladder clenched painfully at his words, but she belted out, “Well, at least turn around, then.”
 To her surprise, he did, abruptly shuffling until he faced the wall. She stood, rushed to the pot and lifted the lid, trying not to think about whom or what might have used it last. At least it was currently empty. She sat, but stage fright hit. “Can’t you at least leave the room?”
 He tugged at the chain holding him to the wall, and the metal clanked in loud peals. “Only way out is the ladder, sweetheart, and I can’t reach that far without hurting myself.”
 The sound of his voice provided cover enough and her stream began, but when he stopped talking, her center clamped down. “Can’t you, maybe, sing a song or something?”
 He cursed, but it sounded more frustrated than angry, and a moment later he launched into “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” He sang in curt phrases loud enough for the notes to clang off the aluminum walls. Oddly, he had a nice singing voice, low and melodic and familiar. She finished her business, cursing her lack of toilet paper, and lowered her dress.
 Sophia turned to thank her jailor, but the look on his face stopped the sound in her throat.
 * * * * Footsteps approached the hatch. Fuck. Raider glared at the human-form dragoness, who’d wheedled him with her sighs and shrugs and big, brown eyes, and crossing and uncrossing legs. He’d wanted to be left alone with his thoughts of getting between those thighs, but the idea of her being hungry or uncomfortable had itched at his calm.

Now that he’d drawn their attention, he’d pay in skin. She lowered her eyes from his, and her bottom lip quivered again. Good, she should be scared.

He hoped that this time Crayz had sent one of his underlings. But when the hatch lifted, his father appeared framed in sunshine. The light burned Raider’s eyes.

“Was that singin’ I heard?” Boots descended the metal ladder. “Pretty deep voice for a gal.”
 The lady dragon popped the crust of bread into her mouth before the older shark noticed.
 Crayz dropped to the floor with a thunk and swiveled to look at Raider then Sophia. His right-hand men, Thorlo and Zrah, descended and stood like twin boulders behind their boss. The storage area stretched twenty feet in either direction, but still the men’s bulk filled the room.
 Crayz spun on the girl. “So, was it you singing, little miss?”
 Her eyes darted to Raider. The three sharks’ gazes followed. “Friendly now, are we?” Crayz strode to his son and lifted the younger male to his feet by the neck. “If you weren’t such a damn embarrassment she wouldn’t do that! Instead you’re singing lullabies. Next thing you’ll be knitting together!”
 He knocked Raider’s head back against the bowed metal wall once then signaled to his men. Thorlo and Zrah pulled his poncho over his head and threw it like a pile of trash to the spot that served as his seat, bedroom, and bed. His long chain clanked as the men threw him against the bars of Sophia’s cage and locked his arms above his head.
 Sophia let out a little scream and scampered backwards to the far corner. Good. If she had started with that irritating talking of hers, it might be her against the bars.
 His father sent Thorlo for his whip, and Raider’s muscles bunched against his bindings. More than chains held him captive. If his father razing his birth home wasn’t enough to keep him prisoner, the way Crayz destroyed the next place Raider ran sealed his captivity.
 Raider stared more closely at Sophia’s heart-shaped face. Gods, it had been a long time since he’d had a female, especially one he didn’t have to pay. As he watched her, some of the fear left her eyes. Instead he saw interest, and pity. Fuck, she better stop that right now. He widened his eyes to get her attention then mouthed a single word. Scream. The first blow landed across his back, and thank the gods, she did.
 Her cry covered several hits. Each lash tore a new strip of skin, the whip soaked in standing water to slow down his healing. He closed his eyes as the next landed, fisting his hands to resist a flinch. The female gasped at every stroke, the sound rhythmic and not a little erotic, like she was taking a small part of the beating for him. 
 Crayz worked to exhaustion, and then handed the weapon to his lackey. Raider’s eyes met the dragoness’s, wide with fear and wet with tears. When Thorlo laid into him, Raider watched the female’s face, so open in its terror, contained and yet abandoned as she whimpered for him. He hardly felt the last few strikes.
 * * * * “Don’t forget what’ll happen if you try to leave, kid!” The leader shouted behind him as he and his men climbed the ladder. Not until after they’d closed the hatch did her jailor collapse. The sharkshifter’s bloody body hung on his chains against the rusted iron bars of her cell. His eyes were pressed closed, and his jaw clenched, but whether in pain or anger, she couldn’t tell.

His wiry muscles still tensed as if to take a blow. Without his bulky cloak, he seemed more slightly built than the other sharks in the crew and maybe a little taller. Most shark-shifters were built square and barrel-chested, but this one narrowed from the wide shelf of his shoulders down to a chiseled waist and thin hips. Ancient jeans hung at his hipbones. Clearly, he’d lost some weight since he’d gotten said jeans and they perched precariously, in danger of falling off completely.

A soft swelling formed in Sophia’s human reproductive organs, and her breasts, which she could never get used to no matter how often she took this shape, seemed to tighten. Mercy, it was bad enough she neared heat as a dragon; Sophia didn’t need this reminder of her impending heat in both her forms.

Now that she saw him up close, she realized his mark was not a scar, but a strip of depigmentation that stretched from his hairline down his body. It crossed one eye, and passed over his lips, leaving a path of soft pink against the brown.

It ran down his chest and speared into his jeans, as if she needed the line to direct her eyes! Sophia couldn’t help but wonder how far the mark ran and where it went. Did it feel different than the rest of his skin? Was it sensitive? She wanted to touch it and find out.

His eyes flew open. “Don’t.” It was half a growl and half a plea. Her brows drew together in confusion. She felt her finger drift to her mouth so she could bite at her nails. Her mother constantly harped at her for the habit, but here in the bowels of a pirate ship no one would notice. “Don’t what?”
 His fists clenched above him. “Don’t pity me.”
 Sophia searched her emotions to assess what she had been feeling. No, pity wasn’t it. “I wasn’t going to.”
 He sighed, prideful and irritated. “Liar.”
 There were many things Sophia didn’t mind being called— spoiled, flighty, even irritating, but untruthful was not among them. “I do not lie.” Then she muttered under her breath. “Frankly, my life would go a good bit smoother if I did.”
 “Oh, cry me a river, sweetheart,” the shark-shifter snapped.
 The lilt of his voice struck her, and that, combined with the pale skin of his birthmark, led her to a realization. “You’re part mere, aren’t you?” His brown skin, spiky hair, even his aggression suggested shark-shifter, but she was certain, yes, certain, that he also seemed mere.
 His jaw twitched and he looked sideways, as if to evade her probing eyes. “Just a slice.”
 “I think your mark is very becoming.” She winced as the words left her mouth. They were true, of course, but probably not worth saying out loud.
 “You will shut your mouth.”
 On the surface he sounded frightening, but she saw under the subterfuge. “You are not like those others. In a way, yes, but in ways that matter, you are not.”
 He snarled at her, low and long, raising the hairs along her arms and legs. His head shifted, elongated and became shark-like. Rows and rows of teeth populated his mouth, and he used them to bite cleanly through his one arm at the wrist, then the other.
 Sophia screamed in horror. 
 His blood splattered against her face, spraying from his severed arteries. Tissue and gristle stuck between those jagged, curved razors. Hands freed, his head shifted back to human. He shook his arms as pink skin formed over the severed stumps. “Damn, that stings like a bitch!”
 Fighting nausea and vertigo, she watched his hands regenerate. Of course, sharks. They healed fastest of any ocean shifter, so fast they could rarely be killed.
 He circled her cage.
 She swiped at her face, smearing his blood from her skin. Her eyes kept darting to the remains of his former hands in bits on the floor.
 “I am the same as any shark on this boat, and I’m not going to live the rest of my godsdamned life in this hole. You ever tell anyone that you were anything less than terrified of me…and I’ll rip your arms from your body and leave you to be torn apart in the ocean.”
 * * * * David watched with morbid fascination as Friedson cut the sedated shark’s flesh. The scalpel turned and cleanly lifted a thick flap of skin from the animal’s body. The blood pooled and then congealed almost instantly. Mottled granulation tissue rose from under the wound and the edges began to contract. David resisted blinking lest he miss a step of the process. Within the space of two breaths, thin, pink skin covered the area, and a half second later, the shark’s rubbery tail emerged unmarred.

“Impressive, huh? All ocean shifters appear to live about 250 to 325 years. But with the right engineering, shifting sharks’ life spans could—“ Friedman looked at David expectantly, and the younger scientist, rubbed his eyes, warding off the headache that had been forming all day. 

Friedson noticed. “You must be exhausted from your trip.” “Yeah.” David trained his eyes back on the sleeping shark. “How can it even survive out of the water?” It seemed a silly question, with all the new and bizarre things he’d learned that day, but David had to start somewhere in making sense of it all.
 The older man smiled, pulled out a syringe and inserted it into the shark’s dorsum. “Watch.”
 The animal jerked once and then its body melted, sections changing shape in a grotesque metamorphosis almost faster that David’s eyes could follow. The head retreated and grew hair, arms sprouted from its side and the tail split in two until a man lay on the gurney instead of a shark. The man’s eyes shot open, and Friedson punched a syringe into his arm. The subject’s black eyes closed again.
 “Human lungs. Problem is that it’s impossible to keep them sedated when they shift. The metabolism boost breaks down the drugs too fast.”
 David stared in wonder at the newly-grown man. His body started to shrivel before David’s eyes.
 “Oops!” Dr. Friedman drew something into a fresh syringe and injected it into the man, turning him back into a shark. “Oddly, their human form is more fragile on land. In the wild, they keep to boats and docks. Sharks have even less land range than mere.”
 David pressed his glasses back up his nose and ran a hand through his hair. “And mere are mermaids?...and men?”
 Friedman smiled patiently. “Mermaids are mythical creatures. They’re purported to have fish tails, and as far as Dendric can tell, they don’t exist. Mere are half-dolphin in their aquatic form.”
 David’s mind roamed back to the beautiful merman…mere man…in the tank. He wondered what he would look like in human form. Shit, it really had been too long since he’d had a lover, if marine mammals were starting to look appealing.
 “Let’s call it a night, shall we?” Friedman nodded toward the door. “I’ll get some of the lab techs to return this one to the tank.”
 David followed the doctor out. “I’m going to take one last look in the lab.”
 He wandered the wide, humid room. Bubbling tanks, beeping machines, and swishing water filled the air with sound. The merman was coiled again at the bottom of his tank. David wondered if the animal was allowed to swim in the larger aquarium ever, or if the sharks would tear him apart. At David’s approach, the merman spun, golden-blond hair billowing in a wide arc then hovering around a chiseled face.
 Those eyes stared hard into his, and David felt a heated embarrassment rise under the collar of his dress shirt. He’d wanted to observe the creature, not be observed in return, and an urge to drop his gaze overwhelmed him. David snorted. His self-confidence must be rock bottom if he could be cowed by a lab animal.
 A low, melodic voice sounded from the tank. “Why?”
 David raised his head in surprise that the merman addressed him. Friedman had said that “Hank” never said a word to any of the staff.
 “Um…” He felt strange responding to the animal like a person. “Why what?”
 The merman only raised an eyebrow, which pissed David off. He was being thrown off kilter by something that until yesterday he’d thought only existed in fairy tales.
 “Why am I here? Why are you here? Why is Dendric studying you? Why what?” He knew his voice rose at the end, and he hated that he was losing his cool. It reminded him of all those times kids would taunt him just to see him get all worked up and “girly” as they put it in grade school. “Faggy” as they said in junior high.
 That firm-looking mouth curled up into a smirk, and David fisted his hands. He wanted…He didn’t know what he wanted to do. Maybe punch something. Either that or shove his hand in the water, grab a fistful of that hair, drag those lips to his and invade them with his tongue.
 Instead, he turned on his heel and brushed aside the rubber curtain. His feet carried him out of the steam and back to the cool air conditioning and the stability of concrete walls.

Chapter 3

Dr. Donald Friedson scanned his inventory sheets, wishing desperately his mere supplier still delivered. Unfortunately, the Dendric Two currently fished near Capetown and the Dendric One was no longer in operation.

Pink clouds bruised the purple sky beyond his wide, low window. Thick green foliage encroached from outside. His fingers danced along the staff’s requests for subjects and their various research proposals. He needed more sharks, and fast.

He nestled the phone against his ear, hitting three on speed-dial. The line began ringing in a tinny, faraway sound as he connected to the satellite phone Rhoaver Sharazzor carried on his yacht. It rang about twenty times, finally going to voicemail, but Friedson dialed again. The young heir slept at odd hours and often took ages to answer.

After another fifteen rings a lazy drawl answered the phone. “You have reached the number for Wang’s Special Massage. For happy endings, press one, for rub and tug, press two…”

Friedman cleared his throat to cut off the trust-fund prince’s attempt at humor. “Hello, Rhoaver. It’s Donald, Donald Friedman, you know, from…the Panama facility.” He scoffed at his care at not mentioning his company by name. Dendric brass knew perfectly well that their staff got subjects off the black market, hence DORC’s twenty million dollar per year discretionary budget.
 “Freddy! I missed ya, buddy! How’ve you been?” Donald detected a slur but forged ahead, hoping that one of Rhoaver’s underlings at least would remember their conversation. “I need another shipment. Twenty at least.” 

He listened as the young shark-shifter shouted at someone in the background, and then he heard the sound of a television turning on over the line.
 “Can you deliver that quantity within, say, a month?” He hoped the new procedure they were developing would work. They’d lost too many subjects to side effects of the last one. And with another scientist on staff…Price wasn’t the issue with Rhoaver. The young shark might be spoiled, but he reveled in the power he held over Dendric’s operations.
 “Hmm, let me think.” Friedman listened to the unmistakable sound of Rhoaver sucking air through a water-pipe.
 The shark replied, his voice thick from holding his breath, “I can do that.” A long exhalation followed.
 “I’ll wire the funds to the appropriate location.” Donald prepared to hang up, but a thread of hope steadied him. “Have you had any luck finding what we talked about?”
 When Rhoaver didn’t answer, Friedson assumed the shark was thinking, but another loud, bubbling drag through the bong carried over the phone line. “Let me explain a little biology to you.” A series of coughs followed a long exhale. “When shark-shifters and mere do the nasty, they produce little baby mere. Same thing when dragons fuck mere. Those damn fish are like the cows of the ocean- plentiful, tasty, and easy to farm.”
 Friedson rubbed at his temples. “But I’ve heard…”
 In an uncharacteristically sharp moment, Rhoaver cut him off. “There is no such thing as a part-mere shark. If I found one, you know I’d deliver. Prices you’re offering? But that shit doesn’t exist.”
 * * * * Raider could tell she tried not to, but every few minutes, the dragoness’s face would turn his way, as if she had a tick or something. He could tell she was just itching to talk. He hated the talkative ones.

“My name is Sophia, by the way,” she called over to where he sat on his pallet. “My parents are Russell and Alexandra Aleahar. Dragons don’t use last names much…so it gets confusing to follow family lines. Underwater City is as big and densely populated as the island of Manhattan in the US, but the nobility is a small community, so everyone pretty much knows everyone—well, everyone important that is.”

She babbled. Good, that was the first step to breaking down completely. Crayz always hovered on the edge while a newly-caught prisoner stayed sane.

The dragoness’s words continued to pour out. “Some call me Sophia the Honest, but I hate that one.”
 He couldn’t stop himself from stemming the verbal onslaught. “Why?”
 She stared at him, confused, as if she’d forgotten he was there. “Why what? Why do they call me that, or why do I dislike it?”
 Damn, this female returned his every word with fifteen of her own. “Either.”
 She took a deep breath, and he could tell she was about to launch again. “Well, I suppose it’s complicated.”
I bet.
 “As to why they call me that…Well, I tend to see the truth about things, even when others don’t. Like—I can usually tell when someone’s lying. I tend to know when one of the Council’s campaigns will be successful or not. And I’m not so great at keeping my mouth shut about it.”
 His eyes narrowed. “Then how did you get caught?’
 She rolled back her shoulders and sighed. “I don’t see the future, just…well, the truth of things.”
 “Seems useful.”
 She scooted her butt across her cell to get closer. He tensed his muscles to stop himself from leaning forward to smell her hair. Maybe Crayz would let him bathe her, if she stayed long enough.
 “You’d think it would be useful—that people would want to know the honest answer. But really, most of the time they don’t.”
 Sophia pressed against the bars of the cell now, as close as she could get to him, like they were friends of something. Her thin arm twined around the metal and her coffee-colored fingers wrapped around one long pole. She placed her face against it and sighed. With a furtive hand, he adjusted the angle of his erection to appear less erect.
 Sophia didn’t miss the movement. Her eyes went wide. He thought she’d scuttle back to the other end of her cell, but instead she blushed and smiled.
Oh, fuck me. “So what’s the truth about me?” He said it to get her mind off his pants, but then realized that perhaps she was right. He didn’t want to know.
 “I know you’re better than this.” She said it with raised eyebrows, daring him to challenge her.
 He took in the storage hold that had been his home for over ten years. Rats feasted on moldy crusts of bread in the corners. Blood, mostly his, coated some walls and several of the cage’s bars. He laughed bitterly. “I certainly hope so, sweetheart.”
 She scrunched up her face in a sarcastic snarl at his response. “Yeah, pretty much every living creature is better than this.” She swept her arm to signify the room. “But you’re…I dunno. I think you’re going to do something important one day, something that will change everything.”
 He moved as if electrocuted, pressing back with his legs until he reached the farthest corner of the hold. His mother had always said this same thing, until his father had swept through their habitat, burning every building to the ground in search of his mutant son.
 His voice shook, but he needed to deflect her attention. “And you? What all are you destined to do?”
 Sophia stood, walked back to her pallet of hay, and lay across her blanket. She spoke softly enough to only carry as a whisper. “If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that no one sees the truth about themselves.” 
 His eyes traveled to her neck and shoulders where they tucked under her dress. Deep indentations ducked at her collarbone. She needed more food.
 He stretched his neck from side to side and then shifted to stretch lower muscle groups. “I’m going to go get some more bread and some cheese.”
 Her eyebrows drew together, her face kind of cute in its confusion. “You can do that?”
 “Long as no one finds out.” He gripped his manacle in one hand, and remembering himself, turned to Sophia. “I’d rather if you didn’t scream this time.” With a sharp tug, he crushed his ankle as he tore his foot free.
 He heard her gasp behind closed lips. Damn, it made his cock jump when she did that. He hopped up onto his one good leg and waited for the other to heal. “I’ll be right back.”
 * * * * Warm ocean licked at his skin. David dove for the sandy bottom, and skimmed wisps of sea grass, running his fingers over shells and smooth rocks. A strong hand reached out and grabbed his. David panicked, and his head whipped around to his attacker. His eyes met a deep turquoise blue. The merman’s gaze screamed with equal parts anger and want.

That firm grip pulled him in until David’s body pressed flush along the merman’s. A solid, bare chest met David’s scratchier one. His erection nudged the rubber of the merman’s tail. Up close, David realized the creature was long and broad with a torso that went for miles.

He turned away from the beautiful vision, embarrassed by his nudity, his arousal, maybe even his humanity. But the merman gripped David’s shoulders and kissed him once, hard and fast, and then reached down to enclose David’s dick as if in a velvet vice. David groaned and bubbles rose from his lips.

Lack of air burned his lungs. He looked upward at the water’s surface far above. The merman tugged him hard. A deep ache formed at the base of David’s body, but suffocation threatened, and he pushed the merman away. David kicked, his eyes trained on the sun beyond the water’s membrane. Suddenly a dress shirt, slacks, and shoes covered his body.

The fabrics held water, and the shoes dragged him down. The merman appeared, again tearing at David’s clothes. At first David helped, eager to shed what held him back, but the merman thrust his arms under David’s open shirt and dragged him into another embrace.

David’s lungs screamed for air, and he struggled in the merman’s arms. The movement rubbed his aching arousal against the creature and drained the last of the oxygen from his thirsty blood. Wrenching himself free, he thrashed wildly toward the sky.
 * * * * The alarm’s high-pitched beep launched David upright. Sweaty and twisted sheets wrapped around his flailing limbs. He gasped for air. In the corner, a windowsill air conditioner was losing its battle against the suffocating heat. He took a steadying breath.

He showered and dressed for work, but hours later, David still couldn’t shake the dream from his mind. His brain kept skimming to the merman’s face and remembering the feel of that firm, smooth body. In his office, sounds of the lab buzzed quietly in the background, tempting him back to the tanks.

His computer blinked on, and he entered his several levels of passwords. Then he opened his Outlook folders and reassessed his color-coding system. He logged onto his Kanban dashboard and organized his priorities, the first being to continue his study of the mountain information on Ocean Shifter species provided by Dr. Friedson.

His stomach rumbled, reminding David that he’d skipped breakfast. A branch off the main hallways led to the small kitchen and dining area that Friedson had shown him the day before. The route passed those double doors leading to the tanks, and David strained to hear through the door, wanting some contact with the beings inside.

Loud screams carried through, followed by a burst of dolphin call. David’s hand rushed to feed his card through the reader, and he pushed through the door. The merman knocked against the sides of his tank. A heavy barbed wire covering fastened to the top of his tank, and trails of blood floated from his hands.

David’s eyes followed the creature’s gaze to one of the smaller labs. Another screech cracked through the air. It sounded female and young. He swung open the door to the small room, expecting to find some lab assistant in trouble, but instead his eyes met a little girl, maybe five years old, with brown skin and spiky black hair tied prone to an exam table.

Without thinking, he reached to release her restraints, but a hand grabbed his wrist.
 “What are you doing? I have five more samples to take.”
 David scanned Friedson’s face. The older doctor looked bored, maybe mildly irritated, but didn’t not seem at all uncomfortable that there was a little girl, shaking as she cried, fastened with broad straps to a metal gurney.
 “The younger specimens can hold human form for longer, so we use them for all bone marrow sampling.” He plunged a wide needle into the little girl’s hip.
 She screamed, “Mommy! Mommy!”
 David’s stomach lurched into his throat. He swallowed against the small amount of vomit that filled his mouth. Sweat, thick and cloying coated his body under his clothes. His hands clenched to wrestle his boss to the floor, but no, he couldn’t do that. He’d worked his whole life for this job.
 Maybe if he could improve how the animals were treated, he could stomach this. Trying to hide the shaking in his voice, he asked, “Why is the subject not sedated?”
 Friedson plunged another needle into the same hip again. He shouted over the subject’s renewed cries, “It’s not cost or time effective to sedate them for most of what we do. Anyhow, they recover quickly enough.”
 He yanked the sample from the girl’s hip, and though the wound healed almost instantly, the girl continued to sob and shake. David watched as her vertebrae became more pronounced and her skin started to pucker in spots.
 “Gosh darn it, she’s dehydrating already! Weber, give me a hand here. I need three more samples before I toss her back in the tank.”
 * * * * Sophia watched out the small porthole as best she could. The tiny window was at the other end of the hold, and so scuffed that it looked white during the day and black during the night. Like her jailer, she slept at odd intervals. They had been alone for five days now. A rough-looking female arrived each day to empty her chamber pot and serve her and the jailor a tray of cold food. She’d learned that a toilet existed through one of the doors off the hold, and the same woman gave her use of that room once a day.

Her guard was asleep. She watched his body rise and fall on the stack of cardboard that served as his bed. He’d re-shackled himself to the wall since he’d been to the kitchens, and he didn’t move much from his position. It was as if he’d been there so long he didn’t bother. Every morning at dawn he did 120 push-ups. That was the highlight of each day.

The shark shifter leader descended the railing. He jumped the last four rungs, landing with a deafening thump in the bare fiberglass floor. The sound didn’t even wake her jailor.

“Looks like your parents didn’t send the money like we asked, little dragon.” He didn’t look as put out as she would have imagined. “Sometimes the ’rents need a little more encouragement.” His cronies descended right after him, clomping around the room. The leader kicked her jailor hard in the gut. “Wake up, you lazy shit!”

He didn’t even grunt but rolled to sitting.
 The captain wandered to the side of her cage to get a better look. Sophia struggled not to crawl away from him, instead met his eyes, head-on.
 “Oh, you’re going to be a fun one, little girl. I can tell. Too bad, none of these other shits know how to use this thing.” He held up a small digital video recorder.
 She could tell her face betrayed fear, because a broad, cruel smile stretched his weathered features. His nostrils flared, as if scenting her terror, and his eyes blacked. “We’re going to make a little homemade porn for moms and pops, cherry. We’ll show ‘em how well their little girl’s bein’ treated.”
 Sophia’s legs flew outward, propelling her to the opposite side of the cage from where the shark-shifter stood, but his lackeys took position at either end of her enclosure. She huddled in the middle of the cage, directly under the bulb, and curled into a tiny ball. The manacles at her wrist seemed to tighten. Perhaps losing her claws in a shift would be preferable to what these males had planned. Her hands wouldn’t grow back like a shark’s but…
 A key clanked in the lock on her door, and a shark-shifter built like a rock wall entered. Sheered black hair peppered his greasy head. A large gut overhung his filthy pants. She retched at the smell coming off him. He undid his belt and she yelped and started pleading. “Please…I’m sure they’ll… You could just film me begging…That would…” Her whispers came out weak and faint. She knew it wouldn’t do any good.
 The thug turned away from her, back to the door of her cage, key poised to lock them both in. Her heart leapt when she saw her jailor right behind him.
 The lightning-bolt shark grabbed the thug by his neck, casually swung him back, and shouldered into the cell. “I never get to fuck the prisoners and I’ve been staring at her tits all week.”

Chapter 4

Sophia’s mouth fell open as her jailor locked the door behind him. Her lungs crushed in her chest, air neither entered nor left. Waves of panic shook her. 

The other sharks argued about his having taken the place of the first one, but apparently the leader approved. Perhaps her jailor had turned on her to earn the respect of the others.

His dirty brown hands hooked under her shoulders to haul her to her feet. She looked up at his merciless face, slashed across with white. He was a head taller than her and his shoulders were twice as broad as her own. His arms reached around to grasp her back and her ass, and he ground her against him. The room erupted with male laughter, and a long hardness pressed into her from between his narrow hips. Wetness rolled down her cheeks. She tried to stop it, to put on a brave face, but it was all she could do not to dissolve into more pleading.

He lowered his head into her hair and began nuzzling her neck. Her tears dripped onto his cheek. Every muscle in her body clenched, spasms from her calves to her shoulders, even as the softest of whispers reached her sensitive ears. “Not going to hurt you. Pretend. Cry.”

Her knees buckled in combined fear and relief. She stammered, trying to stay quiet. “But you…you’ll... I’ve never…” Her tears wouldn’t stop falling, and she realized that even if the other sharks heard, they’d think it more begging.

He gripped her hair and slanted his mouth over hers. His tongue plunged in.
 Scared as she was, Sophia sucked it like a lifeline.
 His mouth roamed to her neck, then her ear, he whispered,
 “Pretend, okay? Someone’s coming. Can hear it.” Sophia dipped her head in a tiny nod, and chose to trust in his superior hearing. Her jailor quickly turned her around and shoved her to the ground. She noticed he aimed her right for the softest part of her pallet, and she threw her arms out in front of her to break the fall.

His big body covered hers a moment later, but he kept on his poncho like a curtain between them and the others. He settled his legs on either side of hers and pressed up her dress.

With his position and the loose grayish covering, she knew the others couldn’t see her nudity, but still she felt his eyes caress her behind.

He leaned forward and nipped where her neck met her shoulder. “Press your legs together.”
 She sobbed again, as if he’d threatened her with the vilest torture, hoping he would keep true to his word.
 He reared back and lowered his jeans to his thighs. It took everything she had not to turn around. He heard him spit and smack something, and then he fell forward across her. A thick searing heat poised at the tee of her thighs and rear end. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t cry. It was too much…the cruel faces leering in the dark beyond her bars, the warm bare thighs behind her own, the hot, wet pressure poking between her legs.
 He fed himself forward, just skimming the folds of her human entryway. His shout filled the air, as if he’d penetrated the most delicious depths. She screamed like she was in pain, and tried not to erupt in nervous giggles as she often did when she tried to lie. 
 The shark shifter plunged into the crease between her clenched thighs, pretending to pillage her sheath. She winced and cried her most convincing at his every thrust, even though that space he caressed slowly filled with warmth and released slick moisture onto his member.
 Heat licked her body, and she flushed in embarrassment. It seemed impossible that she could experience any enjoyment in this act, especially with the threat of actual rape eyeing her from outside her cage. But for the moment she trusted this male atop her back. His body shielded hers from danger.
 His sex felt impossibly hot and big as it stroked the tender skin at the tops of her legs and the lips of her vagina. She wanted to reach down and touch it where it emerged from her vee. At his each retreat, a ridge nipped the front of her mound, causing a sensation Sophia had never known to billow through her womb. A hand reached under her body to clutch her breast.
 She’d started wondering if he could meet his release in this way when loud calls sounded from the deck above, distracting the shifters beyond the bars. She heard the leader growl. “What the fuck is going on up there?” Another shark started up the stairs, but a moment later the old shark muttered. “Fuck it. We’ve got enough to send to her parents.” He followed his lackey up the narrow staircase and shut the hatch.
 Sophia felt her jailor rise up behind her, but she pressed back against him, still clamping his hardness between her thighs. He gripped her shoulders. “You did well, you can let go now.” The sharkshifter pressed backward and raised his pants while pulling her skirt down. She almost reached to drag him down atop her, make him finish what he started, but the noises above grew louder. Gunshots fired.
 “Time for you to get out of here.” Her jailor grabbed her hand and unlocked the door, dragging her out of her cage.
 * * * * Grappling hooks clanged against the hull, and Raider held his hand up to silence the dragoness.
 “What’s going on? Who is that? What…”
 He covered her mouth with his hand. Her breath feathered his palm, and his teeth clenched at the blue aching of his balls. Crap, a couple more pulls and he would have shot it. She’d even gotten wet. He had to not think about it and especially not explore why he didn’t just pound into her like any other member of the crew would. He’d worried about being too rough on her thigh, much less what he would have done to the inside of her.
 Her muffled, “Who is that?” carried through his hand.
 He sniffed deeply, trying to separate the smells of salt water, mildew, and the shark-shifter crew from the newcomers’. “Mere and dragons.”
 Raider knew he’d get skinned alive for leaving the hold, but he wasn’t sure the dragons would find the girl otherwise. So his hand gripped a rung of the ladder, and he climbed to the latch. He hadn’t been outside in the sunshine in ages. As the hatch flipped back, light blinded him. He squinted, getting used to the conditions and taking in the scene.
 Two males who smelled of dragon, one huge and charcoalskinned, and the other long and pale like a greyhound, shot and stabbed sharks that healed almost as fast as they were injured. Mere streamed over the edge of the boat, hands reaching over the grappling hooks. A tall mere female with waist-length hair fought in the center of the deck.
 Sophia pushed up on his ass, trying to get out. She heaved him upward with a strong push, and he scrambled up from the hole. The huge, black, human-form dragon bore down on them with a sword raised over his head. Raider snatched Sophia more firmly behind him. 
 The male growled. “Give her to me.”
 Raider held his muscles loose but didn’t move. “What do you plan to do with her?”
 The darker dragon swung a fist like a battering ram at Raider’s nose. His head snapped back.
 “I’m here to rescue her, you scavenger.”
 Sophia pushed around to the front of him, walking right up to the dark dragon. The male’s eyes widened in recognition. 
 Her hips swayed, drawing Raider’s eye, and it dawned on him that she really would be rescued and go back to live among her dragon peers. The thought made him feel oddly empty.
 “You’re General Kai Nasu,” Sophia said to him in a soft voice. She batted her eyelashes. “I recognize you from pictures.”
 A slow burn of anger welled up in Raider’s chest.
 The dragon appeared to shrink before the dragoness. His shoulders hunched. “Yes, and I imagine you are…Sophia?”
 * * * * Sophia’s eyes travelled from the fierce-looking male in front of her to the tall, blond mere female who approached. The mere’s broad shoulders were thrown back, and her countenance was every bit as aggressive as the enormous dragon’s. When the female neared, she punched Kai Nasu in the arm. “I’m going to head out, dragon. Oh, and you’re sleeping on the couch tonight.” She turned to leave, and Kai’s face split into a smile and he smacked her on the butt. “We’ll see about that.”

A splash carried a moment later, followed by several more as the mere departed.
 Sophia’s noted the look on Kai’s face as he watched the female leave. His features betrayed total focus and adoration. Mercy, she never stood a chance!
 Her jailor sauntered to where the rest of her crew kneeled at gunpoint and lowered himself to the deck’s battered floorboards alongside them. He trained his face straight ahead. Her gaze darted to him, and she wondered if maybe she should argue in his defense. However, he shook his head slightly and she remembered his order that she never reveal to his crew that she didn’t fear him.
 Next to the enormous dragon male, Sophia felt miniature. Her kinky black hair was filled with dust and grime. Gray dirt smattered her features. “Are you going to take me back?” His eyes were solemn as he nodded yes. Her heart sank further. “You’re not going to mate me, though.”
 The dragon had been frowning before, but the look deepened, saddened. “I refused your parents bid because I’d found another mate.”
 Sophia wanted to be angry, or argue, but the truth was etched in every line of his noble face. Tears filled her eyes. “Dear gods, I get tired of this!”
 The dark-skinned male stuttered, his voice low and rumbling. “Miss Aleahar, I assure you…I truly regret…”
 Sophia cut him off. “Just don’t. I am cold, hungry, and in need of a shower, and I don’t have the energy. Just let me get my belongings.”
 She pushed past him, eyes scouring the ground until she found the captain’s video recorder. Stowing it in the pocket of her dress, she lifted the hatch to the storage hold to gather her things for the long ride back.
 * * * * Nereus studied the young scientist through the blurry plastic walls of his tank. The human sat at a small rolling desk in the corner. Every few minutes he raised his eyebrows and used his pointer finger to push his glasses up his slightly over-long nose. At one point he took them off to read a thick packet of papers, but that digit speared to his forehead again and again, an unconscious habit.

His tail kicked hard and Nereus circled his tank several times, trying to burn off the simmering anger of captivity. His tail and shoulders bumped against the cool plastic at the corners. He wondered when the new doctor would look his way again under lowered lashes. If he had a dollar for every human who looked at him like that…

The green tinge of the human’s face and the sheen of sweat on his skin when he left the exam room earlier suggested that the new guy saw it. He wasn’t like the hardened worker bees who did Friedman’s bidding or like the other doctors, with their faded hair and empty eyes. This one seemed almost an innocent, like he’d arrived unaware of the horrors.
 And that’s why Nereus took a chance. He lifted his head out of the water, careful to keep it below the razor wire cover. “Hey.”
 The human’s head swung around, and he gaped open-mouthed. Then he looked behind him before returning his thick, black-rimmed glasses to their perch. “Are you talking to me?”
 Nereus nodded. “Yeah.” He refused to meet the eyes of the various sharks in tanks all around who emitted growls too low for the human to hear. “What’s your name?”
 The man looked back down at his papers and muttered, “I am never going to get used to that.”
 “I can hear you, y’know.” In a place like this, mere hearing proved a curse. His picked up every murmured judgment, sadistic giggle, sometimes even the speeding up of the researchers’ hearts.
 The new scientist’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Yeah, I forgot about that. Um…how can I help you?”
Let us the fuck out of here? “What’s your name?”
 The human rubbed the back of his neck.
Yeah buddy, torturing shape shifters must be real tough work.
 “David. David Weber.”
 Nereus curled his lip, in a way he knew dropped males—both human and mere—to their knees. “Come here, David.” The scientist walked toward the tank, wide eyed. He felt a bit like an asshole using his looks against the guy, but he knew beyond a doubt that the easiest way to a man’s brain was through his cock.
 David stopped three feet from the tank.
 “Closer.” Nereus bent his arm up over his head and leaned against the walls of the tank. The pose displayed his torso to great effect.
 The scientist took a step back and the interest in his eyes dulled. “What is it you want?” 
 “Don’t you want to know my name?” Crap, he sounded like a hooker.
 “If you want to tell me.” David’s voice held exactly the same timbre as the Dendric staff psychologist.
 Nereus sank back down into the tank, narrowing his eyes at the scientist once before turning his back on him.
 “Um…” David seemed to want to keep talking. Nereus could hear his feet shuffling and pictured him adjusting his glasses.
 “Yeah, what do you want?” he replied underwater in mere-song. Bubbles rose in a frenzy from his lips. He continued to stare at the floor of his tank, picking up some pebbles, and rolling them through his fingers, watching them sink to the bottom of the tank.
 “So, um, how long have you been at this facility?” If David was trying for interested detachment, he was failing miserably.
 “Eight months.”
 “Isn’t that a long time? I thought it was company policy to release subjects after six months at the most.” The doctor’s voice rose as he spoke. The idea of breaking company policy upset him.
 “I don’t know what the “policy” is. I’m just the only mere that hasn’t died yet.” A pebble, this one green, rubbed between his thumb and forefinger.
 “But…” Nereus heard the rustling of papers. “It says here that the mere at this facility have only been used for…mating purposes.”
 With a swish of tail, he rounded on the other man and raised his head back up over the water’s surface. “Mating mere with sharks in captivity is a lot messier than it sounds.”
 The doctor’s face paled. “I can imagine.”
 “You won’t have to wonder much longer. I’m on stud duty tomorrow.”
 David’s eyes widened and his jaw jutted forward in an angry set. Yeah, the guy liked him. And Nereus wasn’t above using it to his advantage. He raised an eyebrow. “Wanna watch?”
 David turned bright red, finger poking at the bridge of his nose at least three times in a row. Those black frames would get permanently lodged in his skull at this rate. His lips formed words that didn’t come out, but he spun around and left just as Nereus’s bubbly laughter filled the room.
 * * * * The rungs of the ladder felt cold and damp under her hands, and the vast cargo hold seemed empty without her jailor. Sophia’s eyes fell on his pile of cardboard and the chain that he’d pretended held him captive.

For the life of her, Sophia couldn’t understand why he didn’t just leave if he had the ability. Then again, she supposed all animals needed a position in the hierarchy, even if that spot was at the bottom.

She walked to where the low cabinet held her dry bag and reached inside. The rubber coating of the pouch fell like a cool comfort in her hands. Sophia ripped the zipper open and clutched her toiletry kit. Sweet mercy, she could wash with soap!

Her satellite phone filled her hand, heavy and reassuring. Sophia tried to click it on only to find the batteries completely dead. She’d have to recharge it soon. She reached for the door of the cabinet, and pale light from the porthole fell across an odd seam in the wood. She pressed at it and felt the edges. It appeared to be a secret compartment.

She’d heard that most sharks smuggled drugs and weapons for a living, but the space behind the trap couldn’t have held more than the smallest stash. Sophia thought of her jailor and his hidden existence. Curiosity overcame her, and she used the heel of her hairbrush to stab at the small door.

The rotten wood cracked, and the handle popped through to the hollow behind the door. She swept the brush end around, clearing the space of splinters, and reached inside.

The loaf of bread and hunk of cheese that would have fed her and the jug of water that had supplemented her daily rations stood at the front. Behind those lurked a brown leather wallet, a piece of coral, and a framed picture.

Feeling like a snoop, she opened the wallet. The clean-shaven face of her jailor scowled from the front of an E.U. driver’s license. The wallet also contained a large amount of cash. Setting it aside, she lifted the frame and saw a mere female with the long blond hair and green-blue eyes holding a very brown little boy. She couldn’t see the child’s face, as it was buried in the female’s neck, but a tiny tuft of white hair stood out amid the black.

The mermaid’s face stared straight at the camera, a little hard and very defiant. Looking closely, Sophia noticed the strength in the way the woman held the little boy, like she would fight for him against all comers and never let him go.

Sophia sniffed back the tears that threatened to fall and shoved the cache of the jailor’s belongings into her backpack. He might not get them back otherwise. Then she slipped the video camera into one of the dry-bag’s smaller compartments. The whole thing should probably get thrown in the ocean, but for some reason, Sophia needed to watch it, just once.

She turned to ascend the stairs, but feet began descending. Her former fiancé led the way, followed by a procession of shark-shifters. The dragons had wrapped their arms in lines of wire, so that if they struggled their limbs wouldn’t simply slice off, they’d be shredded.
 “Pardon us, Miss Aleahar, we need to use the cage.” The shark-shifter crew filled the hold, and Sophia struggled not to let fear and disgust overtake her as she rushed toward the ladder. Her shoulder brushed against her jailor’s, and their eyes met. His gaze said goodbye. She nodded toward the cabinet and then to her bag, trying to let him know she’d watch over his few possessions. His face hardened. He turned away, jostling with the other sharks to get in the enclosure. 

Sophia scrambled up the rungs and onto the deck. Tears stung her eyes. It was silly to think that she shared something with the shark. After being rejected by so many suitors, she must be really desperate for a male to like her! Of course he’d been attracted to her. He probably hadn’t even seen a female in years.

She escaped the freezing air of the deck through a sliding door that led into the upper level of the ship. Kai had told her that she could have the captain’s quarters, so Sophia walked the narrow passageway to the ship’s bow, looking for the largest berth. To her right, a double set of sliding doors opened into huge bedroom with an attached head. Dirty clothes littered the floor, stinking of sharkshifters. Ugh, she hoped Kai would allow her to swim back rather than accompanying the ship.

She pinched each piece of clothing between two fingers and piled them to the side of the room, trying to open up a cove of personal space. Oddly, Sophia almost missed her cage. At least that had felt like hers.

The tiny head wasn’t much better. Bits of hair encrusted in shaving cream speckled the sink. She snatched a damp hand towel and wiped all the surfaces then tossed the towel atop the pile of clothes that she hoped Kai would let her burn.

She pulled her dress over her head and started the shower. The water spewed in a cold torrent and she hesitated, letting it warm. Glancing down, she spotted a streak of dried blood against the inside of her leg. She touched it, then moved her hand deeper, into her folds, probing to see if more blood pooled there. Once on a family vacation to Spain, her human reproductive organs had menstruated, but that didn’t seem to be the situation now.

Her mind scanned the events that had occurred in the hold. Nothing that happened should have caused her to bleed. She rubbed her finger against the blood and brought it to her nose. It smelled like the jailor. Why would he have put his blood on her? Unless…yes, it would make sense that if they had engaged in intercourse she would have bled.

Her lips curled into a smile as she ducked under the hot water. She groaned at the sluice of warmth against her skin. It was really a small thing that he had bled for her. A tiny gesture for one as used to pain and injury as he was. As she scrubbed the mark from her thigh, her grin widened at the thought that he’d intended to finish.

Chapter 5

Rhoaver scanned the Twitter feed on his sat phone as he lay in bed. Midday light speared between the drawn shades of his quarters on his yacht. Shouts and rap music already permeated from the upper deck. He scrolled down the screen, clicking on the occasional link.

Damn @KrabiShark retweeting every last thing! He swept his thumb to block the fuck.
 Several of the contacts he followed were discussing #articsharkcapture. A couple of dragons and a boatload of mere had stormed the shark vessel Cape Fear up around Russia. His eyes scanned the mini-posts. Same old, same old. He was about to zip onto his Facebook account when he saw a tweet from @allsharkrumors: #capefear has #merehybrid on board. http://bit.ly/AgTjqy.
 Well, fuck, he might just have to point his ship north.
 * * * * A small air conditioner battled the sweltering heat from its perch on David’s windowsill. His drawn shades blocked the bright sun that over-exposed the Dendric Staff walking back and forth from the labs and offices. He sat on his bed, laptop open, cursing Panamanian internet providers. The first of three message appeared in bold—his mother. He groaned. The next two were sure to be his daily digests from Genetics Today and the epigeneticists.yahoogroups.com. He wished one of his few friends had written. It would be nice to hear from someone sane.

David, it’s your mother. Her thick New Jersey accent carried even into her email. Your father and I are very proud of you and your new job, but we’d like to hear from you some time. When are you going to call? I tried to set up that Skype thing but couldn’t figure it out. I convinced your father to stop being such a cheapskate and add long distance. So call.

By the way, remember that nice girl from Stanford who lives in the apartment downstairs? She asked about you again today. Love, Mom
 He rolled his eyes at her not so subtle hint. He didn’t mind his mother’s meddling. He’d grown up with it. What bothered him more was the reminder that his parents still thought he was straight. It didn’t bother him but had ended the only real relationship he’d ever had.
 He scanned the following two emails, which as expected were scientific in nature. His eyes ran down a new article on histone acetylation, but the information refused to register. The events of the past few days eclipsed any scientific understanding he could glean from reading journals.
 Clicking the laptop closed, he threw his shirt over his head and wandered to the bathroom to brush his hair and teeth. He peered in the mirror and tried to tame his mop of reddish-brown hair, and then added toothpaste to his Sonicare. His other hand reached for his contact lens case.
 Shit, he was not considering wearing contact lenses for that merman. He refused to shift from an almost-world-renownedresearcher to a lecherous evil scientist!
 He positioned his glasses back on his nose and spat in the sink, staying the hand that yearned to style his hair.
 Co-workers waved in greeting as he walked down the humid sidewalk that connected the dormitories to the lab. So weird that none of these people seemed bothered by what went on here. David supposed that if given long enough, a person could get used to anything.
 He sighed in relief when he entered the stronger air conditioning of the main building. His white dress shirt clung to his shoulders. He lifted the material away from his skin, trying not to be self-conscious about how he’d started doing push ups and sit ups again since he’d arrived. His computer screen beckoned, but the call of the tanks was stronger. He’d peek in once and then get to work.
 When he opened the rubber screen, he saw two thick-set lab assistants in dark clothing struggling with the merman. “Hank” fought in front of his tank, on human legs, bleeding from several large cuts and gloriously naked. David swallowed heavily, trying to tear his eyes away from how that torso sank into slim hips and the thick hard-on jutting from between blond curls.
 He blinked, trying to slow his heart, and then heard a resounding smack as one of the lab assistants backhanded the mere. The male’s pale body twitched at the impact, but he raised his hand to strike back when the Dendric employee pressed a gun to his thigh. “Do eet Hank, and I weell take your leg off. Djou don’t need feet for how Freidson uses djou.”
 The merman held his fist aloft, his clenching jaw showing how torn he was about the decision.
 “I’ll take him.” David walked forward and snatched the merman’s arm, pulling him away from the two lab hands. He had no idea what the merman was in store for, but…well, he just couldn’t let him go through whatever it was alone.
 “We already tried heem with the sharks, but we need to get a sample for artifeecial inseminasion.” His heavy Spanish accent gave him away as a local. 
 “I’ll do it. You guys take a break. I’m sure you’re long overdue.” He tried to look sympathetic to the workers. “What room?”
 “Three. Everytheeng’s set.”
 The merman glared mutinously, but when David pulled him toward the smaller room, he didn’t resist. David swung open the door to the tiny, windowless cell and dragged him inside.
 The door shut and the sudden quiet made David feel as naked as the subject.
 The merman scoffed. “Told you I was studding today.”
 David heard the shake in his sarcastic laugh. His eyes fell on the anal probe poised on the countertop. Disgust, at himself, at the company, roiled in his gut. He couldn’t do this. Still not looking at the other male, he grabbed the lab requisition form and a collection cup and reached to undo his belt.
 “What the hell are you doing?”
 David turned to meet aqua-blue eyes, his trouser button undone. “I’m going to give the sample for you. Um, turn around.” Heat crawled up his face from under his collar. Shit, the mere was just…breathtaking. Five foot ten or so, broad shouldered. Carved like a young god.
 David expected him to act relieved, but instead the merman raised a blond eyebrow. “You’re going to ejaculate five times in a row, human? That I have to see.”
 He gulped. “That’s not…I mean, you can’t…”
 “Yes, human, I can.” The merman grabbed the cup from David’s hand. Their fingers brushed, sending a jolt of sensation up his arm. He watched, spellbound, as the merman grasped the base of his generous cock and began stroking. “And given how much Viagra those assholes pumped into me, I might as well.”
 The merman’s lips clenched, the only sign of his discomfort at being watched. David’s chest ached for his humiliation. “Um. I’m sorry they did that…I mean, that they do that.” He tried to direct his eyes away from that muscular arm pumping up and down and the fluid gathering at the uncircumcised tip, and they fell on the electrocution device the scientists normally used to get semen from the subject. The wave of guilt that tackled him only added to the macabre nature of the situation.
 The merman said, “Look at me.”
 David did as he was asked. The merman’s eyes weren’t hard and manipulative, which was what he’d expected. Instead they asked for something—understanding perhaps, or maybe a blowjob. The expression drew David forward. His own erection pulsed in his dress pants. His body simmered with life, but to undress seemed wrong, disrespectful maybe.
 He stood a couple feet from the subject, so close he’d only need to lean forward to take that shapely mouth with his own. The merman’s eyes kept shifting from defiant to unsure and back again, and if David took advantage of his incredibly compromised position, he really would be a lecherous prick.
 Still holding the merman’s gaze, he lowered himself slowly to his knees. That beautiful cock approached, clasped in the circle of pale fingers, and David opened his mouth. He felt the subject hesitate.
 “I’m Nereus, by the way.” The voice was husky, strangled, and made David’s cock nearly jump out of his pants.
 He nodded, eyes still on the glistening head poised before his lips. Then the merman leaned forward, widening David’s mouth with his tip. Nereus’s hand fell into his hair, pet his face, lifted his glasses from his nose and ears. Then the merman’s hand grasped a handful of David’s hair.
 Oh damn, he loved this part. He moaned in abandon as Nereus slowly fed the cock down his throat.
 * * * * “Hey, Soph!” Sophia smiled as her best friend’s face appeared on Kai’s computer screen and started chatting with her via Skype. “Oh my God! I can’t believe what happened! Are you okay? We were all so worried!”
 Sophia bit her lip. “Is that why my mom and dad didn’t even pay the ransom?” Frida’s brow knit together. “The Council Chair told them not to. He said it only encouraged terrorists to meet their demands. He was sure Nasu and the others would find you.”

Images flashed through her mind at what might have happened if Kai had come a few minutes later, or if her jailer hadn’t stepped in when he did. “Well, I’m fine now.”

“I’m so happy to hear it. I want to hear all about it. Was it awful? What was it like? Are the sharks as vile as everyone says?” Her friend’s face was eager, excited, and not as empathetic as Sophia might have hoped.

She pictured her jailer’s face and that thin strip of pink at his lips that made her want to kiss them. “Um, most are worse. But some are better.”

“Okay, I’m going to need more than that, but first…Nasu—is he a hottie?”
 She wasn’t sure how to answer. “Well, he’s huge. And a little scary looking.”
 Frida rolled her eyes. “Honey, as far as my mother says, there’s no male too scary when you’re in heat.”
 Sophia took a deep breath, not looking forward to the next question she knew was coming.
 “So is he going to Claim you? An ocean Claiming! So romantic!” Frida pressed the back of her hand against her forehead and feigned a swoon.
 “Um.” Sophia nibbled the sides of each finger; thick bits of human skin pinched into her mouth. “No…that would be no.”
 “Damn, sucks!” Frida nibbled her lips. “You know, being kidnapped by sharks really upped your popularity with the males.”
 Sophia studied her friend’s face, trying to figure out the ramifications of what she was saying. “Really? Why?”
 “It made you more interesting and exotic, honey! A lost noble at sea, surrounded by vicious monsters. Aydes and the guys kept bragging that if you weren’t already promised to Nasu, they’d go save you themselves.”
 Sophia felt a growl growing inside. This was too much. Finally, something happened that made her popular, and another stupid rejection would steal it away before she could take advantage. “Yeah Frida, it totally bites.” She tried not to show the depth of her letdown. “Hey listen, I gotta go.”
 The face on the screen scrunched sympathetically. “Call me again soon, babe, okay?”
 Sophia nodded once but shut the screen of Kai’s laptop. She scrubbed her hand through her hair, twisting it over the side of her shoulder.
 She pouted for several minutes but finally decided that there was simply nothing to be done. To distract herself, she reopened the computer and used the USB cable to connect the handheld video player. She scrolled through the options, eventually landing on the one she wanted. A host of other videos filled the memory card. Once she watched the one she wanted, Sophia vowed to hand over the rest as evidence against the crew’s leader and his men.
 The movie started, and watching herself shudder and beg on screen almost led her to tear up again. But then she saw the jailer enter her cell. His posture was so cool and composed. She hadn’t noticed that before. He hadn’t even broken a sweat as he threw the other shark back and locked the door. His walk, his look, everything was predatory, wary, yet completely contained.
 She watched him whisper in her ear and saw herself shiver in his arms. Without her conscious direction, Sophia’s human hand drifted to the inside of that thigh he’d bared. When the grainy screen showed him positioning himself, she could tell that the cameraman had tried to get a better angle for filming. She cocked her head and squinted, trying to make out the action.
 The camera zoomed in on the jailer’s face. His eyes pressed closed and his mouth opened wide as he thrust between her legs. She’d never seen anything so erotic. Her fingers reached under the hem of her dress and found that spot that had ached when his sex organ had stroked it. Her folds dripped with wetness, and again she checked that she wasn’t bleeding. No, just a silky fluid, like the one she’d released when he’d been atop her.
 The video showed his strong shoulders poising him over her back. His hips snapped forward. She listened as her pretend cries of terror turned to actual cries of enjoyment. Her real-time gasps joined the chorus as her hand worked faster circling against the nubbin of skin.
 An edge she’d never approached hovered right before her, and when she watched the jailer’s face when he’d reached for her breast and buried his face in her hair, spasms spread out from the point her finger touched in rippling waves. The inside of her human body felt empty, sore, full. Her finger swept lower and dipped inside her reproductive track, and the touch was met with a fresh round of spasms. Her fingers filled the space, as she imagined his organ might have. The walls of her sheath clamped on those digits, and Sophia wondered if her jailor would enjoy the sensation.
 She pulled her hand away from her flesh when the captain started talking, his voice recorded by the audio feed. The jailor had kissed her neck. A slow brushing of lips against flesh that she felt, even now, seared like a brand.
 He liked her. He really did. Her heart beat fast with the knowledge. It was possible for a male to find her attractive. And if he could want to mate with her, others could as well.
 Her center pulsed again, a sure sign that her first heat was indeed nearing. There was no way she would suffer seclusion during that time or the embarrassment that might follow.
 She lighted upon an idea. Not a kind one, and certainly not a noble one. But perhaps she could negotiate a deal that would save them both.
 * * * * When they left the small beige room a half hour later, Nereus fought to keep the grin off his face. He kept his head down as the scientist led him back to his tank. The lab assistants that hovered in the corners adjusting pH and slicing fish probably believed him, but he knew the scent of his satisfaction carried to the sharks.

Nereus climbed the rolling metal staircase up to the top of his tank and dove in. His legs drew together and morphed into his tail. Cool rubbery skin replaced a groin rubbed deliciously raw from the scientist’s ministrations. He swam broad circles, working off nervous energy, not, he promised himself, showing off for the researcher.

Nereus watched David’s back as he walked stiffly toward the door. Yeah, the guy’s balls must ache like crazy! He’d tried to reach into the scientist’s pants, to repay a small portion, but David had calmly led his hand away.

David paused at the exit, and his shoulders tensed as he grasped the rubber swaths. Nereus knew he wanted to turn around but was fighting the urge.

The scientist was sexy, now that he really looked. Tall and just a little gangly, David’s body had a hungry, sunken feel, as if he’d drowned on a deserted island and had waited ages to be saved.

Nereus swam a few more rounds, scoffing at his cliché fantasy. If anyone needed saving in this situation it was him, not the scientist who could leave whenever he wanted.

The last couple lab assistants left soon after, done with the feedings until this evening. The moment all humans had left, low growls erupted from tanks all around him.

None of the sharks spoke, but Nereus knew what they were thinking. He wasn’t the first subject to get sexually involved with staff. It never worked out well for the subjects. Best that happened, they got their memory scrubbed and released, but more often they ended up dead.

But in a choice between anal electrocution and the best head of his life, Nereus chose the latter. Besides, the red-haired scientist had stroked up and down his thighs, taken his cock deep and willingly in his throat. If it weren’t for the lab requisition forms, Nereus was certain David would have swallowed every drop.

He pulled his attention away from the encounter, and reached up to unwind the wire fastenings covering his cage. The tips poked his fingers, but after seven months, Nereus had coming and going down to an art. There was a tiny male shark held in a lone tank in one of the side rooms. Nereus would make sure he got some time tonight with his mother.

Chapter 6

The cool bars buffeted his back. Raider breathed in her scent still hanging in the air. He bent his head in his arms and kept the hood over his face. Every member of the fifteen-man crew knew of his mark, and most even knew he could walk on land, but only his father knew the reason for it. Weird that the dragoness, Sophia, had seen it right away. He wished he’d told her not to share his background with anyone else. Then again, no one would believe her if she told them.

A booted foot kicked him as a crew member passed on the way to the chamber pot. Raider grunted, just to give the guy satisfaction, and turned to the side to give him more room.

The hatch opened above, and the  Fear’s crew shouted curses at the dragon soldier who descended the ladder. The huge, dark male stood in front of the prison, feet wide apart and eyes scanning. None of the jeers or taunts appeared to affect him. Raider admitted to a twinge of respect.

The human-form dragon’s eyes fell on him. “You—show yourself!”
 He cocked his head up to meet the dragon’s dark eyes, and before the crew could wonder too much at his being singled out, Raider walked to the cage’s door. If the dragoness had begged for his leniency, his rep was screwed.
 The dragon opened the door without a word, and Raider was glad. A thick, black, hand wrapped around Raider’s arm and dragged him forward, and the shark-shifter went as quickly as could be reasonably explained by the force. He climbed the ladder at the dragon’s urging. That glorious sunshine slapped at his cheeks, along with the freezing air. The cold coated his throat and lungs.
 “Sophia would like to see you.” The dragon’s voice shook the floorboards, it was that deep. He handed the shark a canteen full of fresh water.
 Raider drank. “What’s she want?” He hoped not to say thank you. That was all he needed, for the males below to know he’d wussed out.
 “That’s between you and Sophia. Just know that whatever occurs between you, I will remain silent.” The dragon’s dark eyes penetrated. His words were spoken like an oath. 
 Raider nodded his thanks.
 The sliding door to the main cabin opened, revealing the dragoness. She wore the same thick woolen dress from the hold, but her hair hung clean and styled over her shoulders. Those dark black locks curled alongside her coffee-colored face.
 “Hello, shark.”
 Without meaning to, his head ducked in a little bow. “Hello.” Inside he scowled. Only moments outside the dungeon and he was acting in exactly the same way that got him thrown in the hold in the first place.
 “Hello, um…I didn’t catch your name before.” She shifted from foot to foot, like she felt guilty for not knowing what to call him. The submissive action sent heat to his loins.
 “No, you didn’t.” He meant it as an insult, but it came out a tease.
 The tall dragon interrupted. “Sophia asked to speak with you alone, shark. I’ll be right inside that door.” He pointed a charcoalcolored finger to the window on the sliding door.
 Raider nodded, as did Sophia. She waited until the dark male had slid the door closed before turning to Raider to speak. When her whiskey-brown eyes met his, she hesitated. “Um, well, I’m sorry about that. Would you tell me your name?”
 He thought about it, supposing it couldn’t hurt. She knew much more damaging information about him than his identity. “It’s Raider.”
 “Like Raiders of the Lost Ark?” she squealed, “Cool! I saw it once on AMC, you know. My mom said it was really popular, like, in the olden days.”
 He cut her off. “My mother named me after my father. She had a sick sense of humor.”
 Sophia responded by shutting up, which Raider appreciated. At first. Then her twisting hands drew out his speech just as badly as her words did. “You wanted to talk to me about something?”
 “Um...” She stared at her feet. Clearly, she was cold as fuck out here, as was he. If this was a thank you, she was taking her damn time. “I want to offer you a trade.”
 Tiny alarms went off in his mind. The little dragoness only had one thing he wanted, and, like an idiot, he had passed.
 “Your freedom in exchange for…Well, I want you to kidnap me.”
 Raider narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out her angle. “If I wanted off this boat, I could have run for it a long time ago. And anyway, why the hell would you want me to kidnap you?”
 Sophia’s eyes narrowed as well, as she tried to figure him out. “I want you to steal me away on the pretense that you’re in love with me.” When he erupted in laughter, Sophia gasped and her face screwed up in anger. She changed her tack. “Fine! Not that you’re in love with me, then, that you want me, desperately. That you can’t live without me.”
 With every one of her statements, he laughed harder. This female was far more fun than he’d realized. “What could you possibly hope to get out of that?”
 Her furious features arranged into a haughty expression. “Not that you would understand this, shark, but dragon males have a very strong noble streak. If you steal me away and appear to hold me captive, one is bound to come to my rescue.”
 Raider straightened his back, confused. “But one already came to your rescue.”
 She sighed loudly. “Yeah, but he doesn’t want to marry me.”
 He stifled the snort that threatened to escape. His glee dimmed a little when her face fell.
 “He’d already found another. That had nothing to do with me!”
 He doubted that was true, but chose not to point it out. “All right, so let’s assume your noble warrior does come to your rescue. Why would he fall in love with you?”
 She drew her brows together and spoke slowly, as if trying to convince herself as well as him. “Well, firstly because he’ll think you’re in love with me. Nothing makes a male or female more attractive than the attention of another.”
 Raider shrugged. She had a point. 
 “And because by then I’ll be in heat, and he won’t be able to resist.”
 Raider pried his jaw off the deck. He hadn’t fully appreciated this female’s ruthless streak. It turned him on like all hell. His mind reeled as he struggled to catch up. “What do I get out of this deal again?” He took another deep dreg of water, soothing his suddenly-parched throat.
 She rolled her shoulders back, putting one little brow finger up at a time and listing the items. “Well, first you’d get your freedom.”
 “I told you. That I could get on my own.” But her offer was tempting, so fucking tempting. So Raider hedged. “Listen- only if you can keep the captain locked up. And I mean permanently.” He spoke in measured words, not letting too much hope or desperation show through. “It’s not safe for you or anyone else around me otherwise.”
 Sophia waved a dismissive hand. “That won’t be a problem.” She held up another finger. “Second, you’d get bragging rights that you stole a dragoness noble right out from the Council’s nose.”
 The deal got better and better. That would raise his status drastically, and with his father out of the way he could... 
 “And third…um, well we could have intercourse if you want.”
 Raider spurt water straight out his nose.
 * * * *

Sophia watched him choke and stutter. At first she felt guilty. He sounded pained. But then she recalled his laughter at the notion of even pretending to be in love with her. It made her want to kick him. “I know you’d like to, so I’m not sure why you’re so surprised I’d offer that as incentive.”

“I…” He shook his head like a dog with water in its ears. “Wait, let me get this…I don’t get you dragons!”
 She pondered his comment, completely at a loss. “What’s not to get?”
 His hands flew up in the air, and he paced a few steps to the right, then to the left. It was the most she’d seem him move in such short a span of time. “You’re all medieval with the arranged marriages and shit and then you…”
 “Are you referring to the human medieval era? In Western Europe, after the Roman Empire, but before the Age of Enlightenment?” She’d studied human history of various cultures, but in truth, she’d missed most of the details.
 “Yeah, sweetheart, that. Wouldn’t your noble knight be upset if you’d already popped your cherry?”
 Her mind flew through images of the human world and what the shark could possibly mean. “Why would my mate mind if I ate a cherry?”
 The shark shifter, Raider, pinched his forehead between his thumb and his forefinger.
 Her brow knit further in confusion.
 “I mean, won’t he be upset if you lost your virginity?”
 She nibbled her fingernail. Mercy, she should know what that word meant. Virginity—like the Virgin Mary. Her mind spun as she tried to remember her Human Religions course. Christianity…religion…women’s roles…oh, yes! Not having had sexual intercourse yet. That’s what he was talking about!
 “Oh no! That’s not such an issue, especially since I’ll just say that you forced me.” She lowered her head in question. “You would want me to say you’d forced me right? Not that you’d seduced me?” Her hands twisted as she considered that option. “I could go that route, but I’m not sure it would bolster your reputation as much.”
 The shark’s eyes widened by slow increments, and he stumbled back a step.
 “I’m sorry, have I offended you?”
 He cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders, looking like he was trying to regain his composure. “I’m not easy to offend, sweetheart.”
 “Good, then. And I did want to thank you for protecting me earlier.”
 He only grunted. “But now you’re offering up the same thing.”
 Sophia sharpened her eyes on his. “It’s not at all the same thing, and you know it.”
 He shrugged but didn’t argue. “So when do you want to leave?”
 “You’ll do it?” She squealed and flew into his arm, planting a kiss on his cheek. Raider’s corded muscles hardened like steel under his clothes. She let go immediately. “Just, um…let me get my stuff. We can swim. Do you need anything?”
 He shook his head and then peered around the deck with a somewhat lost look in his eyes. “These are the only clothes I have. I can’t carry them in my shark form.”
 Guilt trickled down her spine. His lack of belongings clearly embarrassed him. “I have a dry bag. You can put them in there.”
 He nodded curtly, and she hauled open the door to the main cabin, almost running over Kai in the process.
 He grasped her arm in his enormous hand. “Are you sure about this, Sophia?”
 She looked into his espresso eyes, so full of honest concern. She could see how he might have been a good mate and that the mere he’d chosen was very lucky. “He’s actually a decent male, for a shark. I’ll be fine.” She bolted back to her room, grabbed her dry bag and ran headlong for the exit onto the deck.
 The dark dragon scowled at her approach. “All right, Sophia. I’ll let you both go. But you have forty-eight hours, and then I’m letting the Council know.”
 She shouted her thanks to Kai as the cool metal handle fell obediently under her grasp and she shoved the door open. On deck, Raider pulled his poncho over his head, revealing the long expanse of his chest and his ridged abdomen. Then he pulled open the worn fly of his jeans and shoved them to his ankles, undressing quickly and handing her the balled up clothes.
 Her focus travelled from his outstretched arm to the broad V of his shoulders. The path of bright white led…yep, it led right where she thought it might, and even past that a little, to the inside of his thigh. That tiny pink arrow drew every ounce of her attention, until the shark at last cleared his throat and waved the pile of clothes in her direction.
 Nervous giggles escaped from between her clenched lips. The human form was so naked without clothes. She shoved the pile into her bag just as she heard the splash of him diving into the water.
 * * * * The white vinyl lab jacket flapped around Nereus’s bare legs as he stole down the wide hallways. Dehydration hobbled him, but he kept running, throwing Friedson’s office door open and rifling through the drawers. He found the keys to the tanks right away and slipped them onto his finger.

Footsteps sounded in the distance. He pressed himself into a corner behind a filing cabinet. Despite the Central American humidity, his skin began to pucker. The door opened, and he heard David’s tenor. “Is someone there?” 

He licked at his rapidly-drying lips, wondering if he could trust the scientist enough to reveal himself. David wandered into the room, and when his knees began buckling, Nereus had no choice.

“It’s me.” He strode out of his hiding place and toward the door. “I have to get back into the lab. I’m shriveling like a jellyfish in the desert here.”

David jumped back a foot and yelped. Apparently he hadn’t really expected anyone. “You scared the shit out of me!”
 Nereus couldn’t help the snort that escaped his lips. “You must be the only human on the planet scared of mere-people.” David’s eyebrows drew down, and he frowned. He adjusted his glasses with renewed fervor, but Nereus couldn’t help but rib him. “Save me from the vicious merman!”
 David set his shoulders and walked forward, pushing Nereus’s shoulder back. “I wasn’t scared.”
 A zing of sensation ran up Nereus’s arm at the contact.
 David’s breathing sped up. He moved closer. “Why do you have to go back?”
 Nereus’s heart sped up even as his lips continued to dry. “I’m too far from the sea.”
 The scientist’s hand reached around to grasp his ass. That warm grip pulled him forward, into a hard ridge and a solid chest. “Ah shit, I’m sorry. I just want you so bad.”
 His pulse beat so hard he thought his veins would pop right out of his skin. He was out of his tank and they were alone in the dark. Anything seemed possible. Only the steadying twist of thirst held him back. “I’ve got to get closer to the ocean, now!”
 The normally mild-mannered and hesitant researcher grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the office. Dang, he could get used to this new version of David. 
 They passed through several doors before reaching the front of the building. Night coated the walkways outside, but the human looked all around 
 Nereus gazed into the dark but saw little. Mere used hearing more that sight anyway. He cocked his head, but only distant snores sounded.
 Long fingers stroked up his arm. David’s hand skimmed over the vinyl lab coat and under it, onto Nereus’s bare shoulder. Then that strong grip rose to behind his neck and hauled him into a kiss.
 David nipped him just once, and then plunged his tongue inside Nereus’s mouth. The scientist fed like a starving man, the wetness of his saliva soothing his dry membranes. He pulled away as quickly as he’d attacked and shoved open the door.
 Nereus stepped through, breathing deep the warmer, more humid air outside, not as satisfying as seaside, but better than climate control. “I have to come back later, though, that little boy…”
 The alarms shattered the night.

Chapter 7

Pitbull blared from the speakers. The latest batch of mere whores danced on the white fiberglass surface of the spot-lit deck, long blond hair waving like fucking Ocean-Cruise Barbies. The Sharhazzor’s Edge sat docked at the harbor in St. Tropez, breaking every noise ordinance in the joint. His guys leaned against the cabin or sidewalls and crashed on benches, all stoned out of their minds. Rhoaver held court from his lounge chair.

His gaze alternated between the gyrating mermaids, his badass pecs, and his iPhone. Fuck if he was going any farther north. The Cape Fear would have to pass France eventually. He had plenty of time.

He scanned his Twitter feed, opening his list of dragon contacts. Looked like one of the Fear’s sharks had escaped, and with a hostage nonetheless. Now that was news! He clicked to follow every dragon in the conversation, eventually finding the escaped shark’s name— Raider ShaCrayz.

Hmmm… So it was Crayz’s kid who got free. Interesting. Even more interesting, “Raider” wasn’t a shark-shifter name.
 He looked past the crowd of partying sharks and mere, pondering his next step. There were several ways to play this one, and every last one of them would lead to a win.
 * * * * Her serpentine body swerved through the water alongside Raider’s. The dragoness’ large head still held its heart shape in her dragon form, which in his experience was unusual. Even odder, her eyes stayed round and gamine, rather than slanting fully like most dragons’. Raider found the differences sexy as hell, though he imagined that a lot of dragons might think her funny-looking.

His shorter, thicker shark form kept pace, eyes darting from side to side to spot an ambush. He growled her direction, gesturing for her to follow, and then led her further south. They needed to go somewhere no one knew either of them, a human area where they could blend in on the docks and no one would wonder why an elegant dragon noble was slumming with a mutant shark. Either that or they needed a boat of their own.

After several hours, she roared plaintively. Damn, he thought dragons were tougher than this! She looked tired, though in her reptile form she couldn’t say as much.

Raider resisted speaking in shark-form as much as possible. His voice came out too much like mere-song.
 He’d charted their course along the coastline, but wasn’t sure about them landing in Scotland. He didn’t know the area well, but kicked hard into a promising-looking bay.
 The dark green water of a harbor surrounded them. Hulls of tourists’ sailboats pierced the water at odd intervals. Oh, it would be fun to make them scream. With a rasping chuckle, Raider swept under Sophia’s body, trying to push her upward to the water’s surface to play Lock Ness Monster.
 She wriggled in panic and clawed at his side. The scales of her underbelly tickled his fin, and as she slid backward along his body, his fin caught at something and she yelped.
 He turned to see what happened and found her curling into a ball, her body sinking to the grassy floor of the lake. The most delicious scent filled the water. He circled her, trying to catch her eye to ask wordlessly what was wrong, but she shot off toward land, leaving him confused and alone.
 He darted after her, his fin rising close to the surface of the dark water. Her long spiked tail disappeared between a rocky cleft and he followed. Beyond the rocks lay a small cove, secluded and dark in which the water led up to a tiny, crag-enclosed beach.
 Sophia had already shifted to human form. He caught a glimpse of her fantastic tits and adorable ass before they slipped under her dress. He shifted to human a second later. His cock bobbed as if asking whether now would be a good time to take payment on his trade.
 She swiveled on him, eyebrows lowered in anger. “You hurt me!”
 He tried to figure out what could possibly have happened, and then noticed her little human hands crossed over her crotch. “How…?”
 “Your fin caught on my vent!” She said it as if he’d done it on purpose.
 Raider grabbed his jeans from her outstretched hand and pulled them on, pissed. Of all the ways he could hurt someone in his shark form, he’d never considered accidentally stabbing them in the pussy. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I don’t know where everything’s located on a dragon.”
 Her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed. “Okay. I’ll assume you didn’t do it on purpose—this time!”
 “Don’t worry, there won’t be a next time!” His dick shriveled in agreement. He didn’t know why he was so angry. Maybe because he’d been having fun, and he hadn’t in a long time.
 “What were you trying to do?” He wasn’t certain, but she seemed sad, hurt, and maybe a little sorry.
 “I was trying to scare the tourists.” When her forehead knitted more tightly in confusion, he explained. “Like the Lock Ness Monster. You know, you’re being a sea dragon, and tourists all come to this part of the world because of…Okay, you have no idea what I’m talking about.”
 “No, I do know the legend. But why would they be frightened of me? I’m extremely un-threatening.” She bit at her fingernail and looked at her feet.
 The expression made him want to reassure her, though why he had no idea. “I’m sure you can be very scary, especially to a human.”
 Her chest puffed up as she gave a huff of indignation. “Everything scares humans! They don’t count!”
 Raider pulled his poncho over his head, tired of shivering in the cold and arguing with this female. “You have to start somewhere, Sophia. If you’re too embarrassed to scare the piss out of a human, you’re not going to be able to stand up to anyone else.”
 He grabbed the dry-bag out of her grip and shoved his hand to the bottom to locate her shoes. “If we’re going to walk out of here to get supplies, we’d better start now.” The dark would affect Raider less than the dragoness since his built-in sonar worked day or night. But he didn’t know about dragon night vision. He headed toward the rocks, searching for a seam through which to hike out.
 He turned to find Sophia still rooted to her spot on the beach. “Let’s go back.” Her voice held a determined edge. He returned, coming to a stop right behind her. “I want to try it.”
 “What?”
 “To scare them. It’s getting dark, how badly could I humiliate myself?”
 He took a few more steps, rounding to her front and allowed his smile to widen and his teeth to grow just a bit more pointed.
 * * * * Sophia swerved by the edge of the sailboat, rolling broad waves across its side. She heard shouts as the Bayliner’s occupants, a middle-aged couple, rushed out of the cabin and leaned over the edge of the sidewall. Raider swept between her and the hull, urging her away. Of course, slow build up, that’s what he’d taught her. She swam a few hidden circles, to let the retirees gather on their deck and then kicked hard for the bottom of the lake, pointing her head and foretalons to the floor. When she reached the grassy mud, she pushed off with her front, then her hind legs. Her body launched to the surface, breaking through the membrane of water and into the cool night sky for a split second before diving back into the waves. Screams erupted, not just from that one boat but from vessels at all ends of the lake.

Shock and excitement lit a sparkler inside her body and she could barely hold still. Her hips snapped like a firecracker, and she flew through the water, circling the lake partway before dashing back to her and Raider’s cove. The shark fell behind at some point, but as she pulled her dragon body out of the water and shifted to human, he appeared, his fin rising out of the water before a human body rose, first head, then wide shoulders, then arms and waist, then…

Her chest felt like a popcorn popper, and her throat went dry. “That was fantastic!” Her voice sounded breathy, hoarse. And the look in his eyes stole the air from her lungs.

He stalked toward her, tiny explosions inside her becoming more frequent. Suddenly she became very aware of her nakedness and how cold the night air felt on her wet skin. She yearned to press up against the crisp hair trailing down his body and bask in his heat.

Raider didn’t stop until he was much too close, and then he grabbed her shoulders and crushed her breasts against his chest. His one hand hooked behind her neck and tangled in her hair, dragging her mouth to his. The other hand took her breast in a rough hold, twisting the peaked nipple between two calloused fingers.

She gasped, and a thick tongue speared into her mouth, licking her along the palate until he took her top lip between his teeth and bit. His fingers plunged past her ribcage and down to her hip, then took hold of one side of her bottom and squeezed hard. He molded the flesh, pulling her tight against him, his engorged sex organ a searing imprint at her belly.

His tongue spread her lips again as he stroked hard once, urging her mouth wider. Digits reached into the cleft of her rear and lower. A panicked squeak left her lips.

He broke away. His muscles jumped and bulged with strain. He strode to where the dry bag hung on a rock wall and pulled out his pants. “Um…yeah, sorry about that. You’re okay, right?”

The excited thumping in her chest hardened, slowed. Mercy, if he was rejecting her too…Tears welled up. This was ridiculous. Was it too much to ask that a shark-shifter who probably hadn’t seen a female in years would find her attractive?

He walked to where she stood and held out her dress. “Listen, I didn’t mean to…”
 “What is so wrong with me?” She knew it was pouty and pathetic to ask, but here in this little beach, she couldn’t stop the words from escaping.
 His head pulled back as his eyes shot wide with fear. Clearly, the idea of being exposed to her feelings terrified him. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”
 She snatched the dress from his grasp and hastily pulled it over her head. “Nothing. I’m not asking you anything.” She pulled on one, then another sock, then her boots and stood up, testing the tread on the sand. She started walking toward the rocks when his thick fingers wrapped around her arm. “Tell me why you’re mad at me. I didn’t think I hurt you just then. I stopped myself.”
 She pulled her arm away from his grasp, exasperated. “Yes, I know. But why? You seem to be attracted enough to me!” Sophia held her eyes determinedly at his face, making sure not to scan lower to check.
 He grabbed her hand and pressed it, open palmed, onto the heavy stalk bowing forward in his jeans. “What do you think?”
 Something at the base of her body melted, but his fierce gaze stopped her from leaning into him.
 “But why do you even care if I want you? I’m just a monster you’re using to lure your hero.” He threw her hand back, and she clutched it to her chest. His footsteps sounded between the rocky crags, and with a strange emptiness in her heart, she swung her dry bag over her shoulder and followed.
 * * * * Adrenaline spiked at the blare of the siren. David tugged the labcoat wearing merman through the door and down the long driveway leading from the main building behind the staff housing. He heard Nereus curse as his soles met gravel. Without shoes and not spending much time on legs the guy’s feet must be killing him.
 “I’ve got to go back!” Nereus rasped as he pulled his arm from David’s grasp.
 “Shit no. You’re getting out of here.” He didn’t know where this
 sudden certainty came from, but he wrapped his fingers around the
 merman’s arm again, urging him into the passenger side of his ragtop
 Jeep Cherokee.
 Shouts carried over the paved sidewalks, but as David started the
 engine and curved into a small trail in the foliage, the trees muffled
 the voices. The Jeep bounced over roots and through mud. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”
 To be honest, David didn’t quite know. He’d barely explored
 further than the surrounding chicken grills and sundry stores, and he
 had no idea where this little trail he’d seen staff walk down to smoke 
 cigarettes led. “Can you tell which way to water?” he shouted over the
 noise of the engine.
 “Of course! Can’t everyone?” The jeep launched over a
 particularly thick branch and almost sent both of them flying. For some reason, Nereus’s comment struck David as hilarious.
 “No—human, remember.” He swerved to a grinding halt when they 
 reached a chain link fence. “Fuck me!”
 The merman slammed a hand on the dash. “I have to go back. I’ll 
 die.”
 David started the engine again and pulled Nereus to him, kissing
 his mouth hard. “Put on your fucking seatbelt.”
 They shot forward, and David drove along the inside of the fence.
 With any luck, security had followed them far enough into the forest
 that they couldn’t easily get to the main exit. The vehicle jostled them
 into the fence, then into the foliage, but David punched the gas at
 every ditch.
 Finally the main gate approached. No guard stood at the entryway,
 but it was locked. David rifled through his pockets, hoping that for
 once in his life he hadn’t lost his key card. His fingers landed on the
 hard plastic rectangle.
 He reached out the window and swept it through the reader and 
 the metal bars started pulling open automatically. He sped through the
 doors and out into the street beyond.
 His blood thundered in his veins. Panic started to creep in. What
 the hell had he just done? Nereus squeezed his hand. “So what’s the
 plan? Drive through the streets of Panama City with a dehydrating 
 mere in a lab coat?”
 David’s hysterical laughter bubbled up. Nerves made his head feel
 like it was being crushed in a vice. Everything seemed surreal. He
 shoved back the druggy feeling of adrenaline withdrawal and tried to
 think clearly. “We need to get you to water, the most direct way
 possible. Do you think they’ll send the police?”
 Nereus seemed to note the hysterical edge to his voice, because
 long pale fingers stroked down his arm, calming him. “Yeah,
 probably. I think they’ve paid off the local cops. But I doubt law
 enforcement around here is terribly fast.” Nereus laid his head back 
 against the seat, starting to fade.
 David swung the Jeep toward the city lights. DORC perched up in 
 the hills, so he had a good view of the harbor. “Hey, baby. Once we 
 get into town I need you to point me in the right direction, okay?” A thick voice spoke from beside him. “Did you just call me
 baby?”
 David snorted. “Yeah, I guess I did.” He thought his passenger
 might tease him for the term of endearment. When no snappy 
 comeback was forthcoming, David urged, “Hey, heads up. I need you 
 conscious.”
 “Don’t need to use my eyes to find water. Opening dehydrates
 faster. Same with mouth.” His slurred speech stopped.
 David made a note not to ask any more questions. With the wind
 going by, Nereus would lose water through his skin faster as well.
 David pressed hard, adding more gas and positioned his body in front
 of Nereus’s as best he could to bear the brunt of the wind. Once they reached the busy, twisting streets, David’s concern that
 they’d been followed evaporated. Nereus nodded one direction, then
 another, leading him through the maze toward the ocean.
 The humid air became marginally cooler, and David smelled salt.
 Next to him, Nereus sighed, his body relaxing. The remnants of
 anxiety changed to another type of excitement as David noticed the
 merman’s sculpted muscles revealed by his open lab coat. City docks loomed directly ahead and David pulled up to the
 parking lot and parked behind a dumpster. He turned to Nereus, 
 whose pale, sunken skin slowly regained color and turgidity. The merman took his hand, and pulled him toward a set of stairs,
 leading down from the docks to the water below. David followed him
 to the areas under the pilings, noticing the dark corners where
 indigents huddled.
 “Come swimming with me.”
This is the part where the merman drowns the evil scientist.
 “Um…I don’t know that I can.”
 Nereus tugged at David’s shirt, popping a couple buttons, then
 tore at his trouser zipper. David looked around in fear, worried that
 the homeless under the docks would… Well, he didn’t really know
 what they would do.
 As if Nereus heard his thoughts, he said, “Oh please, you think
 those guys haven’t seen this before?”
 David clutched at his pants, stopping their descent down his legs.
 “I hate to state the obvious, but I can’t swim like you.”
 A pale hand pulled his shirt off his shoulders. “But you can swim
 a little, right?”
 He finally relented, stripping his clothes off. “Yeah, a normal
 human amount. But I can’t breathe under water.”
 Naked except for his checkered boxers, David watched as Nereus
 shrugged the lab coat off his shoulders and walked to the water’s
 edge. That ass was…
 “Hey, are you coming or what?”
 David folded his clothes and placed them near a piling where he
 hoped he might find them again later, but knowing they’d be gone by
 the time he returned. If he returned.
 Nereus held out his hand and broke into an absolutely devastating 
 smile. “I’ll have you back in a few hours.”


Chapter 8

Raider’s legs burned and his feet scraped on the jagged rocks lining the shore, but he refused to slow down. Sophia gasped for breath a few steps behind.

If his pace bothered him, it must be hurting Sophia way worse, and that was exactly as he intended. He wasn’t a guy a female like her would ever consider as a mate, but he wished she could at least pretend he was a person.

They rounded a large boulder and he spotted the town nestled in the valley below, with a little dock protruding from the sandy shore. The houses and shops were dark, with only dim street lamps to light the way. He paused, eyeing the most hidden paths through town and the most poorly protected boats in the harbor.

“Mercy!” she panted, catching her breath. The hitch of her voice set his blood pumping.
 He cursed that he cared if she wanted him or not. The feeling pretty much sucked. “We gotta keep moving if we’re going to get provisioned and out of here by morning.”
 Sophia let out a high-pitched “huh!” that had his cock rising to attention again.
 He grabbed her arm and dragged her forward. Much as Raider wanted to believe it was to punish her or scare her, he just wanted to touch her again. “I see the perfect boat.”
 The dirt path into town led to cobblestone pathways. The oldfashioned streets wound through plaster cottages with thatched roofs and imitations of them.
 “This could be romantic under different circumstances,” Sophia muttered.
 Raider reached for the handle to a small grocery and calmly tore the knob from the door.
 She yelped
 He gave her a stern look. “Shut. Up.”
 Her face screwed in outrage. “Don’t tell me to shut up. You’re stealing! Not just that, you’re breaking and entering to steal! You know, these people probably haven’t had a crime in…”
 “You wanted to be kidnapped by a shark-shifter,” he snarled, closer to her face than decency allowed. “I want to make sure you get the full experience.” The broken door gave way under his hand, revealing a little food boutique with organic non-perishables and a basket of fruits and vegetables. “I love tourist towns.”
 He snatched her dry-bag and opened it, loading everything in arm’s reach into the bag.
 “At least let me leave them some money!” Sophia pulled at his arm and reached inside the bag. Her excitement rose off her skin like the scent of hard liquor.
 He bowed his head to her hair.
 Sophia made little noises of consternation as her hand met with various objects that were not her wallet.
 “For the love of fuck!” He pulled the bag away and drew out his own wallet, then tossed it to her. “Here.”
 Her face pinched, “Don’t you think it’s a bit rich to pay for stolen goods with stolen money.”
 He plucked a final few items from the shelves. “Oh please, stolen from a boat full of pirates! Where does your money come from?”
 She tossed a few of his larger bills to the counter.
 He shoved her out the door ahead of him. Snatching back his wallet, he gripped her arm in one hand and the heavy dry bag in another. He searched for a store where he could grab some shoes.
 “I work in accounting for my father.”
 Spotting a shop with several pairs of men’s topsiders in the window, he replied absentmindedly, “Eh, a numbers girl.”
 She started talking again as he fiddled with the door handle— something about human-world schools. The metal gave way without his needing to break it. He placed his fingers over her mouth. “This is the loudest robbery I’ve ever taken part in. You need to shut the fuck up.”
 She pressed her lips together. Damn, he wanted to pinch them between his teeth. Instead he grabbed a pair of size eleven boat shoes off the display. He turned to go, but reached for a polo shirt and a pair of khakis in his size just in case.
 “You planning on playing golf, shark?” Apparently, Sophia couldn’t resist speaking for more than a few seconds.
 He scowled and threw a few bucks on the counter.
 They scurried down the street to the dock just as the sky purpled with morning light. The dragoness yawned.
 “Perfect timing.” No one would wonder at a boat leaving the harbor at this hour. The dock was unguarded and unlocked. He searched out the little Dory at the end. The small cruiser looked local, so with any luck it might take a day or two before someone noticed it missing.
 “Please tell me we’re not stealing a boat!”
 Gods, he wanted to gag her. “Let me clarify this for you, sweetheart. I’m a pirate. I pretty much live on boats. Currently we have no boat, hence…”
 He reached with one foot to stabilize the boat at the dock, and then placed his hands on her waist, hoisting her into the aft. “It should only take a few days for the dragons to find us. And then the noble dragons can return it to the poor helpless humans.”
 He could tell she wanted to argue but chose to ignore whatever it was she said next. He jostled the ties free. They were settled into their cleats, a sure sign that no one had moved the boat in a while. Unwinding the ropes, he turned to Sophia. “Start the motor but in neutral…quiet!”
 She did as he said. That was the nice thing about the dragoness, she might argue and fret, but she followed orders well. That damn monster between his legs thickened again at the thought of all she might do if properly directed.
 The boat eased forward, and Raider kicked off the dock with his new shoes. It had been a while since he had shoes. They felt a little uncomfortable and fancy.
 The vessel motored slowly out of the harbor, and Raider breathed a deep draw of satisfaction. The floor swayed lightly under his feet, the feeling so familiar. That mild nausea he’d experienced while on land passed, and his equilibrium returned. He pulled aside the door and came into the cabin right behind Sophia who stood at the steering wheel.
 Her short height forced her on tip toes to see through the windshield.
 His arms wrapped around her, and without thinking, his lips found that spot where her shoulder met her neck. Out on the water he didn’t feel his desperation or his poverty. The Dory was twenty-two feet of his own damn boat. His female, if only for a few days, drove it out to sea.
 * * * * David kicked, feeling un-coordinated, behind the mermaid’s elegant batting tail. His arms windmilled over his head, and he turned his head to breathe as he’d learned all those years ago in summer camp.

Nereus remained close to the water’s surface and circled back to sweep alongside David’s body. Only a few feet in any direction, the water faded to black. The half-moon sky left shadows between the docks and the boats. If it hadn’t been for company, David would be scared out of his mind.

He paused to tread water and catch his breath, and Nereus lifted his head from the water, kicking his tail below to lift him like a dolphin at Sea World.
 “I need to slow down,” David panted. “I can’t keep up.” The merman flashed a grin and took his hand. When his tail pumped forward again, David speared through the water like a fallen water-skier dragged by a motorboat. They came to a stop alongside a sail-cruiser.

A thick padding of slimy green moss covered the hull. Strands of black seaweed floated at the water’s surface. The merman shoved the flora aside and gestured to David to follow him up the metal ladder leading from the water to the dock. “They never expect anyone to arrive by water.”

Nereus climbed first, and David smiled at the view. Merman or not, no one looked good when viewed from underneath. Still, David wanted to nuzzle that soft pink patch behind Nereus’s dangling testicles.

The docks were lit by the gentle yellow glow of halogen lamps. Nereus stood gloriously nude, water dripping from his long hair down his body. David wanted to lick those tiny droplets off each and every ridge and valley.

“This ship should work.” The edge of the merman’s lip curled up in a self-deprecating grin. David couldn’t help it. He leaned in and took that perfect mouth with his. Anxiety and excitement created a cocktail of desire that made David giddy, reckless.

Pulling away, Nereus smiled against his mouth. “Let me get you on the boat first.”
 He watched those gorgeous arms press down and Nereus’s long body lift onto the side deck. Following suit, David pressed himself upward, hoping he looked half as graceful as the object of his desire. Before he’d even gotten his footing on the rocking fiberglass surface, Nereus took his hand and, laughing quietly, led him to a hatch to go down into the main cabin.
 A padlock hooked through the lock on the door, but the merman rifled under the side benches and found several buckets of tools, oil, rope, and files. From the depths, he pulled a small set of rusty keys. “What do you want a bet this unlocks it?”
 Padlock opened, the men descended the short staircase into the cabin. Small benches lined the walls. One had a little dining table folded in front. Paisley curtains covered the windows.
 Nereus turned to face David, body rising and falling with the force of his breaths, and David felt a catch in his chest. The moment was too ripe, too desperate. He thought he’d burn up with it.
 His hands launched, pulling the merman into a frantic embrace. His kiss an attack, David plunged his tongue into the cavern of Nereus’s mouth. David licked at his tongue, explored each of his teeth. The merman groaned, a low growl that David felt in every cell of his body.
 Nereus grasped his neck and ass. The cock David had sucked and stroked a few hours ago pressed hard at his thigh. His own stood rigid next to its mate. In the frenzy if kissing, their dicks brushed against each other. Nereus’s hard satin skimmed his.
 The merman’s long arm reached further until he pushed his finger into David’s anus. The thick digit pinched, and David stilled. His eyes pressed together, he bit his lip to stifle a groan. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to let on how much he liked it.
 Nereus’s other hand trailed down his chest. Those strong, elegant fingers wrapped around his shaft and gave several firm strokes. “I want to fuck you while I jack you off. Can I?”
 David’s heart raced. He swallowed against the fear and twinge of humiliation that rose from his gut. Shit, he wanted it. But he hadn’t before and didn’t want to be anything less than perfect for this dream man.
 “Um…Yeah, I’d like that.” He tried to keep his voice low and raspy, but heard the higher-pitched edge of nerves.
 Those strong digits invaded further, pressed harder. Soft caresses teased his erection, causing pre-cum to collect at the tip. Nereus smiled down at his cock, swiping his thumb over the sensitive head to spread the thick juice. “I’ll go easy.”
 David’s pulse danced. Struggling to get back in control, he nibbled Nereus’s collarbone and reached down to cup his balls, fingertips gentling the taint. The merman gasped, and David’s confidence returned like a freight train. He sucked a line of kisses up the side of Nereus’s neck until he reached the coil of his ear. “Do me.”
 “Hold on a sec.” David heard him rifling through supplies in the head. A second later, Nereus pressed him toward the bow of the boat, to the master berth. The mattress hit his knees, and David fell onto his back. The merman fell onto him, his heavy curtain of hair at either side, a shield from the outside world.
 David fought a yelp when the broad, lubricant-coated cap met his anus. All his boyfriends had been younger than him, newer to exploring their sexuality. He felt like he was forever giving guys their first blowjob. To be with someone more experienced than him, who took charge and pushed David to new places, was a thrill he’d almost given up on.
 Nereus pressed forward. David’s tight anal ring gave way with a harsh popping burn that left David gasping.
 Stopping his advance, the mermaid rasped between pants, “You okay, baby?”
 David forced his vocal cords to work for something other than moaning. “Did you just call me baby?”
 That brilliant smile returned, right before Nereus sank forward, sheathing himself to the hilt in David’s ass. The scientist keened then panted. Nereus reached down and took his cock in hand then plunged again, twisting David’s erection in time with his thrust. Holyfuckingmotherof…!
 The burning stretch in his bottom intensified the pounding in his cock. David grasped Nereus’s shoulders, then lower to the tight muscles of his ass as they tensed with each drub forward. David’s neck strained up to take the merman’s mouth with his own.
 “I can’t wank you if you don’t press me close, baby,” Nereus whispered between pants.
 David responded by pulling him closer. The strokes at his prostate ached and billowed. Nereus’s taut, sweat-drenched stomach licked at his jumping cock. He wondered if he could come by this alone, and knew he’d shoot it the moment a hand again circled his erection.
 Nereus bucked harder, his eyes pressed tight. David knew he was trying to control himself, not be too rough. “Don’t hold back...”
 A slow, boiling roar rose from the merman and David took his aching dick in his fist and pumped. Once, twice. His balls burned like hot embers, and David wished he could draw this moment out forever.
 Nereus fucked harder, merciless. His thick cock pillaged David’s sensitive opening, the bite ratcheting sensations higher. Suddenly that pole in his ass went rock hard and David pumped a few fast pulls, shouting Nereus’s name in the close cabin. The spasms alternated pain with searing pleasure, and David flew in the blinding white light of orgasm.
 * * * * Sophia’s eyes opened to the damp fiberglass walls of the small boat. She stretched her arms above her head. Her palms met the back wall of the V-berth and her feet pinched in the triangle in front. The motor revved, its loud vibration rumbling through the vessel. She pulled aside the curtains separating the bed from the cabin.

Her eyes met Raider’s jean-clad thighs. He stood at the steering wheel, legs apart. His free hand held her sat phone and his thumb texted furiously. Ever since he’d found the device in her dry bag, the shark had been online, gathering information on where they should go next.

He didn’t seem to hear her over the engine’s noise, because he put down the phone and scratched at his groin, and then lifted the front of his shirt to wipe his face. The ridged board of his belly flashed brown before his worn T-shirt fell back to his hips. She licked her suddenlydry lips. That pulsing ache in her center started again, human reproductive organs swelling and dampening.

His stance turned rigid.
 She knew he could smell her heat coming. In a few more days even a human might sense it. The front of his jeans inflated, worsening that burn in her veins.
 “Take the wheel, I need to sleep.” His tone was curt. She didn’t even consider arguing. She hurried out of the berth and to the head. After a quick brush of her hair and teeth, Sophia came up behind to Raider to grab the wheel.
 He stiffened at her touch then threw open the curtain to crawl into the cave-like bed.
 As Raider slept, Sophia wracked her brain to figure out what she’d done wrong. Not that it should matter why he was cross with her. In fact, in a crucial moment, his anger might make the situation more believable. Still…she didn’t enjoy the cold shoulder and resolved to discuss it when he woke up.
 An hour later, his head emerged from between the folds. He’d taken his shirt off to sleep and as he pulled open the door to the tiny bathroom, she watched him from behind. Twin dimples graced the dip of his back, right at the curve of his hips. When he re-emerged, his hair stood at odd angles, ruffled from sleep. For a moment she thought he’d say something nice, but his face hardened like marble.
 “Give me the wheel.”
 She jumped out of the way, though her temper flared. “Stop ordering me around!”
 He leaned in to her, eyes fierce. “If you’re going to be my prisoner, you’re going to have to act the part.”
 Her mouth opened to respond but closed again. It was only for a few days anyway. “Fine. But could you stop being so mean? I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 His shoulders twitched upward, though he continued to stare straight ahead. He neither argued nor agreed. “I’m going to take you out to a raft-up near the Canary Islands.”
 Sophia plunked down on the bench and rested her elbows on the boat’s tiny table. “Fine, whatever.”
 An island appeared in the distance, and as it approached, the outlines of several more appeared. The boat pulled through the slightly chopped water. The vessel bobbed and tilted, too small to absorb the ocean’s movements as the large pirate ship had. Darkening skies threatened rain.
 Raider pulled into a small, empty harbor. “There’s protection here. We can throw anchor for the night.” He cut the engine and shoved past her to the sliding door. Her eyes followed his journey out around to the front of the boat. He opened a hatch at the bow and reached for the chain. He drew up the anchor hand over hand, each tug bunching the hard muscles of his arms and chest.
 Her breath grew heavy, her human reproductive organs swelled even further. When Raider lifted the metal spike and threw it in the water she almost moaned at the sight of his chest.
 It must have been her impending heat, but it seemed silly to resist what her body needed. Her mind spun as she frantically tried to justify her decision. What happened in human form wasn’t important anyway. It didn’t count in the real world. And anyway, bringing him sexual pleasure would no doubt rid him of that grating irritation.
 Sophia squared her shoulders and tried to remember what she’d studied in school about human form mating.
 * * * * Raider let the cool air jolt his system and tamp down the head of steam building in his pants. The inside of the cabin measured no more than eight feet wide and ten feet long. The air inside reeked of female arousal.

He couldn’t understand why a female like that needed to find a mate anyway. She was too young to commit for life to anyone, too innocent in her weird, over-blunt way. Plus, her honesty couldn’t possibly help her out in the cultured and cautious world of the dragons. Too bad she didn’t see it.

Goosebumps covered his skin so he walked along the side decks of the boat holding tight the handrails and leading back. He saw her big eyes watching him through the window. Her burgundy lips parted, and he could have sworn he heard her sigh. It took all his strength to stop at the aft rather than circling the cabin along the edges watching her eyes grow brighter at each pass.

He stood outside the door, her image framed by the full-height plastic window.
 Sophia’s small body was cornered in the tiny space. She looked scared. And he liked it. The only place for her to go would be the soft enclosure to the front. Some voice inside chastised him for frightening her. It sounded like his mother.
 Even as he steeled his will not to slake his lust on the helplesslooking female, some glimmer shined in her eyes. He thought it tears, but then her chin rose.
 Her hands crossed in front of her hips and clasped her dress. She drew it up over her head, and stood uncertainly in only pink underpants. Geez, I have to get that girl a bra, he thought. But then he watched as her mocha-colored nipples hardened to stiff peaks. Her breasts lay in generous swells, and jingled like a dinner bell when she took a shuddering breath.
 She was trying to kill him, either that or get herself killed. A slow blush climbed her neck and she looked down at her feet.
 He looked to the water, half tempted to dive in. The weirdest sensation settled in his chest. It was soft, squishy, and a little warm, different from the hot ache in his nuts. 
 He channeled the mushy feeling, let it drown other, lower feelings in heavy sludge and opened the door. All the tricks he’d used to survive the mere habitat of his birth came roaring back. Nice…Friendly…Sweet. All the things he’d tried to be for the mother who’d loved him despite everything.
 Even though he plastered a smile on his face, she still took a step back. What the hell was he supposed to say to a female who’d looked him in the eye when she stripped but saw him as a means to an end?
 “Um.” She nibbled at her bottom lip, making the lower urges overtake his higher ones. “I have something to tell you.”
And you needed to get naked to do that? “Yeah?”
 “Uh, yeah. Well…See the reason why I need to get a mate now is that I’m going into heat, um…now.”
Holy Christ on a crutch. “Really? Uh…What does that mean, exactly. I mean, for me?”
 Her head snapped up and her forehead drew tight and lowered over her eyes. “What’s up with you?”
I’m trying to be nice, stupid. “Nothing.”
 “You’re not being…I dunno, you’re not being you!”
 He bit back a surge of anger. “Tell me what this means…for me.”
 She caught the edge to his voice and backed away another step. Bad choice. It forced him to prowl closer. It highlighted that she was completely nude while he was clothed.
 “Well…I shouldn’t really go into full heat for a few more days. But I believe I’m starting to attract…male attention. And I’m starting to want…”
 His arm swept up without his conscious direction. The back of his hand brushed up her arm. “What do you want?” Cock? In your cunt? Up your ass? Down your throat?

“I’m not sure…But I would like to have intercourse. With you. Um, now.”
What the…? His throat went dry and that mush came back. Fucking blanketed everything without his even trying. “You don’t really want…” What the fuck am I, her goddamn father? Man up! “Um, okay.”
 She stepped forward, so that her face rested on his chest. “I don’t know how to go about it.”
Me neither.

Chapter 9

There was one thing for sure, if they were going to do this, there would be no sappy crap going on. He’d scratch her itch, get his scratched, and that would be the end of it. He grasped her shoulders and lowered his teeth to her neck, biting in a show of dominance. She shook harder, which only served to urge him on. “It’s going to hurt, I mean…since you’ve never done it before.”

She nodded. Her cheek feathered against his.
 “Turn around.” He knew it came out as a growl but couldn’t feel guilty when she swiveled like a well-trained pet. He prodded her forward and then into the V-berth.
 “Get on your hands and knees.”
 Her breath hitched, he wasn’t sure if in fear or in desire, but when she lifted that perfect nut-brown rear the scent of her want hit him like a smack in the face. Pink folds glistened from between dark-brown curls. He’d hoped just to plug her and be done with it, but his finger reached out and stroked at her petals. She tucked her tail under in surprise and his hand shot out and sharply slapped her right butt cheek. “Arch up to me.”
 The pink outline of his hand showed up on her buttock and he felt a twinge of guilt, but she did as he said, moaning lightly when he stroked his fingers over the mark. Something about her brought out both his most vicious and most gentle reactions, and he felt completely out of control of both.
 He widened her stance with his hands, pushed her shoulders down to the bed. His fingertips found her again. The slick folds of her entrance welcomed his forefinger.
 She gasped at the intrusion, stiffening, then melted softer and pressed her hips back into him.
 An unexpected smile formed on his face. “You like that?”
 In response, she gave a high-pitched pant. He pressed another finger in after the first, fitting snug inside her untouched pussy. A glimmer of the importance of what they were doing occurred to him, but he pushed it to the back of his mind. She wanted meaningless sex with a virtual stranger, and he’d give it to her, and good.
 Her little mewls came closer together and she shifted her hips in little circles. The movement was unbearably hot, and he lowered his lips to her entrance, removing his damp fingers and replacing them with his tongue. He lapped at her opening, then lower to her tiny clit. Raider had never been one to go down on women. He hadn’t really seen what was in it for him, but Sophia tasted like honey and bitter apple. Her little muscles clenched and quivered against his lips and mouth.
 Her cries ratcheted higher and he drew away and reared up behind her. If she was going to come it would be while seated on his cock. He lowered his jeans to his knees and leaned forward but pulled back again and took his jeans off entirely. He wanted to feel every inch of her skin when she screamed.
 He placed the head of his cock at the entrance to her body. There was no way he was going to fit without ripping her practically in two. He placed a hand on her hip to steady her and pushed slowly forward just as she reared back to meet him.
 Her scream tore through the berth, and he froze. Raider had always thought he’d like to make a female cry out this way. The others on the ship always seemed to. But a sharp stab of regret started at the base of his neck and sliced down his chest. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to pull out. He held her ass tight in one hand, letting her get used to his girth inside her.
 He stroked a long trail down her spine, petting and calming her. Her body relaxed a fraction, and her core softened on him. Part of him wished he could stop, pull out, but that kindness wasn’t in his nature. He pushed forward again, pausing when she yelped again. “Reach down and touch yourself.”
 “I…I don’t know…” She sounded scared as shit. He grabbed her hand in his own and placed it over her mound. He ground her fingers into her clit, feeling her juices coat both their hands. Her little moans rose up again, and she neared the precipice once more. He lifted back onto both his arms and snapped his hips forward, burying himself to the hilt.
 She screamed again, but this time it sounded like more in desire than pain. Her hand worked frantically.
 He pulled back and sank forward again, ripping a fresh cry from her chest. He kneaded her ass, trying to keep his thrusts short and gentle. Raider curled over her body, nipped her neck, then nibbled higher to her ear.
 She turned her head, seeking his mouth with her own.
 He sucked at her tongue before rasping. “I’m going to have to go harder now. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 The skin at her shoulder shone with sweat, and she nipped his lower lip quickly before saying, “Maybe I want you to.”
 * * * * Raider’s teeth clamped her shoulder and he arched into her with all his strength. He bucked so fast she couldn’t possibly meet him. His mouth sucked at her neck, her jaw, her nape. His hands traveled her breasts and then lower.

He pulled away the fingers she’d been using to pet herself and pinned her hands up over her head, pounding harder now that he had her completely at his mercy. His one leg came up under her own, stretching her wider so that his each stroke filled her to bursting. Her newly-torn tissues ached and burned deliciously at his thrusts, but without the hand at her front, the pain was starting to outpace the pleasure.
 “Please…” He nuzzled her neck as he plunged again, this time more slowly, but deeper. “I like the sound of that. Please what?”
 Sophia struggled to put to words what she needed. “Please give me my hand back.”
 His chuckle rolled over her body, filled her quiver with pulsing jolts. “No.”
 That thick rod tore into her again.
 “You’re hurting me.”
 “I thought you wanted me to.”
 “But I need…” Her voice was high pitched. She wondered if he would leave her like this, taking his pleasure while not allowing her hers. The thought sent a strike of fear through her veins before his fingers stroked down along her body.
 His hand cupped her—possessive and dominant. Her keen rose slowly from her chest as he rubbed at her kernel of sensation. “You need this?” As he said it, he shot forward.
 Noises started to escape her lips—his name, various deities, his name spoken like a deity.
 “Are you ready, Sophia?” His rasp blew wicked fire at her ear.
 “Yes,” she whispered.
 “Then I’ll let you come now.” With the heel of his hand, he roughly thrust her over the edge. His hard body bent over, bucking into hers in violent waves.
 Her center clamped down on him, riding his thrusts. Red bites of pain mixed with hot blue pleasure and she lost track of herself completely.
 His hands had moved to her hips to feed his sex into her again and again and she arched, not caring how wild she appeared, bucking back to meet his desperate jerks. Finally, he held her bottom to him, still while his member throbbed inside her. He shook. She could feel it— this tough, impenetrable male convulsing from what they’d shared.
 Sophia felt his erection softening, slipping from the center of her. Her chest ached. She didn’t know what she expected to feel afterward, but it certainly wasn’t this weakness, this need or desire for him to want…something more. 
 He petted her neck, then her shoulders, and finally her buttocks as he pulled away. “Um, let me get a rag to clean us up.”
 She waited for his return, fighting back the tears in her eyes. Her whole body felt alive, trembling, but her heart yearned for something she knew wouldn’t come. She swept the back of her hand across her face. Sophia couldn’t regret what they’d done. It had been one of the peak experiences of her life. She only hoped that when she met the dragon who would mate her that she’d feel the same voracious desire for him.
 Perhaps he too would own her body the way Raider just had.
 He came back to the bed, passed a damp cloth between her legs. His hand stilled when she twitched. “Too rough?”
 She shook her head. What did one say to another after such an experience? “No, I’m just…sore.”
 Hands that had clenched on her only moments before cleaned her flesh with the utmost care. “That’ll go away…The next time you…uh…the next time won’t hurt as bad.”
 She knew he wondered the same thing she did, would the next time be with him? Or with the male who saved her?
 “It wasn’t so bad.” Her eyes pressed closed as embarrassment washed over her. She wondered at the link between the emotions of sexual desire and embarrassment. Maybe this only happened for humans. Then again, she’d sometimes questioned why females who required seclusion during their heat cycles inspired red-faced whispers and nervous laughter. Now realization dawned on her. Those females would be like her, baring not only their bodies but also their emotions to any male present.
 “Not so bad, huh? I’ll have to try harder.”
 She peeked at him through low lashes, trying to determine if he actually wanted her reassurance, but the arrogant curl in his lip told her otherwise.
 “Is it always like that?” She knew her voice sounded raspy and small and more than a little scared.
 For once, he didn’t respond to her fear with hunger. “Not for me,” he grumbled as he stood and walked away.
 She heard him washing the rag in the sink. Her heart hung in her chest, waiting for his return.
 * * * * Nereus feathered his fingers along pelt of auburn hair on David’s chest. The human’s ribcage rose and fell with his breaths. Nereus stroked higher, up the column of David’s neck, along his jaw, then over the pillows of his lips. The scientist was perhaps a tad too pretty for some humans’ taste, beautiful with this over-large nose and wide, heavy-lashed eyes. The merman reveled at looking closely at him without his glasses.

David’s hands explored Nereus’s arms, his chest, and his abdomen. The human’s touch bordered on reverence. “So, you’re going back to the ocean, huh?”

He heard the catch of emotion in David’s voice. It resonated with the ache in his chest. “I’m not sure.”
 David lifted his head from the mattress, placing his elbows behind him to prop him up. “Of course you’re going back, to your…habitat. Where is it anyway?”
 Nereus pinched his forehead between his thumb and forefinger. “Up near Vancouver Island.” When David looked confused, he added, “North of Seattle, in the island chain that leads from the northwest corner of the US up to Alaska.”
 “Oh, I always assumed…”
 “Yeah, people think mere all live in warm, tropical areas. It’s a common misconception. I wouldn’t mind though. Maybe I should see if there are any mere habitats nearby.” He chewed at his lip, wondering if David would think it weird that he would want to visit.
 David’s expression softened. His mouth tipped up at the side. “I’d like that.”
 A flush of heat rose at Nereus’s cheeks. “It doesn’t matter, though. I have to go back to the lab.”
 David rose off his elbows, staring hard through narrowed eyes. “Why the hell would you do that?”
 Nereus’s shoulders rose. “I can’t just leave them there. Those sharks are totally helpless. They can’t sneak in and out of their tanks like I can.”
 David stood to pace around the tiny enclosure of the boat. He grabbed a towel from the master head and wrapped it around his slim hips. “Why do you care? Didn’t some of them kill a mere while you were there?”
 Nereus wound a hank of his hair around his fist and threw the matted locks over his shoulder. “They did what was in their nature. Besides, they had so many drugs in their system at the time they wouldn’t have been able to control themselves even in the wild. Throw in the stress of captivity…” He saw David’s eyebrows rise in disbelief and added, “I’m not making excuses for them. But what Dendric is doing is wrong, it’s horrible. It’s not an issue of whether the sharks are good or bad, nothing justifies what’s being done in those tanks.”
 David hauled Nereus up to meet him, wrapping him in a firm embrace. His rangy arms felt like steel coils, and his thick-knuckled fingers gripped the merman’s flesh. “I’m not letting you go back there. I’ll get them out. I’ll…”
 Nereus drew back. “That will take time. The sharks need me—I’m making a difference in their lives. You don’t know what it’s like to be kept in a cage, to be powerless. I can’t just leave them there!”
 David’s temper rose to counter Nereus’s. “Fine then! What do you suggest we tell them?”
 Nereus stroked along his arm, then to his back. David relaxed marginally under his touch. “You’re going to tell them that you caught me.”
 The human reached for his glasses and perched them again on his nose, pumping them up higher with his forefinger a couple times. “All right, let me think.” He looked up and to the right, as if the answer lay on the inside of his skull. “I’m sure there’s a way to make this work in our favor.”
 Nereus took his lover’s hand and squeezed it, finding that for the first time in his life, he trusted a man who wore a white coat.
 * * * * Raider set off early the next morning to the raft-up he’d seen posted all over Twitter and Facebook. It was amazing how fast he’d managed to link into the online shark-shifter community. For outlaws, they sure liked to communicate.

Rhoaver Sharazzor’s well-known name meant safety and protection for a few days. And the exposed location would allow easy access to Sophia’s potential saviors. After a night like last, though, he wished that he could steal her away for real, to some deserted island where no one would find them…possibly ever.

He checked the course again, aligning his navigational tools with the coordinates listed on his latest Tweet. Rhoaver’s location changed every couple weeks. Constant relocation allowed him to evade the authorities while providing a safe haven for sharks. No doubt the Coast Guard would love to find fifty or so stolen vessels all tied up in the middle of the ocean like a floating island.

Sophia rustled, asleep in the V-berth. She’d pressed up against him in her sleep, the scent of their lust creating a thick blanket that filled the tight space. It had taken all his will not to reach for her in the morning. It was probably just her rising hormones causing it. He thought about it—taking her to a shark raft-up might not be the wisest course of action right now. Maybe he’d keep her in the boat. With the door locked.

The worst part was that he’d stopped wondering what she saw in a dragon mate. What the hell did he have to offer? He had five grand in his wallet and a stolen boat. Not exactly mate material for a dragoness noble.

Boats appeared up in the distance, a couple of them motor-yachts. Raider felt an unexpected jolt of pride. Most sharks lived on barelyfloating stolen fishing boats and ancient tugs. These were the cream of the crop, the smugglers. He’d dreamed all his time in the hold for a chance to work in this crowd.

Sophia’s hand poked out from between the checkered folds separating the V-berth from the main cabin. Her tiny brown fingers splayed wide as she stretched, then her delicate wrist turned in circles. He longed to see those fingers wrap around his cock. Hell, he wanted to see them pressed on his naked chest again, feel them stroke his face.

Her yawn filled the cabin as the stolen vessels drew closer. “Raider?” she called. Considering someone was driving the boat, she must know he was there.
 Still, he touched her hand with his. “Good morning, sweetheart.” Her little fist pulled his into the cave of the V-berth. He felt her cheek caress the back of his hand. “Good morning!” she yawned. 
 He turned the wheel to the side, edging around the outside of the boats while texting his contact on Rhoaver’s boat about his approach. He received word back a moment later where to tie in, and Raider looked for the Sharazzor’s Edge. The yacht’s bow appeared around a corner in a blinding white flash.
 “Um, you might want to get up, Sophia.”
 She emerged from between the curtains. Her dark hair flopped around her face. She rubbed at her eyes and looked like she wanted to come closer, but stood her ground, as did he.
 “You should get ready. They’re going to want to see you.” His voice sounded rough and grumpy to his ears, but she didn’t seem to mind.
 “Okay.” Obedient as ever, she opened the door to the head and he heard her humming as she brushed her teeth.
 He shouted over the sound of the motor and her pleasant murmurs. “Word should get out that we’re here pretty fast. Sharkshifters are gossip like schoolgirls.”
 She exited the head a moment later, finger-combing her long black hair. “So, you’re just going to take me out and…introduce me as…”
 He looked her up and down quickly before turning his eyes back on the looming fiberglass giants. “I’ll have to tie you up to lead you out—your hands at least. Otherwise no one will believe our set-up.”
 He heard her fidget behind him and couldn’t resist looking back to see her reaction. To his surprise, fire burned in her eyes. Her lips parted, “Okay.”
 Fuck, this female could get herself in serious trouble. “Just keep your mouth shut.”
 She nodded, wide eyed, and his cock throbbed. “Get over here.” Her small steps brought her closer, and her lip curled up into a tiny smile. He couldn’t tell if she was playing or just really enjoying herself.
 He reached to the side to grab a length of rope. “Here, steer for me. But hold your hands close.” She put her hands up on the wheel and he looped the rope around her one wrist in a clove hitch, then attached her other wrist to the first. He wished they didn’t have to steer so he could bind her elbows at her back. That would jut her breast forward. His mouth watered just thinking of it.
 She gasped when he pulled the bonds tighter, a breathy exhalation between wet parted lips. Her head tilted up to him, an offering. His eyes traced those plump, young pillows.
 A shout sounded from outside, one of Rhoaver’s lackeys wanting to throw them a line to tie alongside. Raider pulled away from the temptation of Sophia’s kiss and went to link into the shark-shifters’ network.

Chapter 10

David led Nereus through the concrete hallways as loudly as possible. “And don’t you try that again!” He stifled a laugh when Nereus pinched his side in retaliation.

Dendric experimented on ocean shifters, but it wouldn’t punish one. At least David hoped not. DORC may be breaking every code in the Declaration of Helsinki, but it wasn’t a concentration camp.

“My apologies, Dr. Weber.” Nereus said it quietly, but as they walked down the hallways, David knew the words carried. The merman had never addressed any of the other staff. His acknowledgement of David would carry quite a bit of weight.

David swept his card through the reader. He heard Friedson’s footsteps echo down the hall, but hurried through the door, flipping aside the thick slats of rubber. The faster the merman got back in the tank, the sooner everyone could pretend things were back to normal.

He pulled the door behind him, closing Friedson out. When they neared the tank, he wished he could pull Nereus close, take one more kiss from him before he descended back into his holding tank.

The sharks all around shifted. The ones in the larger tank below circled. Several of the lab hands approached. David muttered, “I’m sorry,” to Nereus through clenched teeth.

“I know.” Nereus’s turquoise eyes flash with sadness, then just a hint of mischief. David could have cried for wanting him.
 The merman ran up the thick metal staircase and jumped into his tank, limbs twisting into his mere form. He curled into a ball and settled in the corner, playing whipped puppy.
 “Dr. Weber!” Friedson’s spat as he plummeted through the door, “What…”
 David stood his tallest, for once his six feet two inches not slumped over. “I saw him getting away last night. He must have broken into my office and stolen my key card.” The lies slipped from his tongue so easily, as though he’d been doing this all his life. He threw his shoulders back, acting not only his strongest, but also his straightest.
 “Oh, um...” The older scientist clenched and unclenched his fists. David could tell he wanted to argue, but he also knew that people would rather believe that which was most convenient.
 “Well, I guess all’s well that ends well.” Friedson lowered his brows and raised a scolding finger but lowered it a moment later.
 The corner of David’s mouth curled. It occurred to him at that moment that he was a hot commodity. If possible, he stood taller right as Friedson turned on his heel and headed back through the rubber boundary.
 He turned back to the tank, flashing his lover a huge, self-satisfied grin. Nereus’s forehead knit together, like he was seeing David in a whole new light.
 And the scientist wondered what he saw.
 * * * * Raider’s calloused grip tightened on her arm, and he tugged her around the deck to the bow of their tiny ship. The ropes bit into her wrists. Four thick-set shark-shifters stood before them, wearing the types of clothes she’d seen on human TV shows catering to youth culture. Their cotton shirts held turned-up collars and their loose pants hung low on broad hips.
 Raider leaned in, close to her ear, and whispered, “You getting hot yet?” She blushed and fought a giggle. His hand found the small of her back as he led her forward. The males ahead terrified her, but she trusted Raider to keep her safe. Her head fell to the side, a few inches from his ear and she murmured, “Maybe a little.”

She found his resulting low-pitched growl inordinately satisfying. She knew the backwards-hat wearing thugs couldn’t hear them over the knocking of boats and rumbling of motors.

Nearby, a pair of scantily-clad females and a husky male rode a jet-ski. The vehicle blasted rap music.
 When they reached their welcome committee, Raider held out his hand in greeting. “I’m a Raider ShaCrayz. I beg leniency at your raftup.”
 Sophia’s head pitched to the male beside her. She’d never heard his last name. A thrill shot through her at this new insight and intimacy. Apparently, at this phase of her cycle most things excited her.
 “I have taken this female dragon prisoner. She shall remain on my boat while I meet Rhoaver Sharhazzor.”
 The second part of his statement sounded alarm bells. Did he say Rhazzor? The famous warlord?
 The largest of the welcoming committee, a male about as wide as he was tall, with a shaved head and five o’clock shadow, narrowed his eyes at the couple. “I think Rhoaver’s going to want a look at both of you.”
 She felt Raider’s hand firm on her back. Her nerves started rising.
 “Sure, no worries.” Raider led her forward, off the boat that she associated with safety, and onto the tilting platform of someone else’s vessel. He removed his hand from her back and started tugging her forward by the short leash he’d created from the rope.
 The loss of his touch sent a buzz of warning through her mind. She scanned his face as best she could from a couple paces behind. His countenance was as blank as she’d ever seen it. He looked exactly as he had when she’d first met him in the dank hold of that ship.
 They crossed from one yacht to another. At one jump, he yanked her forward so that she knocked her knee tripping on the lip of the boat. She bit back the yelp of pain, not knowing if or how he would respond.
 Raider grabbed her arm to haul her onto the largest boat in the tieup. She hoped his hand would re-assure her, but his fingers transmitted nothing but cold utility, lugging cargo from one vessel to another.
 Finally they wound around the side of the monstrous vessel. Sophia heard shouts from above followed by a splash. There must be a pool on top of the boat. Toward the aft, a large sunning deck glowed in the morning sun. A hot tub lay sunken in the middle.
 Sophia kept her head down as Raider had told her, but her fear simmered just below the surface. He pulled the rope attached to her wrists again, dragging her forward, but this time she came to a stop right next to him. The hand he placed on her back stroked her once, a tiny reassurance. She released the breath she’d been holding.
 “Rhoaver Sharhazzor, I’m Raider ShaCrayz.” She chanced a look at Raider and saw his shoulders were thrown back. She hadn’t really noticed before, but he’d washed his hair and combed it as well. He’d replaced his ragged clothes from the ship with the country-club hoodlum look donned by the other sharks. Trepidation crept up her spine. Other than his mark, he could almost be any shark on these boats.
 “Nice to meet you.” Her eyes followed Raider’s gaze to the large shark-shifter half-reclined in a lacquered lounge-chair. So this must be the leader of the raft-up. Rhoaver motioned to Raider to come closer, but when her faux-captor tried to bring her along, Rhoaver motioned to his men. “They can keep track of your sexy gecko.”
 She watched from behind as Raider shrugged. Panic leapt into her throat. A couple of Tommy Hilfiger-clad goons closed in, one at each of her shoulders. A squeak escaped her lips, and Raider turn slightly, looking at her, but not meeting her eyes. He scanned the thugs next, a snarl playing at his lips. “I don’t do sloppy seconds.”
 Cruel cackles surrounded her, and the sharks turned her, leading her to the back of the boat. The males who took her laughed the whole way, and when they led her to a sliding glass door and into the center of the boat, one passed his hand over her hip, then down the crease of her buttock to her inner leg.
 She struggled to keep her lips pressed together, though tears filled her eyes. Her head whipped around to call out to Raider, but she couldn’t see his location, and the males shoved her through the door and closed it behind them.
 * * * * The second the last of the cleaning crew left the lab, the shark’s chuckles rose up around him. 
 “I don’t know what pisses me off more—that you ran for it and left us behind, or that you got caught by that fucking patsy.”
 Nereus called back in mere song. “You don’t know crap about it.”
 Khrour snickered. “You think I don’t? I watched Sksella fuck a staff member for months before she got sliced to pieces.”
 His tail batted hard, working off steam. Nereus remembered all too well the teenage shark who’d fallen for one of the lab hands. “I chose to come back. He would have let me go.” His teeth grit together. He knew he’d made the right choice, but at this moment, he wished he’d left when David had given him the option.
 “Why?” Khrour prowled back and forth along the plastic wall of his tank.
 “To get you all out, you ungrateful fuck.”
 The shark swam in the other direction but gurgled as he went. “Maybe we don’t need your help, mere.”
 Nereus’s temper welled up as he shouted out the top of his tank. “Well, you need his help.”
 The shark zipped through the water, swimming so fast he threatened to nose right into the glass. “You think he’s going to help us all escape now? He’s the golden boy. He was already the prized new recruit, now he’d captured the escaped subject. Power like that goes to humans’ heads.”
 Nereus gave the shark the finger. “You don’t know him. That shit won’t matter to him.”
 Growling laughter erupted not just from Khrours’s tank but from enclosures all around. “You don’t think status matters to him? Why the fuck do you think he took a job here in the first place? You think this operation hires just anyone? He may be pretty and all innocent looking, but a guy like that is as much of a shark as I am.”
 * * * * Raider sipped his rum punch and pulled his shirt up over his head. Next to him, Rhoaver signaled for his men to leave. Raider’s pulse sped up, though no one would know it from looking at him.

“So, Raider. What kind of work do you do?”
Whipping boy and hired boogey-man.
 “This and that. I’ve sailed rigs up to seventy-two feet, some 

shipping experience.” He concentrated on relaxing every muscle in his body. It wasn’t a total lie. He’d sailed a lot before his father found him. And in his early days on the Fear, Crayz had used him for everything from gun running to navigation.

Hope pumped through his veins. Getting work from this crew would mean the difference between begging for scraps and earning a good wage. He wondered whether to play his ace in a hole. His father had always warned him to keep his “special skills” under wraps, but now Raider was here, among the wealthiest sharks in the world. Fuck his father.
 “And I can walk on land. So that makes my work all the easier.” Rhoaver didn’t respond for a second, and Raider almost wondered if the famous Czar hadn’t heard.
 The shark next to him pulled a pouch from the side of his deckchair and started rolling a joint. “You want some?”
 He knew his only option. “Yeah, thanks.” He took the blunt between his fingers and when Rhoaver handed him a lighter, he lit up. The smoke burned his lungs, but he swallowed his cough. Raider’d waited his whole life to leverage his skills. He wasn’t going to ruin that shit for anything.
 Rhoaver took a long drag, paused, and then blew out while coughing his lungs out.
 Raider let a smile play over his lips, even though a hint of paranoia crept in with his high.
 “And ah, why can you walk on land? You look like a shark to me. Or should I be sending you down to work the kitchens like a fucking mere?”
 Raider leaned back further and pulled a pair of stolen sunglasses out of his pocket like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Accident of genetics I guess. Probably a random mutation, like this fucking mark on my face.”
 Rhoaver didn’t respond, and Raider resisted the urge to keep talking. Realization dawned on him why Sophia did it. When you’re nervous it can be hard as hell to resist.
 Rhoaver toked his jay again. “Yeah, lucky fucking mutation if you ask me. I’m surprised there isn’t a price on your head.”
 Raider smelled the Czar’s excitement. Control flowed through his veins, making him heady. He took another deep drag, all anxiety evaporating like so much smoke.
 “I might be able to use a man like you.”
I bet you would.
 “What do you know about my operation?”
 Raider outlined his knowledge based on what he’d overheard in the hold of his father’s boat. It wasn’t much, but he got the sense that Rhoaver was pleased. Hell, if he knew more it might be because Rhoaver had a security leak.
 An hour, and several more drinks and blunts later, the Czar slowly rose to standing from his position in the lounge chair. “Come on. Let me show you my set-up.”
 Raider pressed down on the armrests and rose, surprised when he swayed on his feet. In the mere habitat where he grew up he’d been no stranger to drinking and drugs. But that was over ten years ago, and now that he thought about it, he’d had more meat on his bones back then.
 He followed Rhoaver around the side of the boat, in through a sliding glass doors, then up a winding staircase to a huge fly bridge. The yacht was badass. All white, brand new everything. Hot mere females perched on every shark-shifter’s arm. A few tough-looking shark females lounged near an enormous pool, yelling at male mere waiters to bring more drinks.
 His eyes scanned the scene. It was a long way from his damn pallet on his dad’s ship. He wanted to find Sophia and kiss her like crazy for giving him a chance like this. Depending on the wage Rhoaver offered, she might even want to stay with him.
 He caught her aroma, faint as it drifted over the ocean air. His cock went hard as a rock. He couldn’t wait for a good stiff victory fuck. The picture of her bent over and whimpering played in his mind. Damn, that female was perfect.
 And maybe she could be his.
 He listened close, and her yelp carried across the sounds of reggae and the hoots of Rhoaver’s men. Her brown skin flashed from one of the pillars holding up an awning. Though her hands were still bound, someone had given her a bikini to wear. The tiny swaths of material barely contained her tits, and a small triangle of fabric covered the sweet little patch between her legs. An appreciative groan rose in his throat.
 “Not bad, huh?”
 He knew Rhoaver wanted amazement at the yacht’s grandeur, but he also knew that giving it to him would lower his pay grade by half. “Yeah, pretty good.” He bobbed his head casually. Funny how easy an act became once he got the hang of it.
 His eyes fell back on Sophia’s body. Several of Rhoavers’ thugs sat near her, occasionally reaching over to pat her ass or pinch her. She swerved to escape a roaming hand and Raider saw that the strap of a thong disappeared in the crease of her brown behind.
 He clapped his hand on Rhoaver’s shoulder. “I’m going to have some quality time with my bitch, man. We’ll talk more later.” He took a risk dissing his boss, but he couldn’t resist taking Sophia somewhere and biting that soft flesh where her thigh met her rear.
 A real shark would give into that urge, right? Fuck it, he was a real shark. Mere part or not.
 * * * * She let him lead her like a dog back to the boat. His boat. She’d thought it was theirs, but now she wondered. She raised both of her hands still tied together to her eyes and wiped away the tears before Raider could see them. At least now there was no doubt about it. She was well and good kidnapped by a shark-shifter. And she’d be more than happy when a dragon came to save her.

When she hopped back into the Dory and they got into the cabin, Raider pulled closed all the shutters and grabbed her hard around the shoulders, plunging his tongue into her mouth. He growled as he started pulling off her small bikini. Tears fell hard and fast now. If he destroyed that tiny piece of clothing she’d have nothing. The sharks had taken her only dress.
 “Sweetheart, I can’t wait to pound you.” Her breath hitched as she tried to hold back a cry. Sophia couldn’t do this. Panic welled up in her, heat or no, she couldn’t do what they’d done last night. His hand stroked a trail down her body to land on her bottom. He pulled her forward, grinding her into his erection. She stiffened in his grasp.

To her surprise, he pulled is head back from her neck and loosened his hold. “’Sup, sweetheart?”
 Her face twisted and her eyes narrowed. “’Sup? Is that all you’re going to say to me after you treated me like a…”
 “A dog on a chain?” His voice held a hard edge, and the irony wasn’t lost on her.
 His hands began fumbling with her binds, removing the rough ropes from her wrists. “Aw hell.” He noticed the abrasions, where she’d scraped herself struggling. His head lowered, and he placed his lips on the inside of her one wrist, then at the other. Sophia just barely resisted sighing. She hadn’t known that part of her body was so sensitive.
 Her lip trembled, but she bit down on it, angry even though she desperately wanted a friend. “I’m not leaving this boat again while we’re here. You can bring me food, and…”
 His features hardened, his jaw becoming more prominent. “We had a deal, Sophia. And you will hold up your end of it.”
 She flinched at his tone. His cold, flat expression shut her out and she wondered why she ever thought she could keep this beast on a leash. Her voice shook. “I did keep up…”
 He cut her off. “I’m on the verge of getting a job here. A job I need to earn money so we can…” He stopped short. The word “we” hung in the air. “All I’m saying is that a gig like this would offer protection. I wouldn’t have to worry about…”
 His head lowered as he cut himself off again, and Sophia ducked below him, trying to meet his eyes. “I’m sure you have other options.” She didn’t know why she was suddenly comforting him rather than asking for the apology she deserved, but her hand rose to touch his arm.
 He flinched but didn’t pull away. “Sharks don’t have a lot of options.” His words were muttered, and more to himself than to her.
 Replies dashed through her head. He could work in the human world…well, not very far inland. He could live among the mere, but they would probably fear him. He could…yes, she supposed working with sharks made the most sense. And if he had to work in this world, it made sense to be in the employ of the highest-ranking Czar. That didn’t mean Sophia had to like it.
 Raider’s whole body seemed to deflate. The shoulders that had been thrown back earlier slumped forward. She realized now that he’d been proud, excited, and she’d pierced his ego.
 “I’ll do what I can to help, okay?” She wove her arms under his and rested her hands on the dip of his back. “Just…could you not leave me alone with them again?”
 Raider leaned into her, smelling her neck. She knew the scent of fear still clung to her. “Yeah. I’ll keep you close from now on.”
 A shiver of gratitude rolled over her, and tears welled up again. She’d held it together more when she was mad, but the force of her situation hit her. She was nearing her heat cycle while bound at a shark raft-up. And if an eligible mate failed to rescue her, things could get complicated very fast. “Thanks.”
 He lifted his head and nodded. His shoulders, she noticed, squared back again. “And I’m sorry you got scared.” The gruffness in his voice revealed the depth of his regret.
 She shrugged. “That’s okay.” Her eyes scanned the tiny cabin. It was still broad daylight outside. “So, um. What’s next?”
 She knew it had been the wrong question to ask when his eyes sparked with a naughty gleam. “You know what I want to do.” His lip curled into a half self-deprecating/half predatory smile.
 Without meaning to she took a step back, in the direction of the V-berth. He stalked closer, and even though Sophia still wanted to be mad her pulse sped up. “What do you think they think we’re doing in here?” She was babbling but licked her lips.
 “What I told them we’d be doing.” He took another step forward, so that his chest was just an inch from hers, but he didn’t touch her, instead looked down on her from his taller height.
 Outrage fought with arousal. She tried to sound angry when she said, “You told them?” but it came out as a husky whisper.
 The side of his mouth twitched up in an arrogant grin. “I want you to do something.” Heat seemed to radiate off his body. He rested one arm on top of the steering wheel, cornering her at the entrance to the berth, but didn’t touch her. It felt like there was an invisible force field holding them apart, and Sophia wanted to touch him all the more for it.
 “What do you want me to do?” Sophia heard the breathy tone in her voice. She half-heartedly scolded herself for being so willing. Yet a treacherous beating of her heart told her she’d never deny him.
 “I want you to take my cock in your mouth.” He didn’t move an inch as he said it, just stood still, smiling, teasing her, knowing she’d comply.
 Her eyes slid down his body. She saw the faint outline of his physique through his cotton shirt and when her gaze fell below his belt, she saw the arousal straining in his khakis. She looked up at him again and he raised his eyebrows in the smallest gesture of challenge. The rebel thought flit through her mind, what would it take to make this male lose control?
 With that in mind, she slowly lowered herself to her knees, and mimicking his cool expression, flicked open his belt.
 * * * * Tiny brown hands grasped his fly, and he held back his jerk of fear when she unzipped. She placed one hand on either of his hips, grasping his boxers and pants together and yanked them to his thighs. His dick bobbed forward, as if surprised by its sudden exposure.

Raider had spent a lifetime honing his front, but as Sophia calmly assessed his erection it occurred to him that no one held the upper hand when his pants were around his knees.

With one curious finger, Sophia stroked a line of fire from the damp tip to the base and then part of the way down his sac. His hips pressed forward, following her retreating hand. Raider opened his mouth to tell her to stop teasing, but she cut him off.
 “Are all human-form males as big as you?” I fucking love you. Raider swallowed hard on the panic that welled up and then studied Sophia’s upturned face. Dark pixie features stood in stark relief next to his veiny and multi-hued cock. “No sweetheart. I’m the biggest. Now open your mouth.”

Her eyes closed, and her lips spread wide, revealing her pink tongue and perfect white teeth. She stayed like that, inches from his weeping head, waiting for him to feed it to her. A crinkle in the corner of her eyes told him she knew perfectly well what she was doing. His hand reached out, his knuckles caressing her cheek before easing back through her hair to grip the base of her skull.

She whimpered as he pulled her forward, fitting his glans atop her tongue and pushing into her mouth. He paused, letting her taste. Her innocent tongue swept the underside, and a spasm rose from the base of his spine. Sophia caught his pained expressed and drew her head back, his cock slurping from her mouth.
 “Are you okay?” He was about to shoot his load into mid-air just from her tentative suckle. “Yeah,” Raider cleared his throat, trying to return his voice to a lower pitch. “Yeah, you’re doing great.”

Her face split into a wide grin, sparkling eyes, flashing teeth. Then she leaned forward again and gripped his base, her fingers not curling completely around its girth. She took him between her lips again, bathing him in the hot moisture of her mouth. A moan arose from his throat, and her hand slipped lower, feathering along his testicles, then behind. “Oh fuck, yes, sweetheart.”

Taking his words as permission, Sophia lunged forward sucking him in long, slightly uncoordinated strokes. Her eagerness excited the shit out of him, but her teeth started catching at odd angles.

Raider gripped her hair and pulled her off with a sound like a suction cup being removed. He lifted her under her arms back to standing, and ran his hand down her body, pulling aside the narrow patch of fabric at her crotch and testing her dampness with his fingers. Slick honey coated his digits, but she flinched.

“Um…I’m a little sore. I’m not sure I can have intercourse again so soon.” Sophia looked at him with embarrassment and concern.
 Raider lifted his hand to his mouth, sucking her sour candy flavor into his mouth. A moan rose in his chest, a mix of desire and frustration. He gripped her hand and brought it to his cock, showing her how to stroke him. Then he tried to step forward to bring her to the bed and nearly tripped over the pants now trapping his ankles.
 “Fuck…Hold that thought.” He reached down and dug through the layers of fabric to reach his shoes.
 “Which thought? The thought that I can’t have intercourse or the thought that I’m sore?”
 Free of his pants at last, Raider pulled his shirt over his head.
 She licked her lips as her gaze trailed down his body. “Well, maybe if…”
 The scent of her need for him filled the cabin. He breathed deeper, loving the flavor of her on his tongue, in his nostrils. It was tinged with the smell of fear. He took her cheek in his hand again and he drew her forward. His cock throbbed as it folded tight against the soft flesh of her belly. “Don’t worry sweetheart. I’ll go easy.”

Chapter 11

Rhoaver shooed the boys away and flopped back down on his deck chair. He searched through the towel at his feet and pulled out his satellite phone. Damn, he needed to figure out how to get a mobile cell tower at the raft-ups. Satellite was hella slow. His fingers skimmed to Friedson’s number.
 “Yes, hello?” 
 He heard the high-pitched desperation in the scientist’s voice. With a smirk, he didn’t talk for a moment, letting him stew. “Rhoaver, are you there? Is the shipment almost ready? When can
 I expect it?”
 “I have something better.”
 The voice on the line went silent.
 One of his cronies rounded a corner, and Rhoaver gave him the
 finger and waved him away. Truth be told, now that he’d found this
 treasure, he wasn’t sure he wanted to part with it. A shark who could 
 walk on land might be worth more to him as crew than as product. If 
 the deal with Dendric fell through, he didn’t want his crew to suspect
 anything.
 “I think I found your needle in a haystack.”
 Friedson’s ecstatic curse carried over the phone’s lousy
 connection.
 * * * * Calloused fingers flitted over her thigh as she lay across his chest. Raider’s leg pressed between her thighs, a show of his domination, his right to be inside her. His hand rested behind his neck, stretching his torso. Sophia traced the path of his mark, starting at his hairline, across his forehead, over his eyelid, then to that pink strip at his top and bottom lip. Her finger skimmed the slash of lightening down his smooth chest to that patch of white-blond hair mixed with the black at his groin. When her touch reached his still-damp penis, Raider’s hand gripped her wrist.
 “Too sensitive, sweetheart. Give me a sec to recover.” A faint pulsing in her chest…he had a weakness, if only a temporary one. “Does it feel any different?”
 “My birthmark? Not really. Only in my head, I guess.”
 She didn’t push for him to explain any further. Plenty of mere were part shark or part dragon. The servant class tended to get bred with a lot. However, any dragon born of a mere tended to hold a lower status. To dragons, sharks were considered the lowest of the low—scavengers. But even outlaws must have prejudices of their own.
 He seemed to read her thoughts. “Mere are like cattle to sharks. Instead of milk, they provide us with stuff to steal close enough to the water we can reach it. And of course, you can eat them, too.”
 When her jaw dropped, he laughed. “Sharks hardly ever do that anymore.” His face turned harsh. “Supposedly only the tails were any good.”
 Her stomach clenched with nausea. “Ew.”
 He lifted his head, propping it in his hand. He rolled his eyes in an uncharacteristic display of emotion. “I grew up among them, so, yeah.”
 Sophia shuffled to turn, but he held her bottom in his hand, pressing her close into where his leg met his hip.
 “Don’t.”
 She relaxed into him, resting her face on his chest.
 He settled down onto the thin mattress. His one foot poked through the curtains separating their little cave from the outer cabin. “Raider?”
 “Hmmm?” She could tell he was drifting off to sleep, using her as a blanket.
 “Why didn’t you swim? Why did you stay on that boat if you could have gotten away?” She traced little circles on his chest, from brown, to pale, and back again. When he didn’t respond she doubted she’d get an answer.
 “He would have found me.” He said it quickly, a rush of air across her tingling skin.
 Something in the ways he’d said it made her think he didn’t want more questions. But as usual, she couldn’t resist. “Who? The captain?”
 His body shifted under hers. “The captain, my father.”
 “Do you mean the captain and your father? Or that the captain is your father?” Her lip curled at her tease.
 He reached out and delivered a light smack to her rear end. “He is my father, smart aleck. And he would have found me.”
 She pressed a little kiss into his chest, comfort for a male she’d now come to think of as her best friend.
 “He burned my mother’s village to the ground.” The words were reluctant, and offhand in a way meant to hide how he really felt.
 She held back a million questions. When his body stilled and his breathing deepened, Sophia wondered if he had drifted off.
 “His boat hovered on the coast for months, trying to get her to give me up, trying to lure me to him. Everyone in the habitat but my mother wanted to serve me up to him, anything to get the sharks to leave. But my mother fought all of them. Said I was better than this life.
 “When Crayz left, everyone just thought he’d given up. I mean no one even knew why he cared so much. It’s not like he hadn’t left a dozen other bastards in mere habitats, right?”
 She knew his rueful chuckle hid something dark and hurt, something that maybe hadn’t ever seen the light of day. “He hadn’t really left though, had he?” she whispered.
 “Nah. He recruited some mercenaries. Mostly mere from what I heard, one or two rogue dragons. They razed the whole town.”
 She didn’t even want to ask the question poised at her lips. “And your mother?”
 He shrugged. Said nothing. But she felt the aching black hole in him as if it were her own. Since she saw it so clearly, she didn’t even have to ask.
 * * * * Nereus circled his body. This deep underwater, the ocean cast a green light on the merman’s handsome features. That strong tail pumped hard, his face fierce as he gripped David’s hand and tugged him forward through the gentle currents.

In the distance, David saw the whirlwind, water swirling like a tornado. He pulled back, trying to break Nereus’s grip.
 The merman looked at him, kindness and lust all in one. A strong pale hand wrapped at the back of his neck and dragged him into a drugging kiss.
 Shots of desire bucked down David’s body and he gripped at the merman’s tail, squeezing where his backside would be, feeling an echo of human hips below the rubbery exterior.
 The merman pulled back, angry now, though David didn’t know why. He dragged him forward again, closer to the bubbles and whipping water. A moment later the swirl flipped David, like a wave crashing over his body. He struggled to right himself, figure out which way was up, but Nereus had released his hand and the water swallowed him whole.
 * * * * David sat at his desk, looking through his emails. Friedson had forwarded some of his preliminary theories to his superiors. They were requesting a project proposal, saying that if David’s suspicions about shifting-shark cytokine cascades were correct, they might plug several million into the project. Even more important, human amputees might someday be able to re-grow limbs. David sat back in his chair, his mind leafing through both the science and the implications. He could win a Nobel Prize.

He couldn’t help but imagine his acceptance speech, his parent’s proud faces. In that moment, he entertained the fantasy of other people, kids who’d teased him, boyfriends who’d hurt him, all impressed and astounded by his success.
 A knock on the door jolted him from his reverie. “Dr. Weber?” David clicked shut the email, not wanting his boss to know how many times he’d read it through. “Come in.”
 Friedson sprung through the door, his hands rubbing together in excitement. “I have some excellent news.”
 The younger scientist lifted his eyebrow in what he hoped was an interested expression. Friedson’s idea of excellent sometimes chilled David to the bones.
 “I’ve found a hybrid!” Despite his age, he bounced on the balls of his feet.
 “A hybrid shark?”
 “Yes! Half shark, half mere. We’ve been trying to create one in the lab for years. Now to find one in the wild, it’s incredibly lucky. The company is sending out an extraction crew as we speak.”
 David plastered a smile on his face and nodded. “That is good news.” Friedson’s work centered more on military applications. He believed that if shark-shifters could be bioengineered to walk on land, they might eventually be recruited as unkillable soldiers. From what he knew of the sharks, they weren’t likely to be cooperative in such a role.
 “Yes, very good!” Friedson seemed practically unable to contain his joy. It would have been almost cute had it not been so creepy. “And we won’t need Hank anymore either. So that lets us clear out one tank.”
 David’s heart skipped a beat. A selfish corner of his mind rebelled at the thought of Nereus being set free. “That will be nice.” David reassessed his promise to set the sharks free. Truth was, he’d need them if his proposal went through. David would try to improve their treatment, though, as much as he could.
 “Yes, he’s scheduled for euthanasia tomorrow. As you can imagine, we need to dispose of the animals’ bodies very carefully.”
 David’s head snapped up from his papers. “Eu…” He tried to lower his voice, sound calmer than he felt. “Why is it necessary to sacrifice…him. Why not just release him into the wild?”
 Friedson was already walking to the door, pushing it open. “The amnesiac agent we use prior to release only erases a few months of memory. All subjects kept three months or longer get sacrificed.” He said it in such an offhand way, like nothing more than a tidbit of company policy.
 David turned back to his computer, his fingers shaking as they stabbed at the keys. They’d increased security fivefold since his and Nereus’s little adventure. He drew up the lab schedule, realizing that the procedure was set for 7:00 a.m.
 * * * * Raider watched Sophia ready for dinner. He’d borrowed a turquoise sundress from one of the guys’ girlfriends, and the color set off the topaz of Sophia’s wide eyes. She bent over to reach the sandals he’d gotten her, and a groan ripped from his chest. 

There was no fucking way he was going to let her go with some asshole dragon. The wage Rhoaver was offering would be more than enough for him to keep her in pretty dresses. Heck, he could probably even buy a boat and make payments, depending on how legit Rhoaver’s cover was. Though of course, buying a boat rather than stealing it would take him down a notch in the shark hierarchy.

Maybe he’d steal a boat and then donate money to some charity or some shit.
 “Ready, Raider?” She turned to him, a big wide grin on her face. He needed to convince her, show her that he could take care of her just as well as her own people. Heck probably better, hell how many of those stuck up jerks had turned her down? His lip curled into a rueful smile. They didn’t know what they were missing.
 “Sure, sweetheart.” He pulled her close, planting a firm kiss on her lips before tucking her under his arm. He opened the door to the cabin for her but then realized what he’d forgotten. “Oops, we forgot the ropes.”
 Her heart-shaped face fell. “Do we have to?”
 Raider thought about it. Surely he could tell the guys that he had her under such tight control he didn’t need to keep her tied up. But no doubt that would lead to questions, possibly to demands for proof. It would humiliate Sophia worse that just having her hands bound. “Yeah we do, sorry.” He nipped her jaw and reached for the length of rope from before.
 She rolled her eyes, but still held out her wrists.
 He winced when he saw that the skin still looked red and raw. “Why haven’t you healed?”
 She lifted her shoulders and pulled her hands from his, tucking them under her armpits. “I don’t have magical healing abilities in my human form like you do. If I want a healing burst I have to change forms.”
 He looked around the cabin, trying to calculate how much room she’d need. She read his mind. “It’s not enough space. I’d either crush my dragon body or damage the boat.” Her shoulders slumped forward, resigned as she offered her hands.
 He said something without even thinking. “I’m going to get you out of here as soon as I can, sweetheart.”
 Sophia’s expression held such gratitude he felt like a shit for putting her through this. It was all for her, but he couldn’t tell her that yet. If she said no, even with the new job…
 “I’ll wrap some cloth under them, okay?”
 He pulled a new T-shirt out of their bag and ripped a thick strip of it off. Then he wrapped the fabric in wide passes around her crossed hands. Her eyes blazed into his, her lips parted on a gasp, and only a foot away.
 His voice came out ragged. “After this, we’re going to find a nice little island somewhere. The next time I tie you up it’ll be a lot more fun, I promise.”
 He tied the cotton with a square knot and then wrapped the rope over that, keeping it loose as possible.
 “How would you bind me? The same as now?” Her breathy voice sent his every nerve ending on fire. His dick jerked to attention.
 As he secured the last hitch Raider leaned into her ear. “Hmm…No. I think I’d tie your wrists at your back.”
 She shook at his word, probably like him imagining her breasts thrust forward, undefended from his mouth.
 He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Do you think you could ride me like that? Sit on my lap with my cock deep inside you?”
“Raider!” Her voice broke, and something in his chest melted. He wished with every bone in his body that they were alone, elsewhere. But if their little flirtation distracted her from their current situation, then he’d work it.
 “You just think about that until I bring you back here. Later.”
 Her lip trembled, but when he opened the door to lead her back out to the yachts, she lifted her chin.
 * * * * Nereus watched with tentative eyes as David strutted around the lab. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, and Nereus only saw him stab at the bridge of his nose once. He’d overheard the other PhDs talk about the buzz about the scientists’ new theories, and he saw his mildmannered lover in a new light.

He was successful in this world. And from what Nereus knew of the human world, David’s preference for men might make him less than successful in other areas of life.

David leafed through some files on the far end of the room, and Nereus furtively tried to catch his eye. He felt like a wuss seeking reassurance, but there it was. The sharks’ words sat like lead in his gut.

He watched the scientist’s back as he marched to the door and pulled the screen aside. As the lock clicked behind him, Nereus heard Khrour’s raspy chuckle.
 * * * * Guilt nipped at Raider’s heels as he led Sophia up the fly bridge on Rhoaver’s yacht, but the feeling faded when he saw the faces of Rhoaver’s men. Three thugs from earlier closed in to give him pats on the back. Ignoring their greetings as if he got praised every day, Raider set his sights on Rhoaver’s table.

The bridge had been decorated with tiki-style tables and raised barstools, and the mob boss sat at a larger one. Long-legged mere sat to either side of him, laughing and batting their eyelashes. A bikiniclad mermaid sauntered up, placing a lei around Raider’s neck. Her breath tickled at Raider’s ear and she stage-whispered, “Let me know later if you want some company.”

He heard the soft thumping behind him of Sophia’s heart speeding up. He wondered if it was because she was jealous or because she thought Raider would take the female up on her offer and expect her to join in. The first possibility made him flush and the second made his dick jump nearly out of his pants.

Warmth at his back told him she’d moved closer. He fought the urge to turn his head and kiss her, but if he was going to keep her, he needed this.

Throwing his shoulders back, he led Sophia up the table. He grabbed a lei from a nearby waitress and placed it around Sophia’s neck, not wanting her to feel left out of the festive atmosphere. When she scowled, he said, “It’s a tiki theme.” She narrowed her eyes, clearly unwilling to be cheered.

“Raider!” Rhoaver called out his greeting, slapping the ass of one of the females at his side to get her to leave. Without skipping a beat, Raider slid into her unoccupied seat. No seat had been cleared for Sophia, so he pulled her onto his lap and slipping his thigh between hers for good measure.

Always helpful, she squeaked.
 “Hey.” He didn’t make eye contact, not letting on to Rhoaver how urgently he wanted to get this settled and get back to his boat. “Nice party.”
 Rhoaver laughed, pulling a small mirror from his pocket, and tapping some white powder out from a tiny vial. A razor blade appeared in his hand, and he began cutting lines.
 “Where’s the grub at? I’m hungry as hell.” Raider looked around, hoping for a buffet table. Shit, after all he’d seen in his father’s hold it wasn’t like a little recreation drug use could shock him, but he didn’t trust Rhoaver any farther than he could throw him and couldn’t risk letting his guard down with Sophia so vulnerable.
 “The mere will bring it out in a second. Here, do a line.” Rhoaver held out a straw. His face was calm, but Raider knew it for the dare it was.
 “I’m gonna pass.” It was a risk. If pressed, he’d say that he didn’t get blotto with business associates, but he tried to appear impassive at Rhoaver’s probing glance.
 “Fuck. It’s just K, man.” Rhoaver lowered his head and snorted the animal tranquilizer, three lines in a row. Raider heard Sophia’s sharp exhalation of breath.
 “And we keep the new lap candy over there.” Rhoaver pointed to the far end of the flybridge to the columns supporting the awning where a couple of bored-looking shark-shifter females stood handcuffed. “Those two are pretty much ready to be released into the wild.” He gestured around the pool area to where his crew and his females did shots and ground up against each other. “Don’t tell me you don’t like to share.”
 Raider’s pulse pounded in his ears. He’d passed on the previous challenge and simply couldn’t step down from this one. The small straw still rested on the tabletop and Raider wished he could go back and shove whatever Rhoaver wanted up his nose.
 “C’mon, sweetheart.” He hooked his hand at Sophia’s elbow and led her over to where Rhoaver’s thugs were releasing the other females. He moved to wrap the rope at her wrists around the pole. The other sharks closed in, grabbing her out of Raider’s grasp.
 “We can take her.” The one wrapped his arms around Sophia from the back while the other started to unclip a set of shackles. “With a rack like hers, we should tie them behind.”
 His partner laughed, and the look of shock and fear on Sophia’s face told him that he was rubbing an erection at her back.
 It took every ounce of his will to turn away from her. “I’ll be right back, babe.” He heard her gasp in fear as he walked away and made a fucking oath not to leave her there longer than necessary.

Chapter 12

Rough fingers slipped under Sophia’s sundress reaching for her still-tender core. A hard length poked at her back. She smelled sweat and unwashed feet. “Raider! I’m scared!”

The thugs beside her stilled and several tables of nearby sharks went silent, watching to see what the newest member of their team would do.
 “Please!” Raider stalked toward her, anger etched on every plane of his face. The pale mark shone stark white against the darkening brown. His veined and knuckled hand reached up to grip her face. For a horrible, unmeasureable moment, she truly believed he’d strike her—just to keep up the act.

He moved his mouth to her ear. His voice was calm, but deadly determined. “I need this.” He pulled away as fast as he’d neared, smacking the cheek of her bottom hard enough for the entire party to hear. Chuckles erupted all around, and tears welled up in her eyes. It wasn’t painful, not really. But the burn from his hand felt like a brand, a statement to these males of her lowly status.
 “You’re not really like this!” she shouted at his retreating back. He stopped again, and when he turned, his expression was murderous.
 “You saved me from your father, and you’d be in a dragon prison now if I hadn’t asked you to kidnap me!” She couldn’t stop the word vomit from escaping her lips, and his face slowly morphed from furious to hurt. Her lips pressed tightly together.
 She heard the murmurs of the various thugs as they pulled back from the scene, embarrassed and perhaps even disgusted by the male who they’d welcomed into the fold only moments earlier. Raider rushed to her, yanking her arms forward as he led her off the flybridge and down the stairs.
 She kept pace with him all the way to their boat and when he shoved her through the doorway into the cabin she didn’t even try to resist. The words, “I’m sorry” hung at her tongue, but he rounded on her, sending a jolt of terror down her spine.
 He stalked closer, his big body funneling her to the aft, to the cave where they’d cried out and gripped each other earlier. She refused to retreat any further, to let him take out his anger on her body in that way. If she let him do that, it would truly break her.
 She squared her shoulders, raised her chin. “I’m sorry.”
 His growl started low in his chest, billowing upward until it ended in a roar of frustration. “You’re sorry?”
 Raider hovered over her, his bulk an intimidation, his anger a threat. But certainty assaulted her. He wouldn’t hurt her. Maybe in passion, maybe as tease, but not really. The thought made her strong. “Yes, I’m sorry. I’m not sure what else I can tell you. I panicked…I was…” Her lip trembled again, but she bit down hard to stop it.
 “You were scared.” Raider seemed to deflate a fraction, his body turning away from her. He placed both his hands on the table and hung his head low between his arms.
 Her fingers flexed. She wanted to stroke his hair, rub his back, to reassure him somehow. Fear held her still.
 He pounded his fist down hard enough to crack the table, and she thought he’d shout again. Instead he only whispered, “Fuck.”
 She walked up behind him, the way she would approaching an angry cat hidden under a bed, and placed a hand on his back. He relaxed a fraction at the contact. “I can ask my father…”
 He flinched away from her touch and spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m not going to be a dragon’s servant.”
 She opened her mouth to argue, but a motor sounded in the distance. Shouts and orders echoed across the raft-up.
 “Hell. It’s probably the coast guard or some shit.” Raider lunged through the door. “No point in staying here anyway.”
 Sophia started the motor in neutral, idling until he released their ropes. Raider took the wheel and sped away as the roaring of the engines got louder. A few of Rhoaver’s thugs ran toward their Dory, but none of the other boats broke out of formation.
 Fear festered in the back of her mind. Maybe it was a dragon suitor coming to save her. As Raider pushed the throttle forward adding gas, Sophia watched his shoulders bunch and his hands grip tight on the wheel. It seemed insane to even consider wanting to stay with the shark, but she didn’t feel quite ready to go back to her life among the dragons.
 She decided to let Raider carry her away for now, and the boat bumped over waves and started to plane.
 * * * * Juan and Carlos grabbed Nereus’s arms and hauled him out of his tank. His bare feet hit the polished concrete floor and he stumbled on his newly-grown legs toward one of the smaller rooms. David entered the tank room, walking in the same direction. Nereus swallowed hard on the anger that bubbled up. He had little desire to talk to his former lover and even less for a quickie.

The lab hands pulled him into the room and gestured to him to lie on the exam table. When the merman complied immediately, Juan’s forehead crinkled and looked at his colleague in confusion.

“Doctor Wayber taught you a lesson, no?” Juan smirked as he strapped the restrains across Nereus’s torso.
 He looked straight in the lab hands eyes and spoke through gritted teeth. “Yeah, he did.”
 Juan’s grin fell at the growl in Nereus’s voice. The stocky lab tech nodded to his friend and they left, right before David swept in. The doctor peered down at him, his eyes seeming larger without glasses. Nereus turned his head to the side, refusing to meet his eyes. “What’s on deck for today, doc?”
 David’s hand dropped to his shoulder, trying to be reassuring, Nereus figured. “Nothing too horrible. I just have to get a few blood samples.”
 “Yeah, well you didn’t need to tie me down for that.”
 A needle stabbed into his arm, and Nereus’ face heated, moisture collecting in his eyes. He tamped down hard his emotions. Bound as he was, he couldn’t even wipe his eyes.
 The needle jostled in his arm. David switched out the tubes in the vaccutainer and then pressed gauze into Nereus’s elbow and released the tourniquet. “Not too bad, huh, baby? I usually let the phlebotomists do draws at my old lab.”
 “Fuck you,” Nereus muttered. 
 David’s head snapped up. The merman felt vindicated at the hurt he saw in those contact-lens-wearing eyes. “What’s your problem?”
 Nereus pressed his lips together, not even justifying that with an answer. He heard more than saw David’s growing discomfort. His feet shuffled and a finger jabbed at a bridge of his nose.
 “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to find time to see you, but I was working.”
 “On what?”
 David stepped back a fraction, his eyes darting to the side.
 “On what?” he repeated.
 “Um.” David’s hazel green eyes looked sheepish. “Well, I’m up for a big grant…” Nereus could tell that David actually expected him to be excited for him. And that was more than a little messed up. “And…well, there’s a new subject coming in, a shark-mere hybrid, and since you weren’t going to be needed anymore, Friedson scheduled you for termination.”
 Nereus looked into David’s pleading eyes. The scientist reached out a hand to stroke his bound bicep. Nereus flinched away as best he could. “So what does that have to do with anything?”
 The scientist’s face lit up again, a flashing smile signifying that he thought he’d get off the hook. “I re-instated some earlier mere research. So long as I get a few more mere in the next few months, I can keep you on board. The funding is huge. We can put on a whole new wing of tanks!”
 Nausea crawled up Nereus’s esophagus. “You’re going to kidnap more of my people?”
 “No!” David looked more confused than sorry. “No, I’m going to try to make it voluntary. We could offer cash incentives. I’ve been working on a plan for this.”
 The restraints bit into Nereus’s chest as he lifted his head from the table. “No mere is going to agree to this shit! No shark-shifter either. And does it not occur to you how ironic it is that we’re having this discussion while I’m tied to a godsdamned table?”
 David twitched, shutting himself off. “You’re not seeing this clearly. My work stands to help people.” He’d turned back to his test tubes, placing several in a centrifuge and turning it on.
 “Yeah, people.” Nereus’s head fell back onto the metal.
 David drew the tubes from the holder and dropped them into a plastic basket along with a requisition form before heading for the door. “I’d hope to have a little time alone with you, but apparently I’m the bad guy now.”
 Nereus banged his head back against the steel table, causing a loud clang to reverberate through the room.
 David shut the door behind him.
 * * * * Rhoaver lay back in his lounge chair, accepting the blowjob offered by the newly released shark females. The cuter of the two had unbuttoned his pants and was reaching in to grab his thickening cock. The other perched at his side, her small hand stroking along his belly.

He heard the boats coming, of course, but Dendric’s stooges didn’t cause him any worry.
 Dracht leaned in and muttered in his ear. “They’re tying up now.” One of the females was easing her mouth onto his dick while the other lapped at his balls.
 “Eh, just tell them the hybrid headed south. They know where to wire the funds.”
 Dracht scurried away, leaving Rhoaver to enjoy the tongues now slurping at his junk. He lit up a jay and took a toke, before handing it off to one of his passing guys. Then he pulled out his cell phone and drew up his address book. Choosing the Dragon Council’s address from his list of favorites, he started to text.
Dragon female and shark-shifter male took off. Should be at the DORC in Panama City 2-3 days. Wire money to account on file.
 Clicking send, he opened his Facebook app and updated his status.
Made a cool mill today, SUCKAS! Next raft-up in Fiji-10 days. Coordinates by invite only.
 * * * * Sophia gripped the handrail and positioned her weight to counter the boat’s wild bucking. Raider turned the wheel, heading west on a following sea. Her stomach lurched. Motors, several of them, gained pace behind. Why the coast guard laid chase on their little cabin cruiser when multi-million dollar yachts sat at the raft-up she couldn’t imagine. But clearly they’d be boarded in a matter of minutes.

“Maybe we should just dive and swim.” She didn’t want to tell the shark what to do, especially since his expression was more than a little crazed.
 The boat rolled sickeningly over the waves again before he answered. “I’m not giving up this boat.” The cold determination in his voice sent a shiver down her spine. Her whisper escaped her lips almost against her will. “But you stole it.”

His gaze snapped to hers, eyes wild, flashing black and blue. “What’s on this little piece of shit is more than I’ve had in years. It’s the only place that’s ever been…”

The word home hovered in the air. She didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to say it. Because that would make it all too real. This tiny boat had come to mean something to her as well

She laid a hand on Raider’s shoulder, watched as the muscles of his back flexed under her touch. “I’d miss it too. But if they catch us, they’ll take the ship anyway.”

His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Shit, I know you’re right…” He checked the navigation equipment again. “Throw our stuff in the dry bag, Soph.” She heard his resignation, and it tugged at her heart.

Sophia crawled into the V-berth, gathering up their clothes and few possessions and shoving it all into the bag. Amid the blankets she found the underwear he’d pulled off her earlier that day. Her hands folded over the cloth, remembering how he’d tugged them to the side to taste her. Mercy, she didn’t want to say goodbye to their little haven either.

“You ready?” She climbed out in time to see Raider ripping his shirt over his head and thrusting his pants to his ankles. The motor idled as he shoved his clothes in the dry bag. She pulled her dress over her head and put her underthings in the bag. Raider took one last look at her as they faced each other naked. Too many feelings ran through her to express. His eyes devoured her. She saw anger war with lust and maybe something else altogether.
 “Time to abandon ship.” He spun to the door and ripped it open, leading her out to the deck and then into the splashing water. 
 * * * * The instant Raider’s head broke the water’s surface he lost all sense of direction. Those fuckers were projecting electromagnetic static underwater. He flipped upside down as his shark form took over. His eyes searched for Sophia, and he caught a glimpse of her swimming in tight circles. Dragons might not be as sensitive to the static as sharks, but even they could become disoriented by this level of interference.

He tried to swim in her direction, but the conflicting electrical pulses made the world seem upside down. Her body would come into focus, just to disappear again. He registered bubbles rising at odd intervals in the water. Scuba divers approached with a large net.

A spear gun, a searing pain in his side, and the chaos became darker. The last thing he registered before all went black was a highpitched roar.

Chapter 13

Voices whispered in the corners of Raider’s mind. One sounded excited, the next angry. He focused more closely, making sure not to tense a single muscle as he sifted through the sounds. A motor hummed, bubbles through water. His body rested in something cold, smooth.

He hears growls in the background, sharks like him. Swishing noises like tails, and a moment later Sophia’s voice saying, “Don’t hurt him, please!”

The person she spoke to didn’t reply. He wondered how whoever had taken them had forced her into her human form.
 “I see a spike in its heartbeat,” the excited voice said. “It’s waking up!”
 Raider wondered how much longer he could play dead. 
 Sophia shouted, “Raider!” and his eyes flew open.
 Crap, that female couldn’t keep her mouth shut. His eyes met the red-rimmed faded blue of a middle-aged man in a lab coat. The human looked at his face closely.
 “We need to turn on the hydration system in the quarantine area. I want to keep him in human form for as long as possible.”
 Two tan-skinned humans appeared above his table. They jabbered to each other in rapid Spanish. The table beneath him jostled, rolling. He still couldn’t move or speak. His mouth twitched, trying to form words.
 “Put the dragon in the cell next to him. I can’t believe how lucky we got. No one’s ever autopsied a dragon.
 Sophia’s voice followed behind him as he was wheeled out of the cavernous space through a set of double doors and down a short hallway to a smaller enclosure. Hands fell onto his shoulders and hauled him up under his arms. The room pitched around him. Plexiglass walls surrounded the cell within a room. He caught a glimpse of Sophia, dressed in a hospital gown, as they positioned him on the floor.
 She pressed up against the transparent barrier between their enclosures. She started sobbing.
 His head lolled forward as the men closed the door to his cell. His eyes fell on the drain set in the center of the floor, then on a small bowl of water and another of some kind of food. No utensils.
 Raider willed his head to move. The room pitched to the side, but he finally found her. His mouth formed a sound. “Shhh…I’m okay.”
 Her cry hitched in her throat and she dropped into a crouch, meeting his eyes. “Are you hurt?”
 Raider tried to shake his head, but the movement caused the room to spin. He pressed his eyes closed and forced his vocal chords to work. “Yeah. I’m good.”
 She petted the glass with her tiny brown fingers. “They kept shooting more drugs into you on the boat every time you woke up. This one guy said you couldn’t overdose because you’re a sharkshifter, but I…Every time they did it, you had these convulsions.” Her voice broke.
 “They were right. But why didn’t they dose you?” He looked her up and down. She didn’t appear groggy or disoriented.
 “I didn’t put up a fight.” Her voice was small, like he might think less of her. Crap, he liked that she was so pliable, though he hated that he’d let her get caught.
 “D’you figure out who the hell these guys are?” His disorientation lifted slowly, but already he could focus better. One by one his muscles came back online.
 “They’re some kind of scientists”
 “Yeah, I figured that much.”
 “They’ve got a whole room of sharks back there, and even a mere—but only one.” Her finger traced little patterns on the glass.
 He flexed one hand, then the other. One arm rose as he scratched his nose. “So we got snagged in a shark-catching operation?”
 She bit her bottom lip. Even though most of his body was still numb, his dick pulsed with life. “No, it appears they wanted you in particular.”
 He shifted position, stretching his muscles and trying to work out the cramps and pins and needles. “Why would they want…?” His eyes fell to his body. They’d put him in a pair of loose shorts, but he was otherwise naked. The white mark on his chest stood stark against the distinctive gray-tan skin of a shark-shifter. “Fuck. Because I’m half mere.”
 He pushed to standing, the drugged-out haze clearing fast now that he could move. His head bowed. He’d be running from his background the rest of his life, putting everyone he cared about at risk.
 When he raised his head, he noticed her standing with her cheek and hand flattened against the glass. Before he could think, he’d stepped next to her. He ran his fingertips over where her hair lay, and then stroked his knuckles along and flat white patch of her cheek.
 He said, “I’m sorry” right as she said, “I missed you.”
 A sore ache pounded in his chest. He wanted to touch her more than anything, hold her in his arms and steal her away again.
 “We’ll find a way to get out of here.” His voice sounded more certain than he felt.
 “Raider, if all those other sharks haven’t figured out how to do it, I don’t see how we…”
 He cut her off. Damn, this girl had no idea of her power. “Sophia, they’re shark shifters. Most of them wouldn’t survive more than five minutes on land. You’re a dragon. You could walk around the fucking desert if you wanted.”
 Her eyebrows furrowed, and she looked extremely uncertain.
 He rolled his eyes. “First, how do you think the dragons got so successful? They can mix with humans better than mere and much better than sharks. Second, what’s stopping you from shifting right now? You could probably take out these walls with a good hard swat of your tail.”
 She stepped from one foot to the other. “I’m really small for a dragon.”
 He couldn’t help but snort. “These aren’t dragons we’re up against, sweetheart. They’re human. And you’re pretty big compared to them.”
 When she nodded in reluctant agreement, he added, “We just need to come up with a plan.”
 Her lips twitched to the side, and she sighed. Sophia pressed more of her body up against the plastic barrier. “Oh gods, it’s been hard without you…”
 He wasn’t sure how to respond. Her lips were darker than he remembered, and, was it possible her boobs had grown? He stroked at her form along the window.
 Even not feeling his touch, she moaned.
 “Um, Soph, are you feeling okay?” He knew she was affected by her impending heat, but she hadn’t acted like this before.
 When her eyes rose up to meet his, they were filled with tears. She whispered, “I think it’s starting.”
 * * * * David stalked back to his office, his hand scrubbing through his hair in frustration. The girl hadn’t stopped crying as Friedson drew what seemed like pints of her blood. At least he’d managed to convince him to leave tissue samples and spinal taps for tomorrow.
 He fell into the chair and bent his head into his hands. A knock on the door behind him told David that Friedson had followed. “I need to speak with you about something, David.” The older scientist closed the door behind him.
 David covered his eyelids with his fingers, rolling the contacts lenses over his pupils and trying to make them more comfortable. He wasn’t even sure why he wore them anymore. Nereus hadn’t noticed, or cared. “Yes?”
 “Please don’t mention the dragon subject we collected today to anyone.” Friedson’s eyes bore into his.
 “Who would I tell?” David was confused. He didn’t discuss any work matters with his family or his friends back home. Now that he thought about it, Nereus was the only person he really talked to. Or used to talk to.
 “I mean the work we do on the dragon needs to be off the books.”
 When David raised an eyebrow, Friedson continued. “The Dragon Council has banned experimentation on their species, not to mention that one of the board members is dragon.”
 His mind reeled. “You mean to tell me that one of the species of ocean shifters knows what goes on here?”
 Friedson looked at him with what could only be described as pity. “How do you think the higher ups learned about these species? Or where to find them? Without our contacts in the dragon and vampire communities we wouldn’t have access to half the species we’ve studied.”
 David processed Friedson’s words. “Sir, with all due respect, I don’t see why the shifters species aren’t given the same rights as human subjects.”
 Friedson looked uncomfortable for a second but changed his expression to one of mild amusement almost immediately. “We keep to the highest standards of ethical treatment of animals here, but you can’t expect us to implement informed consent and the rest with shifter species.”
 “Why not?” David heard his voice come stronger. “They can talk, reason. I don’t see why they couldn’t…”
 Friedson’s expression changed from fatherly and kind to hard and cold in a split second. “Because it’s too profitable this way, you idiot. It’s only a matter of time before some other paranormal faction teams up with another company.”
 His stomach lurched, and it was as if the world tilted askew. On some level he’d allowed himself to believe that Friedson and the other folks at Dendric didn’t really know what they were doing, didn’t understand.
 “You’re a geneticist, David. Do you know where genetics would be without the work of German scientists during the Nazi regime?”
 David gripped hard on the table. “No discovery is worth that kind of dehumanization.”
 Friedson shrugged. “I’m not defending what happened during that time, I’m just…”
 David cut him off. “You’re defending what you’re doing here.”
 “Perhaps.” The offhand way he said it made David cringe. “But we’re following the dragon’s lead in this. They’ve done things with mere over the years that would curl your toes, so believe me nothing that happens here is any worse. And the sharks? For ages, dragons killed them on sight.”
 David quieted, sure that nothing he said would sway Friedson’s thinking. He turned to his computer and tried to act like this was all a theoretical conversation anyway. “Well, that makes sense then. If you think it’s worth keeping the dragon, I’ll keep my mouth shut. But if someone asks, I’m not going to lie. The Board of Directors signs my checks.”
 Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Friedson blanch, but David ignored him and stared sightlessly at his computer screen until the older scientist left.
 * * * * Sophia saw her eyes reflected like saucers in the Plexiglas. Somehow she’d managed to hold off her heat the entire journey, but now that she was alone with Raider again waves of need rocked through her. She supposed it was like how animals wouldn’t go into labor until acute stress had passed.

He paced the length of his cell. She’d never seen him this…moving before. Normally he was all caged intensity. As her anxiety ratcheted higher, Sophia realized how much she’d come to depend on his collected cool, even in the instances when it made her insane.
 “Raider!” she snapped at him. He head swiveled to her, his pupils so wide the black nearly engulfed the blue of his eye. He looked more shark than ever. “What does this mean, exactly?”

Had it not been for the wall separating them, Sophia knew she would have taken a step back. As it was, she stood her ground. “Well, any dragon within a mile radius will be attracted to my scent.” When his face looked murderous, she back-pedaled. “But that shouldn’t be a problem as I’m in this box. Oh gods!” A hard spasm in her womb threatened to double her over. She breathed through her nose, waiting for the sensation to lessen.

When she raised her head again, Raider’s hands were at shoulder level, pressed into the wall. His every muscle stood taut ready to attack. He couldn’t smell her as her cage was enclosed, a vent in the wall providing inflow and outflow of air. Desire and concern were etched in every line of his expression. “But if you leave this box?”

She let out a shaky breath. “Well, I don’t think there are any other dragons in this building, but the sharks might…”
 His fingers clenched at the plastic. “Feeding frenzy.”
 She shrugged, trying to hold it together since he looked so stressed. “I suppose the good news is that they won’t survive long out of their tanks.”
 Raider’s jaw twitched, a drubbing pulse clearly visible in his neck. “A school of sharks can do a lot of damage in five minutes.”
 When she didn’t respond, his gaze turned piercing. “Can you relieve yourself? Would that blow off some steam? Or some hormones? Or some…woman stuff?”
 “Women stuff?” His sudden jaunt into prudishness wrenched a hysterical giggle from her.
 He dropped his hands from the window and clenching his fists as he looked away. “When guys build up a head of steam, we, y’know, take matters into in hand.”
 His meaning became crystal clear, and she got a sudden visual of him doing exactly that. She pictured his body tensed, his hand stroking his length as he watched her sleep in her cell aboard the Fear. His eyes met hers in a silent acknowledgement, and her body caught fire.
 “I don’t know if it’ll work to decrease the pheromones.” Her voice shook, even as her hand drifted down her body. She reached under the thin fabric of the gown. When her fingers met the swollen flesh at the juncture of her thighs, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Her sex was taut and damp, aching for penetration.
 She gasped aloud and raised her head to meet Raider’s gaze. Both his hands pressed flush against the glass, his eyes dark and hungry, his shoulders bunched in silent threat. His erection strained from under his shorts.
 Blazing embarrassment washed over her. “I can’t with you watching!” She tried to pull her hand away from her aching flesh, but her fingers rose only far enough to cup her breast.
 “Fuck.” Raider’s growl released a fresh wash of wetness between her legs, and her hand drifted down again even as her face heated.
 “I’d offer to turn around, sweetheart…but, no fucking way.”
 She pled with her eyes and walked closer to the glass, placing one tentative hand to the spot where his rested on the other side. Sophia imagined that her fingers met his calloused ones. Her hand dipped lower, meeting the thick, slippery wetness of her entrance, and she gasped.
 “That’s it, baby. Come for me.” Raider’s eyes didn’t leave hers for a moment, his gaze a steady grip. But she noticed a twitch in his shoulder, and her eyes dropped down along his arm. A curse she’d never used before escaped her lips when she saw his hand gripping his engorged sex through the thin material of his shorts.
 Her fingers sped up, plunging into her channel and then circling her bead. Her forehead drew tight and her lip found its way between her teeth. Gods, she wanted to see him, wanted to see it.
 As if he’d heard her thoughts, or maybe because he read her gaze, he lowered the front of his boxers, bearing his thick cock and the twin weights of his testicles. He gripped the base and stroked a long pass up to the uncircumcised head.
 Her head fell back, the vision dancing through her mind as spasms in her channel and womb threatened to drop her to her knees.
 “Stay with me!” Raider barked, and her eyes opened again, finding his thunderous gaze still trained on her. Their hands met on the glass, his fist pumped, and he demanded every ounce of her attention as another orgasm crushed her under its weight.
 “You’re going to come one more time, sweetheart. This time you’ll wait for me.” His voice was low, teasing. Before Sophia hadn’t thought she had another in her, but now it took all her concentration not to double over again. “Watch me.”
 Raider’s hand sped up, his grip so firm it looked almost painful. He arched forward and Sophia knew that if the wall of glass hadn’t been there at this moment, she’d turn around, get on her knees and present for him.
 His mouth trembled, starting to fall open and something inside her melted. Raider didn’t let anyone see him, not really. Only her. His eyes slammed close as his body bucked forward. White ribbons of his seed splashed against the glass, setting off another gripping, aching, clenching in her core. She rocked on her hand, allowing her eyes to close against the sensations. Her fingers pressed deep into her sheath, delving to places only Raider had reached. 
 Her ragged breaths slowed and she registered her surroundings. Her gaze travelled up her arm to where their hands still pressed together. Raider’s forefinger stroked at the glass.
 Her eyes met his and she went crimson, only this time he did too, but as usual Raider recovered, pulling his shorts up over his deflating member.
 He looked around the cell, then at the white goop slowly painting trails down the glass. Finding nothing to wipe it off with he shrugged. “Fuck it, it’s their problem.” He gave her a small smile. “Well, I feel a lot better, how about you?”
 She was about to answer when a deafening bang sounded behind the door coupled with rising growls of a school of sharks.

Chapter 14

The snarls outside the door turned to screams.
 Raider lunged at the wall separating them. The glass bowed outward at the impact, and he felt a sickening crunch in his shoulder as it crushed against the hard plastic. He shook his head once, wishing he could heal even faster. He ran to the other side of the cell and ran at the window again, this time angling his skull as a battering ram.
 “Raider, no!”
 That was some fucking strong plastic! Lights flashed in front of his eyes. He staggered, but when he checked again, the membrane remained. Not even a crack.
 All at once, the growling outside stopped. On reflex, he fell to the floor and bent his head, playing dead. He hoped Sophia understood. Nothing good ever came of silence after screams. To his surprise, Sophia mimicked him and sat down.
 The door opened, and a gnarled Caucasian hand reached inside, followed by the thin, pale hair of the excited scientist he’d heard before. He shouted over his shoulder as he entered. “Get them back in their tanks! And set up a mating unit!”
 The scientist dragged a rolling tray in after him. “A female dragon in heat! Simply amazing!” He arranged the tools on his tray.
 The doctor approached Sophia’s door, and Raider wondered whether she’d get up the guts to go dragon and bite the guy’s head off. But the human pushed a button on the door of her cell, and a shushing sound told Raider that some kind of gas was being released into her holding area. He heard a soft thump as Sophia slumped to the ground.
 The man entered her cell, and every muscle in Raider’s body screamed to protect her. The doctor wrapped a tourniquet around Sophia’s arm and poked her with a needle, drawing several vials of blood. She mewled a tiny gasp at each jostle. Raider tried to keep his eyes down, but her cries drew his attention like a homing beacon.
 The scientist lifted a scalpel, and only years in that hold gave Raider the strength not to shout. He cut a small patch of her skin, and then covered the wound with gauze and tape. By the time he placed all his stuff on the tray and stood up, Raider’s body was covered in a thin sheen of sweat.
 Another scientist entered. This one didn’t bring any tools.
 “I heard the dragon went into heat.” The younger scientist adjusted the thick glasses on his nose, but his eyes didn’t meet the older ones’. Raider instantly preferred him to the older guy. “Don’t you think this warrants us returning her to her people?”
 The older one wheeled the tray out of Sophia’s cell, his hand pressing a lever as he exited which released another swish of gas into her room. “Please tell me you’re joking, Dr. Weber. This is a once-ina-lifetime opportunity! Shark-dragon hybrids are exceedingly rare, and a dragon may hold up better in mating conditions than the mere did.”
 Raider’s hand clenched, but he listened hard for the other scientist’s reply. The older man appeared to be his superior, but the younger male had the stance of a contender. “I’d like to examine her myself when you’re finished.” Weber’s tone was flat, but the older scientist didn’t seem to notice.
 Raider watched the older one out of the corner of his eye. The older man’s pale hand swept through Sophia’s hair. His cragged tongue emerged to wet thin lips. Raider’s pulse sped up. Hell, it was a good thing the younger was here. Apparently dragon pheromones affected humans, too, albeit to a lesser extent.
 The red-haired man at the door cleared his throat. The older scientist blinked quickly, seeming to come back to himself and stood, pushing the tray. 
 Raider let out a breath when the man shuffled out the door. Weber opened Sophia’s cell and entered. Raider tensed again. He lacked the unhinged manner of the other man, but this one was in his prime. Likely he’d be more susceptible to Sophia’s scent.
 Weber closed the door behind him and took stock of the room. He spotted the white streaks now dried on the wall between the cells and let out a tchaw of a laugh. “You can stop pretending, shark.”
 Raider swung his head to the doctor.
 “I’m going to wake her up now.” Weber pulled a syringe from his back pocket and inserted it in her upper arm. Then he released her and watched as Sophia’s eyes fluttered open.
 “Raider?” Her eyes widened in fear as she realized who stood before her. Her mouth opened wide.
 Raider cut her off. “Don’t scream.”
 Her lips immediately closed, but her eyes stayed trained on the tall, gawky human bent before her. “Who are you?”
 Aw hell, why did she have to be so damn hot? It was like she dangled catnip in front of guys.
 “I’m Dr. David Weber, one of the researchers here. You’re in Panama City, at the Dendric Oceanic Research Center.” The man’s voice was low, calm. He spoke to her like he might a kid. “I need you to sign something…” He pulled a piece of paper out of his shirt pocket. Raider growled.
 “It’s a statement saying you were brought and kept here against your will.” The doctor addressed Raider as much as Sophia.
 “And why the hell would that matter?” Raider spat. “You’re keeping about thirty sharks out there against their will.”
 The doctor face flashed anger, but a moment later something like guilt took its place. “Sharks don’t have a centralized government to protect them. Dragons do. If I alert the Dragon authorities about what’s going on here…”
 Raider’s eyebrows raised in recognition. This guy really was a contender. “You could take out the bigger fish.”
 * * * * Nereus watched from his tank as David left the quarantine area, head bowed and steps quick and hard.
 “I need to talk to you.”
 The sharks all floated, passed out. An eerie quiet lingered in the room, louder than the hum of the filters. Nereus sang through the water. “I told you already. I’m not interested.”
 David leaned up against Nereus’s tank. His head bent forward between his arms. Then David looked up, met his eyes and slammed his hand into the tank so hard that Nereus drifted back several feet. “Goddammit. I need your fucking help!”
 Nereus crossed his arms over his chest. “What for?”
 David’s hand closed into a fist. “That girl, the dragon. She’s in heat.”
 Nereus whistled. The thin sound rose in bubbles. He swam up to the top of the tank, lifting his head above the surface. “Get this shit off.” He gestured to the wire covering on his tank and David pushed it to the side.
 David scooped up the back of his head and pulled him into a desperate kiss. Nereus’s mouth opened on instinct, the weird pulsing warmth that had built in his body for the last half hour urging him on.
 He pulled away from David. “What the fuck was that about?” He felt angry, but his words sounded sultry, hot, even to his own ears.
 David still gripped Nereus’s hair, staring down at him with undisguised lust. “I think it’s the airborne pheromones.” He breathed, lowering his lips closer to Nereus’s mouth. “But I’ve wanted to do that from the first moment I saw you.”
 David moaned into his mouth as he plunged his tongue in again.
 Against his will, Nereus answered with a groan of his own. His hands tangled in David’s thick red hair and his lover’s hand swept down, over his neck, his shoulder.
 Gasping, David pulled away. “I really do need your help, though. I need to contact the Dragon Council.”
 Nereus felt his jaw clench. “You think they give a shit about what goes on here?”
 David stroked his finger along his jaw, eyes still riveted to Nereus’s mouth. “They will if they find out Friedson’s holding a dragon. One in heat, nonetheless.”
 The merman groaned. With all the pheromones floating around, it was all he could do not to crawl out of his tank and fuck the scientist senseless.
 David nodded again, and then lowered his head for another kiss.
 Nereus pulled back. “I can help you, but…” A kiss cut him off, passionate and hungry.
 “Anything, baby…” David whispered against his lips.
 “You need to stop these experiments.”
 David’s fingers clenched. His fingernails cut into Nereus’s shoulder. When he spoke, it was through clenched teeth. “You know I can’t do that.”
 Nereus tried to hold his gaze even as David pulled back and looked away. “Can’t or won’t?”
 When David’s eyes met his again, they were full of remorse. “Won’t. I’ll change things around here. Do everything I can to make participation voluntary.” Nereus scoffed, and David added, “Dendric can afford to pay its subjects. It just takes the right accounting…and the right motivation. And there’s always someone willing to donate their time and their body, for the right price.”
 Nereus wanted to believe him. “How are you going to recruit these voluntary test subjects?” Humans couldn’t even see mere habitats.
 “I have a few ideas.” The corner of David’s mouth twitched up and Nereus’s realization dawned slowly.
 “Oh, crap no! You think I’d recruit for you? After everything that’s been done to me here?”
 David’s lip straightened to a hard thin line. “Well if not you, then I’m sure I can find someone else who’d be interested.”
 It was stupid to feel jealous over something so idiotic, but Nereus felt envy, cold and clammy creep into his belly. “And where do you think you’ll find this fictional mere?”
 David leveled him a hard stare. “What did you do for work before you came here?”
 Nereus tensed at the question. Like most mere habitats, his had been dirt poor. He’d worked at a convenience store in a nearby human area. No way he’d tell his fancy-pants scientist that.
 “Yeah, I know most mere don’t have access to decent jobs, or even much education.”
 Nereus shrugged and rolled his eyes, pretending that the scientist’s words didn’t strike a chord.
 “I could provide recruiters with a decent salary, training…”
 “In exchange for selling their powers.” Nereus knew he sounded sulky, but David just didn’t get it. Maybe humans weren’t meant to heal super-fast or hold their breath longer underwater. Maybe humans should just live with their limitations, just like the rest of the world’s species.
 David petted his neck. Even with residual anger thrumming through his veins, Nereus leaned into the touch. “Everyone sells something.” David said it wistfully, as if he wished it weren’t true.
 Nereus lifted out of the water so that he rested on straight arms at the tank’s lip. “Okay. I’ll help you contact the Dragon Council.” When David’s face lit up, he added, “but after that, you’re on your own.”
 * * * * David felt Nereus’s words in the pit of his stomach. He knew that mere lived 300 years, so a future between him and the merman was impossible, but it still stung. He’d happily give up a future for a little more now.

Nereus’s shoulder’s flexed, and the merman drew his long body out of the water. He used his arms to swing his tail over the edge and waited until his lower body shifted. The sight of his ripped torso made David’s mouth dry, but then the scientist noticed the strain in his lover’s arms and moved in to hold him up.

The merman jerked away from David’s touch, but David held his pale body until legs grew to touch the floor. And when Nereus stood, a few inches shorter than David, the scientist took his mouth again.

Nereus’s cock stood completely erect, mirroring the bulge in David’s dress slacks. But David knew they didn’t have time.
 David pulled back from their embrace. He couldn’t give his heart to a man who despised him and his work. Funny, he always felt like his work was an elaborate ruse to cover up his attraction to men. For the first time in his life he felt no compulsions about whom he loved, but he was deeply conflicted about his job.
 He grabbed Nereus a towel. “So how do we do this?”
 The merman peered around the room, and then his eyes darted to an exam room door. “There’s a phone in there, right?”
 When David nodded, Nereus started walking. “I just need to make a few phone calls.”
 “Um, okay.” Embarrassed as he was to admit it, David had almost forgotten that Nereus would know how to use a phone, or that he’d have anyone to call. When they’d reached the room and Nereus raised the receiver, David’s shame billowed thick and fast.
 “Press that button, and when they ask for a code, dial 38243.”
 Nereus did as David said. Then he paused and waited for someone on the other end to pick up. David heard a female voice answer, then Nereus’s voice cracked as he said, “Mom?”
 A flurry of sound came from the mouthpiece, too fast for David to understand, but he heard fear, pain, and joy. Nereus’s shoulders bent forward, his head hung down. Tears started falling from his eyes. “I’m okay, Mom. Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry.”
 David reached up to offer comfort, and to his surprise, Nereus didn’t pull away. Still talking to his mother, the merman curled into David’s arms. The doctor listened as he told her about his capture and being held. He told her he’d be home soon and to tell his brothers and sisters not to worry.
 David felt like the world’s biggest douche for even considering not letting him go.
 After a long while, Nereus drew back, wiping his eyes on the back of his hand. “Listen, Mom, before I go—I need your help with something.” A pause. “Would you give me Uncle Laird’s number?”

Chapter 15

David entered the observation room and closed the door behind him. Friedson stood, clipboard in hand, eagerly jotting notes. Through the one-way mirror, David saw that the female huddled at the side of her cell, the shark-shifter hybrid pressed into the other side of the clear barrier. She cried slow tears, and he stroked the glass by her hair.
 “I’ve called the Dragon Council.” Friedson turned on him, panic in his eyes. “Are you out of your mind?” His mouth hung open in disbelief and the color drained from his cheeks.

“I told them that we’d found her along with a routine catch and that we took blood samples to make sure she wasn’t ill or injured. She’s agreed to corroborate the story.”

Friedson’s color returned, but he held up an angry finger. “I expect my team to work as a team, David. If you insist on undermining me…”

David cut him off. “…But she’s more than willing to inform them of what actually happened if you attempt to remove me from my position.” He adjusted his glasses, not entirely sure whether or not to go where he was thinking. “Or if I suddenly disappear.”

The wary look in Friedson’s eye told David he’d struck on the truth. David checked his watch. “Oh, and I’ll be making some recommendations to the Board regarding subject recruitment and informed consent in the next few months.” He didn’t even spare Friedson a glance as he opened the door. “I assume I’ll have our full support. Yes? Thanks.”
 * * * *

David strode into the quarantine area. Neither of the cells’ inhabitants looked up at his approach. They just kept staring into each others’ eyes, pawing at the plastic.

“Um, excuse me.” He cut through their intimate moment, a lewd presence amidst their desire and pain. “Um, Miss, I spoke with the Council today, and they’re coming to get you.”

She nodded absentmindedly. Then her face scrunched up and she bent at the waist, breathing through her nose.
 “Is that what you want?”
 She looked at him, panic and confusion in her features. Then her gaze darted to the shark next to her.
 He looked away, his jaw tight.
 “What would happen to him?” Her dark eyes trained on the shark’s shoulder.
 “Well…” David steeled himself to take a chance. “That depends on what he wants. We would like to continue taking blood and tissue samples at his convenience, if he is willing.”
 The shark’s mismatched eyes flew up to meet David’s. “I’m a prisoner here!”
 The aggression hit David in the chest like a punch, and he fought the urge to take a step back. “Yes, now. But you don’t have to be. I could offer you a…deal of sorts.”
 The shark’s gaze darkened, and his shoulders hunched forward. When the delicate-looking, wide-eyed dragoness reached a hand to him for comfort, the shark turned to look at her and their eyes met. Not looking at David, he asked, “What kind of deal?”
 * * * * Raider listened while the scientist outlined his dumb-ass plan to try to get mere, sharks, and maybe even dragons to volunteer for his company’s scientific studies. He hid his disbelief for as long as possible, but when the guy started talking money, Raider saw his angle. “So you’re going to bribe them?”

The scientist fiddled with the bend of his glasses. “It’s referred to as compensating people for their time and effort.”
 Raider watched him through narrowed eyes. “And what type of salary would I be looking at?”
 Years of practiced cool in his father’s hold didn’t stop Raider’s eyes from popping wide when the scientist gave him a number.
 It was way too good to be true. “And how many would I have to bring in for that kind of money?”
 “None,” the scientist answered right away. He waved his arms about as he spoke, starting to pace in front of the cells. “The first step would be for you to act as an ambassador, like public relations. Later I’d train you to draw blood and collect other samples.”
 Raider tamped down the pounding of his heart. There had to be a fucking catch.
 “Of course, we’d provide you with a boat. I can’t promise a crew. This would be top-secret in the early stages. But I assume you can handle a craft.”
 His heart skipped a beat. Suddenly the land sickness that he’d held at bay returned. Raider wanted back on a boat more than anything, well almost anything.
 “Only if you let us go right now. Both of us.”
 The scientist’s convivial air disappeared. “I’d have to microchip you.”
 Raider raised his head to meet the other man’s level gaze. The doctor was no idiot.
 “Do it.”
 The doctor swung out of the room with a swish of white coat, and returned a moment later holding a gun-type injector. “This chip will release a poison into your system if you try to remove it yourself.”
 Raider’s respect for the scientist grew by the minute.
 “If you want it removed, you talk to me. You’re free to quit whenever you want, but I’m not going to send your pay without regular updates and some way to track your movements.”
 “Yeah, I get it.”
 The scientist’s hand reached for the door to Raider’s cell. “You won’t kill me when I open this, will you?”
 Raider’s gaze swung to Sophia. Her whiskey eyes looked at him with longing. If he was going to have any chance of keeping her he needed a job. And he was going to keep her, even if he had to keep her hostage for real.
 “No. I won’t kill you.”
 The scientist opened the door, took three steps, and fired the injector into his deltoid. It stung for a moment. Sophia gasped, and Raider noticed David turning toward her.
 “She doesn’t get one.” Raider snarled, and the doctor had the good sense to avert his gaze.
 “Of course not.” He started out the door, leaving it open for Raider to follow. “Um…You should probably let me lead you out. The sharks are all unconscious, but…well it’s a bit of a…”
 Raider caught a whiff of Sophia’s scent. Lightening struck in his brain, shooting straight down his spine to wrap under his cock. He lunged at the door to her cell, finding that this time the plastic cracked on impact.
 “Hey! That’s expensive!” The scientist grabbed his arm with surprising strength. “Breathe. I can’t let her out if you’re going to attack her.”
 Raider used every ounce of his energy to rein in his muscles. Every tendon strained toward Sophia. He gritted his teeth as the scientist slid a card through a reader on the door. The lock clicked and Raider ripped the door open. In the next breath, he lifted Sophia off the ground and pinned her up against the wall of her cell.
 * * * * Sophia’s body wrapped around Raider’s. Her muscles moved desperately, trying to get him where she needed him.
 The scientist stuttered, “Um…I’ll just be waiting outside…but they’re coming pretty soon, so…um, yeah.” He slipped out.
 The door clicked closed just as Sophia started to impale herself on Raider’s still-covered erection.
 “Fuck, hold on a sec.” Raider dropped her unceremoniously to her feet, shoved his shorts to his ankles and then he lifted her again, wrapping her legs around his hips. “I can’t stop…You don’t want me to right…?” he rasped in her ear.
 She almost cried to have him close again. He smelled like salt and male, and she wanted to lick every part of his body. “I need you inside me so much.” A tiny bell of wonder sounded inside her. Sophia had thought when her heat hit she’d be eager for any male she could get, but right now she could only imagine being with him.
 Raider gripped her behind in both his hands and plunged into her core.
 She screamed at the pain-tipped joy of it. Nothing in the world could feel so right.
 Bracing her thighs with his hands, he worked his hips liked a piston. Unable to meet his thrusts, she melted into his hands, collapsing as an orgasm wracked her body.
 His pace sped impossibly faster, and his cock became hard as granite. She cried out anew as another round of spasms tackled her, taking him down as well. He bucked, frenzied. She knew she should be scared, as he seemed to have lost all control, but all she could do was ride the waves of ache and release.
 His movements slowed, became languorous.
 Sophia knew she’d keep coming as long as he made love to her. “Again.” His pace picked up, working her back toward the edge.
 “We have to go…” She whispered it, even as her eyes pinched close at the onslaught of another climax.
 He worked her through it, grinding a punishing beat into her sheath. She almost couldn’t take anymore when he pushed in all the way, holding her tight as he jetted more of his seed.
 Raider shuddered, his mouth open, his eyes pressed tight in ecstasy. Her soul ached at the beauty of him. When he opened his eyes and asked, “Again?” her body, and maybe a little of her heart, screamed to say “yes”.
 “We have to go.” She pressed lightly on his shoulders, leading him back from her body, and her feet fell to the floor.
 His lopsided gaze still displayed that crazed fervor, but he drew away from her, breathing hard through his nose. “Yeah.” He pulled up his shorts, grabbed her by the arm and started dragging her out of the cell.
 “Hey, hold on!” She batted at his arm with her free hand. Her slaps weren’t hard, but the sound appeared to stun him back to awareness. “I need to clean up!”
 Sophia searched the various countertops for tissues. She grabbed three and cleaned herself between her legs, blushing. Raider’s stare heated her back, and she tried not to bend over, knowing it would only encourage him.
 “Come on…” His low rumble caused a fresh rush of moisture to pool, requiring yet another tissue.
 “Get a hold of yourself!” Her teasing tone surprised her, and his answering groan surprised her even more. A smile played at her lips. Nothing she said or did could discourage him.
 Much as she wanted to answer his vocalizations with a few of her own, she took the hand he offered and let him haul her out into the hallway.
 “Feeling better?” The scientist smirked, but then looked away from Raider’s fierce glare. “Well, follow me.”
 He led them back to the room with all the tanks. Sharks floated suspended, looking dead. “What happened to them?”
 She watched him climbed a stepladder to reach the covering on the tank in the center of the room. “We have to keep them sedated until you leave.” When Sophia didn’t answer right away, he added, “It’s for their protection as much as yours.”
 Sophia thought she heard a touch of defensiveness in his tone. “I understand.”
 Weber’s gaze swung to her. He looked grateful. Then he reached into the tank and tapped the shoulder of the mere curled up at the bottom. Sophia had thought he was sleeping like the sharks, but he twitched at the scientist’s touch.
 “Go away.” The mere swam to the opposite corner of the tank. He sounded really pouty.
 “I’m getting you out of here today. I have to drive these two to the docks anyway…”
 The mere turned toward the scientist, pain in his expression. “And what about the sharks?”
 The scientist took a deep breath. “I’m going to phase out this part of the study. We’ll work with the samples we have until our friend here can recruit some voluntary subjects.”
 Sophia watched as silent communication passed between the scientist and the male mere. If Weber hadn’t just stood outside a door while she had intercourse, she might have felt embarrassed to witness their exchange.
 She’d heard about males who loved other males, though the Council claimed that such a thing didn’t occur in the dragon population. As Weber reached out to the mere, grabbing his hand to pull him from the tank, she knew there was love between these two. And when the mere shifted to human, the erection that blossomed from between his legs confirmed it.
 All went dark as Raider’s hand clamped over her eyes. “Put some clothes on, and let’s get out of here.”
 * * * * Nereus watched the city pass out the window of the Dendric company car. Every day since his capture he’d dreamed of the day when he’d be leaving for good, but he felt strangely empty. David’s finger thrummed on the armrest between them, his hand a quiet temptation.

Nereus reached out and held it. When he squeezed, David blinked away the glassiness in his eyes. There were so many things he wanted to say, but “thank you” was all that came out.

“You’re welcome, baby.” David’s lip twitched as he said it, and Nereus felt a weight settle in his chest.
 His lips pressed tight, not wanting to spill too much in front of the couple in the back seat. The shark shifter stared straight ahead, the cords in his neck tensed. They both stank of sex, and if her heated expression as she tried not to lay eyes on his body was any indication, they’d be at it again the second they left the car.
 David called to the back seat. “The boat you stole was retrieved by our people when you were captured.”
 Both the dragon and the shark’s brows furrowed at David’s words. Nereus smiled. They were like an old couple.
 “And?” The shark spoke in his usual aggressive tone, but Nereus detected a hint of fear.
 “And it turns out the owner’s been trying to sell it ever since the economy turned south. They were happy to accept what we offered them for it.”
 It was hard to tell, but Nereus though he heard the shark breathe a sigh of relief. “And our stuff?”
 “Your belongings are onboard.” The shark swallowed hard, and Nereus could have sworn he sniffed. Crap, they would all be crying by the end of this car ride. Only the female seemed to be keeping it together, lying against her vicious-looking lover and petting her coffee-colored hand down his tan arm.
 The harbor appeared at the bottom of a hill, and David’s thumb stroked Nereus’s hand. Not giving a crap about what the folks in the back thought, he raised David’s hand to his mouth and kissed his open palm.
 The Civic pulled to a stop, and the shark threw open the door and pulled his girlfriend out after him. David rolled his window down. “Hey! Don’t forget your stuff!” The shark took the satellite phone, netbook, and wallet David offered. “I want to hear from you at least every other day to start.”
 “Want to keep me on a short leash, Dr. Weber?” The shark’s bearing shouted threat, but the crinkles in the corners if his eye told a different story.
 “Undoubtedly.” David stuck his hand out the window for a handshake, and the shark looked at it as if unsure what to do. Then he reached out his own hand, far more tentatively than Nereus would have expected, and shook David’s.
 “Thanks, Doc.” He glanced at the dragoness, who was skipping down the dock. “For everything.”
 Nereus felt a lump rise up in his throat as the couple walked away. “He’s got a decent ass, huh?”
 David’s watery chuckle answered him. When the doctor turned back to him, Nereus feared he would break. David’s hazel green eyes cut into him, asking for nothing, promising everything. “I guess this is goodbye.”
 Nereus pulled him in close, pressing his lips into David’s mouth, gentle, tasting the salt of his tears. “I’m going to miss you. Crap that sounds dumb, right?”
 Instead of answering, David hooked a hand around his nape and slanted his mouth. Nereus let the salt run faster down his face as David kissed him with everything he had.
 The doctor pulled away just far enough to speak against Nereus’s lips. “I’m so sorry…”
 The merman nodded and bit his lip. He opened the car door and walked toward the water as fast as he could, not looking back. Part of him wanted to run back, find a fishing boat offshore and love David one more time, but he knew if he did that he wouldn’t have the strength to leave.
 When he reached the end of the dock, he dove straight in, not even bothering to undress. It would be a long time until his human-form body didn’t crave David’s. The waves accepted him like a mother, and he kicked hard back out to sea.
 * * * * David watched until he saw Nereus dive. For long minutes after, he wondered, imagined, hoped that he’d come climbing out of the water again, rivulets running down his smiling face. But he didn’t.

It may have been minutes or hours later when David wiped his eyes and placed his fingers on the key to the ignition. He paused, picked up his phone, and dialed.
 His mother picked up right away. “Hi, Mom. Yeah, I’ve been doing well…The job is fine, better than fine…”
 He pinched his forehead between his thumb and forefinger as she chatted.
 “Hey Mom, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you…I’m gay.”
 He barely heard her next words, his heart thumped so hard in his ears. Then he smiled, tears welling up anew.
 “Someone special? Well, not right now, Mom. But I did.”
 * * * * The outboard rumbled, vibration strumming through Raider’s body as he motored through the harbor. He slid the windows open and breathed in the sultry ocean air, growling in satisfaction.

“You look…happy.” He turned to see Sophia smiling at him. Her adorable white teeth shone against the burgundy of her lips. She was right, he was.

A question hung in his throat. As much as he looked forward to finding a nice cove to settle in and screw her non-stop for several days, he needed to know something.
 “Sophia…” He didn’t know how to start. She’d chosen to leave with him rather than stay for the dragons, but perhaps that was all part of her plot, and she was still hoping to get “saved” and leave him.
 “Listen, Raider…” Her face went grave. He braced for what she might tell him, but the sound of an approaching boat pulled his attention. He held up a hand and cocked his head to the side.

They were moving fast, whoever they were, their ship clocking far more horses than his. Over the waves he heard the faint sound of a loudspeaker.
 “We’ve come to rescue Lady Sophia Aleahar. Surrender, shark!” Sophia’s face lit up as she too heard the sound. The sight of it drove a hot spike of pain right through his heart. Part of him wanted to floor it, run with her, even against her will. But even if he wanted to keep her prisoner forever, he couldn’t.

Sophia might not always realize it, but she was the stronger of them, likely the smarter one too. In fact she might be better off back with her own kind.
 * * * * Sophia watched Raider’s face harden into the mask of disinterest she knew so well. She’d meant to have a good laugh with him that Aydes Reeves, of all dragons, had come to her rescue, but clearly that wasn’t going to happen. It was perfectly obvious that the shark shifter didn’t want her to leave, but as usual he acted like he didn’t care.
 And she was sick of it. Sophia had spent way too long being unwanted to stand for playing games like this with the one male who did want her.
 Raider turned back to the steering wheel. In a sarcastic growl, he said, “I guess it’s time for you to meet your savior.”
 She scowled at his back, tempted to hit him. Then she furtively smelled herself. The scent of her heat still lingered. It had dampened some since her time in the cell, but it should be enough to draw in Aydes. Since Raider didn’t seem to care enough to fight for her.
 Aydes’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker, self-assured, confident. Clearly, he didn’t have a doubt in the world that Sophia would run to him.
 She peeked at Raider, stealing her emotions to lay a fraction of them on the line. “Um, I’m going to miss you.”
 His jaw hardened, and he nodded once. “Yeah, good times. I guess you got what you wanted out of all this, huh?”
 Sophia didn’t have the strength to tell him that she no longer knew what she wanted. Before, all she’d really hoped for was someone to love her. Now the dragon of her dreams stood before her, and a sharkshifter out of her nightmares slouched at her side. She couldn’t even tell if she was making a choice. “Did you? Um, I mean…get what you wanted out of this?”
 “Fuck if I know.” His curtness thickened the wall between them.
 She found herself rising in anger. “Well, thank you then. It’s been…” Tears blurred her vision. They’d gotten within a quarter mile of the dragon’s ship, and not wanting him to know how much his indifference upset her, Sophia started for the door. “I can just swim from here. You may as well have a head start.”
 “Fine,” he bit out.
 When she stepped out onto the deck, her body shook with fear. What if Aydes decided he didn’t really want her? What if her heat wasn’t enough to draw him in? Before she’d had nothing to lose, but now…She peered in the windows to where Raider stood at the wheel. He didn’t meet her eyes, but when he noticed her stare, he shooed her with his hand. “Get the fuck off, I need to leave.”
 His words stung like a whip. Sophia ripped her dress off over her head and dove off the bow.
 Her body shifted to dragon, dulling the sharpness of human emotions. She batted her tail hard and tried to outrun her anger and hurt. The huge gray hull divided the green-blue of the water. As she approached, she heard Aydes’s servants call to her. A broad metal walkway splashed onto the surface. The sound of it echoed like a death toll. Her claws scraped on the ridged steel, pulling her dragon body out of the water. Here in the tropics she could hold her reptile form all she wanted. The humid warmth was perfectly suited for her cold blood.
 The platform cranked upward, and water poured off its sides as it rose to the deck. When she reached the top, a human-form male she’d never seen before ran toward her.
 “Sophia. Darling, I’m so glad you’re alive!” Long, shiny black hair hung in glamorous waves. The male stood nearly seven feet tall, and was clearly aware of every inch of advantage he held over the shorter mere deck-hands scurrying around him. Green eyes shone out from his dark-bronze dragon skin.
 Aydes Reeves in human form was a sight to behold.
 “Alert the Council immediately!” he shouted to someone nearby. “And make sure we keep after that shark.”
 Sophia let off a soft yelp. “That’s unnecessary, Aydes, he didn’t hurt me. He was just, um…love-struck.” She felt odd speaking to him still in dragon form, but Aydes didn’t offer her any clothes and her naked human body was not something she felt ready to share with anyone but the male she’d just left.
 “Well?” Aydes cocked a jaunty eyebrow. “Are you going to stand there all scaly or are you shift to your human form?”
 “I don’t have anything to wear.” She realized how silly that sounded. Sophia just expected to deal with all this in dragon form.
 His lip curled into a smile that she only now realized bypassed confident and crossed into conceited. “Hmmm…You smell out-ofthis-world, Sophia.” His eyebrow recommenced their wagging. “You don’t need clothes for what we’ll be doing.” He must not have registered her wide-eyed look of disbelief or her gasp of outrage, because he kept talking. “I’m unbelievably skilled at human-form intercourse techniques. You’ll be very impressed.”
 Sophia didn’t know whether to run away screaming or laugh out loud. This was the male she’d spent years dreaming of? She’d never noticed before that behind his size, his money, and his shiny scales he was a complete dolt. When her thoughts came spilling out her mouth, she made no effort to stop them. “I seriously doubt that.”
 His eyes narrowed, giving his face a cruel and petulant cast. “No wonder no one can stomach you.”
 Once his insult would have crushed her, but now…meh.
 Shouts sounded as mere ran across the deck to their dragon master. “We’ve caught him!” Sophia swung her large dragon head to see a shark-form Raider being hauled up in a wire net. “He came swimming right back this way. Stupid shark!”

Chapter 16

Raider’s body morphed. The wires bit into his thinner human skin, but he didn’t peel his eyes from Sophia.
 The dragon standing by her was in human form, but he still looked formidable. He had a foot of height on Raider, and was probably trained in all manners of fighting.
 Good thing Raider fought dirty. Because so way in hell was that asshole going to lay a hand on his female—no matter what form she was in.
 Sophia pushed past the male and ran toward him, her slinky dragon body wiggling as she scurried. Just because he couldn’t do her in that form didn’t mean the sight didn’t get him hard. He stood up, shoving off the net.
 A half dozen mere grabbed his arms, one held a gun to his head. “My sister was raped by a shark-shifter you cock-sucker,” the man snarled in his ear.
 “So was my mother,” Raider replied
 The mere pulled back a hair but kept the gun cocked and trained.
 The monstrously tall dragon behind Sophia laughed. “So this is who fell in love with you? This is my competition? A mutant shark? Your parents are going to love hearing about this.”
 Raider could give a fuck about what the dragon thought of him, but he lunged forward anyway. No one talked to Sophia like that. But when the mere dragged him back, he saw Sophia thumping toward the tall, dark male, her dragon tail waving enticingly. Raider almost thought she’d smack the human-form dragon with her taloned claw, but she stopped inches from his face. To his credit, the male dragon didn’t shift forms.
 “He’s not a mutant.” Sophia started. “He’s um…well, he’s a…high ranking employee of Dendric Research. Have you heard of them? Hmmm, I thought not. They’re a human company, Fortune 500.”
 Raider bit back a laugh as Sophia the Honest lied her ass off.
 “And we’re together, so…we’re going to leave now. I just came by to let you know that…and he followed…in case I needed him to sign something.”
 She really needed to learn that the key to bullshit is brevity.
 “Sophia, you know your parents won’t accept this,” the male drawled at her.
 She raised her eyebrows. “Well, they’ll have to. Because I went into heat and he…Claimed me.”
 Raider’s mouth fell open at the same moment the dragon’s did.
 “Sharks don’t Claim females.” The male dragon sounded not completely sure.
 “Sure they do!”
 “Then where’s your mark?” The large male’s eyebrow rose in challenge.
 “It’s somewhere you can’t see.” Her comment was so offhand that if Raider didn’t know better, he’d think it was the truth. “They do, and he did, and that’s all there is to it.” She stood up on her back legs so her reptile form towered over the male’s human one. “And he fucks like a monster.”
 Raider tugged his arms away from the mere surrounding him. “Excuse me!” He imitated the male dragon’s haughty expression. “My mate and I will be leaving now.”
 Sophia bounded toward him, and he readied to dive in the water. Raider took in the deck full of rag-wearing mere and the Armani-clad dragon who all but owned them. He leaned to the mere closest to his left. “If you’re looking to make some easy money, drop me a line. It’s mereshark, all one word, at Dendric Research dot com. Tell your friends.”
 * * * * Sophia’s shifted to human and climbed up the small ladder at the back of their boat. Raider shook out his hair like a dog and water streamed over his rangy shoulders and arms. The breath rushed out of her. Perhaps she hadn’t completely noticed before, but he was beautiful—tough and hard, and hers.

When he lifted his head, he pinned her with a wicked glare. “What are you looking at?”
 As if he didn’t know. She allowed her eyes to travel the line of white down his body to where his member expanded before her eyes. Her lower lip pinched between her teeth.
 When she didn’t answer he returned her stare with a hot one of his own. “Those were some tall tales you told back there.”
 His body called to hers, and she obeyed, walking slowly toward him. “I learned from the best.” She notice his eyes riveted on her lips. She licked them slowly, delighting when he groaned low in his throat. Sophia reached out, walking her fingers down his chest and watching his lance bob as she neared it. “But not all of them were lies.”
 She felt his smile like sunshine raining down, though her eyes trained on his hips.
 “Hell, sweetheart, you know I have to motor us into a cove before we can have any real fun.”
 Sophia’s grin grew wide. She liked this power she had to make him crazy. Her lip twisted into a mock-innocent smile. When his mouth dropped open with desire, she added a bat of her eyelashes and a little sigh. His whole body convulsed.
 She pulled her finger away right before it dipped into the crinkly hair at the juncture of his thighs. “I guess you should start driving.”
 He plunged in and nipped hard at her lower lip. His hands didn’t touch her, but she felt the bite to her toes. Then he ripped open the door and went inside, leaving her to place cool fingers on the swollen lip he’d bitten. With adoring eyes, she watched through the window as he started the engine and adjusted himself so his erection didn’t poke the console.
 He turned around and called to her, “Come here and suck me off while I drive.”
 She snorted but did as he said.
 The motor started up under her feet, rumbling up her body. Sophia fell to her knees while keeping her eyes trained on his.
 He looked to the water, then back to her, then back to the water. Raider’s Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed.
 Sophia traced her eyes up his long shaft, up to the folds of skin framing his slick, reddened cap. Wetness seeped between her legs, mirroring his arousal. His hand combed into her hair, urging her forward.
 She snaked a hand between her legs as she closed her mouth over his salty head. His growls urged her on, sent waves of excitement through her body.
 Sophia opened her mouth wider, tried to shove more of him into her mouth.
 “Easy, baby, you don’t need to take it all.” His hand petted her face, and his panting breaths came closer together. She backed off, just drawing on the tip while her hand worked into the cleft between her legs.
 “Give me your hand.”
 She lifted her head from his sex and lifted her right hand to him. He bowed his head and took her fingers into his mouth, groaning when his tongue wound around them. Then he released them and smirked at her. “Not that hand.”
 She reached up her other hand, burying the one he licked back between her legs. He took her fingers and wrapped them around the base of his sex, urging her to grip. “Put the tip in your mouth.”
 Sophia did as he said, and Raider worked her hand up his shaft in a long hard squeeze. He moaned aloud and rocked his hips forward. The movement sent her core burning and she sped up her hand as well as the fingers inside her. The motor screamed, and the boat buzzed under her as he hit the gas.
 “Hell, I need to get you on your back.”
 Sophia sped up her movements, bold now that she understood better what he liked. She tugged him hard and then curled her lips down his length until bitter fluid touched the back of her throat. He gripped at the back of her head, thick fingers twisted in her hair. She wondered what he’d taste like if he released in her mouth as she’d done on his.
 Sliding back up his length, she stroked him again, this time doubling him over as he tried to pull away. “Sweetheart, I…”
 She followed his retreat, teasing at a penis head turned purple, but he set the motor to neutral. “Hold that thought.”
 She waited on her knees while he threw the anchor. By the time he returned, her probing fingers had worked her to a moment from climax. He strode back to her, gripping her hair with his fist. “Open!” Her mouth spread wide and he thrust into it, almost causing her to gag. Sophia moaned. The bite of pain in her scalp, his tangy taste, her orgasm held barely at bay, all of it created an erotic haze her awareness could hardly pierce. “Your throat too, open.”
 Sophia experimented with her muscles, adjusting her spread jaw to accommodate him further. Her eyes flew open as his wide cap settled snuggly into the back of her throat. She keened around him and his answering curses of praise set her off. She screamed around his cock as her spasming core bent her at her waist. She was still crying in rhythmic waves when Raider’s arm wrapped around her waist from underneath and tossed her in the V-berth.
 She flipped to her back, spreading her legs open for him. She wanted to watch his face when he spent inside her. Raider gripped her knees in his hands and balled her under him then sank into her slick center in one hard thrust. She closed around him gripping him tight. When he had her pinned and impaled, his mismatched eyes bore into hers.
 “Mercy.” Her breath rushed out.
 He showed her none.
 * * * * Mindlessly, Raider bucked into her. Somewhere in the distance he heard Sophia gasp and scream. Then she was shouting his name and he murmured hers in return but gritted his teeth against the need to come. She was his, not leaving, and he was going to fuck her senseless on his boat.

“Raider?” She panted, her hands pressing on either side of his face. He looked down at her to find her flushed, damp with sweat, but concern shone in her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

His chest clenched against an onslaught of feeling, and he collapsed onto her, his body pressed along every inch of her soft, fragrant skin. Her hands stroked down his back, and he thrust into her again, this time slow and deep. “I thought you were leaving.” He growled as she gasped again, her center pulling him in, her limbs tensing around him.
 “I’m yours.” His balls pulled in tight, sending spasms up his body. He took her mouth in a romantic-as-fuck kiss as he poured into her. He felt her answering climax all around him. She cried into his mouth, and he sucked it all in.
 Raider held her close, not wanting to separate yet. “I…” She whispered in his ear. “I know you do.” He smiled against her neck, and then lifted his head to kiss her pouty bottom lip. It felt plump and bruised and tasted like salt and female. “So are you gonna want to get married or something?”
 She reached down and slapped his ass. “Like a human? Gross!” Raider tickled her side as he wetly slid out of her depths. “Mere do it, too!”
 Sophia cocked her eyebrows at him and adopted her most haughty expression. “Well dragons don’t!” She stated it as if that had ended the discussion and wiggled out from under him to get to the tissues, but Raider wasn’t going to let it drop.
 “Well maybe my dragon does!” He snatched her around the waist as she tried to scurry away and nipped her pert rear end.
 She gasped.
 His cock went hard as a rock again.
 Sophia’s whisper came out as little more than a breath. “You’d have to make me.”
 “Oh, would I?” He climbed up her back until his hips slid between her legs and kissed a path from her shoulder up to her ear. “I could do that.”
 With a giggle, she squirmed forward. “You could try.”
 The tip of his cock teased at her wet entrance, her movements sending jolts of pleasure like lightning up his spine. He pushed up with his arms, popping off her back.
 “Where are you going?” Nervousness tinged her husky voice.
 His mouth curled at her wide-eyed expression. “To get some rope.”
 * * * * 
Six months later
Sophia lounged on the back deck, her fashionable sunglasses shading her eyes as she flipped the pages of a human magazine. She’d heard these periodicals were becoming extinct. Too bad, threehundred years would be a long time to live without Cosmo.

“You almost ready to go, sexy?” Raider called to her from the cabin door. She kinda missed their little Dory, but Dendric had insisted they upgrade to a much-larger Nordhaven. Weber had even foisted a couple crewmembers on them. The guys were human and had the sense to stay out of Raider’s way.

“Do we really have to do this?” She stood and looked down at her belly. The pregnancy showed for real now, a round ball protruding under her bikini top and threatening to overhang her bottoms.

Raider came up behind her. His arms wrapped around her. She guessed that he’d handed off the steering wheel to one of the crew. “Your mother’s been planning this for a month.”

Her face scrunched in disbelief, and she craned her head to look at him. “So now you’re siding with my mother?”
 Raider’s face split into a wide grin. His lightning-bolt marking glinted in the sunlight. “I’m just glad she’s stopped referring to me as ‘that damned shark.’”
 Sophia hid her wince. Only in your presence.
 “I don’t even know about shifting to dragon…” She patted the rounded brown skin of her belly meaningfully. If she had to hide behind her unborn child to get out of seeing her parents, so be it.
 “Weber says it should be fine for you to shift to dragon for the trip down, and you can turn human as soon as we get there.”
 She threw her hands up. “Oh, and my mom is going to love that! Not only am I showing up with my shark-shifter baby-daddy, but I’ll be rubbing shoulders with her friends in human form.”
 Raider petted down her side. His firm hands calmed her. “Fuck ‘em.”
 A snort escaped her nose, and he nipped her neck.
 “All right! I’ll go get ready.”
 The swim to Underwater City passed uneventfully and only an hour later, Sophia descended from her bedroom to the feast room. Despite the undeniable proof of her involvement with Raider, her parents still asked that he not accompany her to her room. Instead they advised him to change in a guest room.
 Sophia took a deep breath and steadied herself around the corner from the staircase’s landing. At least they hadn’t asked him to change in the servant’s quarters like last time they’d come to visit.
 She passed her hand over her low-cut turquoise evening gown. Raider had insisted she get it even though she knew that dragons would find it “distasteful.” In fact, Raider’s exact words were, “it’ll shows off your knockers.” Looking down at her amply displayed cleavage, she wondered at the wisdom of listening to her mate.
 Finally, she stepped her high-heeled foot around the corner. All conversation stopped, as if they’d just been discussing her. Lifting her chin, Sophia walked directly to the buffet table and grabbed a glass of wine.
 “You shouldn’t be drinking that in your condition!” One of her mother’s friends gasped in shock.
 “I’ll take my chances.”
 The female scowled at her. Sophia didn’t bother explaining to her that a part shark-shifter infant would be to immune practically anything. Her attention turned to the door where her lover entered. Even human among all these dragons he appeared completely nonflustered. Her shoulders dropped several inches.
 He looked amazing, the white collar of his dress shirt set off both his dark features and the flash of white across his face. The black dinner jacket he wore emphasized his broad shoulders and V shaped torso. Even dressed to the nines he reeked of menace. He stalked toward her, and the dragons all averted their gazes.
 “Hey, sweetheart. You look hot.” He wrapped his arm behind her back and nuzzled her neck, sniffing her blatantly and not caring who noticed. “Let’s mingle.”
 Her eyes went wide as her mother waved her over and Raider steered her toward Patsy Herilian and her minions. Her mother looked expectantly at Sophia, who squirmed.
 Patsy peered down at her, a mocking glint in her slanted eyes.
 “How is the yachting life treating you, Sophia? Your mother tells me you’re living aboard a ship now?”
Um, sort of.
 “Yes. It’s a…research vessel actually. Raider and I work for Dendric Biotech…um…with science.” Sweat beaded on her brown as she tried to think of what to say and not to say. Raider gave her a soft squeeze.
 “So you work for humans?”
 Sophia winced, knowing where this line of questioning led. “Yes, but they’re working on several compounds to improve the lives of ocean shifters.” If Weber talks them into it.
 The enormous female’s head swung in confusion. A nearby male, this one an older Council member, jumped into the conversation. “But dragons have no need for human medicines.”
Mercy! She breathed out slowly, exasperated at the dragons’ idea that they were the only ocean shifters who mattered. “Yes, but mere and sharks might like to be able to go farther inland, for jobs, and…” Incredulous faces met hers, and she backpedaled furiously. “But that’s all very theoretical…um. Nothing’s solid yet.”
 The male’s talons curled into her parents’ imported Oriental rug. “I should think not. To imagine those savages walking on land!”
 Sophia tensed, but Raider’s hand stroked down her back. Damn, nothing fazed him! Sophia, on the other hand, wanted to rip the dragon’s throat out for insulting her mate.
 Her mind was so preoccupied with thoughts of bloody vengeance that when Pasty asked her, “How did you and your mate meet again?” she replied, “He pretended to fuck me to save me from getting raped.”
 Silence.
 Wide-eyed, geckos-chirping, stone-drop silence.
 Heat crawled up her neck and onto her face as the open-mouthed dragons stared at her.
 Next to her, Raider erupted into laughter. The dragons hastily turned away and started conversations of their own, but he laughed without restraint, decorum, or any kind of concern for public opinion for far longer that was appropriate. When he knew their attention had focused elsewhere, he leaned in and nipped at her lips. “You, sweetheart, are funny as hell!”
 Raider put his hand on the side of her face and kissed her, adding plenty of tongue for good measure. When he came up for air, he looked around. The party was in full swing, everyone having gotten their fill of gawking. “I think we put in enough of an appearance.”
 She nodded, a giddy smile playing across her lips.
 “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 And they did.

Epilogue

Dr. David Weber breathed in the sterile smell of air travel as he boarded the plane back to Panama City. The line of passengers jostled slowly down the aisle, storing luggage over head, stowing things under their seats. He smiled wistfully, looked out the window, and said goodbye to Washington DC. He’d done what he came to do, and presented his case as best he could to Dendric’s Board of Directors. It went better than he’d imagined. At least they hadn’t removed him from his new position as head of the Panama City DORC.

His arrived at his seat and wedged himself between his two rowmates. Then he lowered his briefcase to the floor. His hands fell on a thin, out-of-print book titled “Mere in the Post-Colonial Era” that he’d managed to track down via a rare online bookseller. He pulled it out and placed it in the seat pocket in front of him to read during the flight.

David drew out his cell phone and laptop to power them down before take-off. He swept his finger across to screen to check his email one last time. It was silly to do it, given he didn’t have time to respond, but habit nonetheless. A text message from an unfamiliar number flashed on his icon and he opened it.

Hey Doc, How have you been? Nereus
 David grinned, a joy he hadn’t expected to feel again spreading through him. He fingered the single key in his pocket—the one to the motorboat he’d bought just a few months ago.
 The overhead speakers blared, telling the passengers in no uncertain terms to shut off their electronic devices. David’s fingers trembled as he quickly texted his response.
Where can we meet?


THE END
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