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      Matchmaker Dannika will do anything to help the mer warriors find their soul mates and save their race -- until a warrior tries to claim her for himself.

      She must forget the steady strength in his bulging biceps, the tingling awareness coursing through her veins, or the patience, kindness, and empathy in his iridescent green-and-coffee-brown irises.

      The young widow already met her soul mate. Met, married, and mourned him. If something happened to her gorgeous mer warrior . . . No. She can’t go through that again. Her dreams were forgotten for a reason. There is no second chance for one true love.

      This is a fun, adventurous, standalone shifter romance in the bestselling Lords of Atlantis series. It contains steamy love scenes, vivid undersea battles, a forbidden island with plucky castaways, and the kraken. Dive into the mysteries of the Bermuda Triangle with these wily warriors of the sea!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Newsletter subscribers enjoy bonus stories plus a  steamy prequel novella,  Sea Lord’s Castaway. It takes place twenty years before the entire series, and it relates directly to this book! Escaping from a marriage gone wrong, Bex sails into unexpected danger and a mysterious, tattooed prince deep in the Bermuda Triangle…

        Get it free at https://starlanight.com/loa-newsletter.
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      The day of the plane crash started out completely ordinary.

      Sunlight kissed the palm trees outside Dannika’s guest cottage, the owner’s peacocks began squawking for their breakfast in the back garden, and four nude warriors broke down Dannika’s bedroom door.

      Dannika jolted up in bed and flung off her lavender-scented sleep mask. “Wha—? Is it?”

      The warriors raced around her suite, peeking in the bathroom, closet, and the attached kitchen. Intricate iridescent tattoos covered their bulging muscles, and their hands patted their bare biceps for missing daggers and tridents.

      One warrior with bright orange tattoos swirling across his lightly bluish-tinted skin—his name was Gailen—leaned out her open kitchen window. “There! She cries for help in the grass!”

      The warriors raced out the way they had come. Dannika’s front door hung open, swinging on its hinges.

      The peacocks squawked louder with surprise. Heeeemeee. Heeemeee.

      Gailen called, “Where are you? We hear your cry for help. We are coming!”

      Heeeemeee. Heeemeee.

      Oh, goodness.

      They’d misheard the peacocks.

      “Again?” Dannika collapsed, noodle spined, against the carved hardwood headboard and yawned. If she closed her eyes or squinted… No, she’d never mistake the call of a peacock for a human. They sounded like birds with a throaty squeal.

      She yawned, then pushed the sheets off her long satin nightgown, tugged on a fluffy bathrobe, and belted it as she wandered to the front door. “Gentlemen? You can relax. It’s just the peacocks. Again.”

      The morning sunlight warmed her front step. A pleasant breeze carried in the scent of ocean salt, sweet grasses, and fresh banana bread made with some of the ripe dwarf Cavendish bananas hanging in the garden.

      Gailen strode around the side of her white cottage. An all-seafood diet with plenty of exercise grew the marine warriors into big, hard, gorgeous males intent on claiming and fiercely protecting their soul mates. And performing the occasional peacock rescue, fully nude.

      Dannika forced her gaze to his muscular pectorals and face. Above the waist. Definitely above the waist to ignore the bounty that nature had endowed him with. “Please call the other warriors to come out of my back garden.”

      Worry wrinkled Gailen’s brow. “Someone cries for help. A woman, or a child.”

      “And I applaud your responsiveness.” She rested a comforting hand on his beefy shoulder. “You must have run all the way from the beach. But it’s a bird, I promise you.”

      He peered around the far side of the waist-high hibiscus hedge. “Are you sure?”

      “I grew up with peacocks. And they made the same sound yesterday morning when Tial broke into my cottage, and the day before, when Zoan did.”

      The other warriors rejoined them, and Dannika greeted them individually, focusing on their serious, tattooed faces and not on their hard, toned, endowed lower bodies.

      Gailen’s frown deepened. “Land creatures are so strange. Do you not think so? Why would a bird make such a cry or carry such a tail? It is too strange.”

      “The world is a strange place.” She patted his bulging bicep. “Just think of how shocked we humans were when mermen appeared on our shores.”

      On the land, they looked like any other muscular, warlike, nude tribe. But under the water, gills sprouted in their lower backs and their feet elongated into fins. Dannika had seen it a few times. It was fascinating to watch.

      And five years ago, it had been unthinkable. Mermen were the stuff of legends.

      Who would have believed they were living beneath the ocean all along?

      For centuries, the warriors had arisen only to unite with brides on isolated, sacred islands. Modernization had emptied those islands and caused a population crash. Five years ago, one warrior had defied his rulers and sought his bride on the mainland. His quest had revealed the mer to the shocked modern world—and launched Dannika’s mission.

      That first modern bride had envisioned a dating site for warriors to find their soul mates. With the help of good friends, she’d made her vision a reality, and for the past year, Dannika had been running it.

      The mer were still a critically endangered species. Dannika’s work had never been so necessary, and she awoke every day excited to do it.

      She just usually awoke a little later and better rested.

      “Why don’t you return to the beach?” Dannika suppressed a yawn. “I’ll join you as soon as I’ve dressed.”

      “We disturbed you. I apologize.”

      “Oh, no. I wanted to get up early today.” She guided him to the white stone path and released him next to the still-open front door. “As always, I’m honored that the warriors of Atlantis care so much about my well-being that you feel the need to break down my door.”

      “Yes, that was also strange. During your welcome speech, you said that you have an open-door policy, and yet, when we came to investigate the cries for help, we had to break open your door.”

      Ah.

      She looked into their innocent, sweet, but also very capable faces. “I should have said, ‘Please ask any questions.’ Let’s not break any more doors.”

      “What if you are behind a door when we have a question?” Warrior Nilun demanded.

      “You can wait.” Dannika stood at her door. “Knock, at the very least. Or you could ask another warrior, or⁠—”

      “Your leader.” Their leader sauntered up the cottage path. “Me.”

      Her heart stumbled. He’s back. She suddenly couldn’t breathe. “Ciran?”

      Unlike the nude warriors, Ciran wore dark blue Bermuda shorts and an unbuttoned shirt that showed off his well-defined six-pack and belly button. He had a relentless rhythm to his stride, an obdurate resistance that could withstand a hurricane.

      He fixed his unusual two-tone eyes on her. His irises were coffee brown mixed with leaf green, like his tattoos. The marks curled across his skin, but their colors never quite touched. “Dannika.”

      Her heart picked itself up and started beating faster and faster.

      I turned you down, but I never stopped thinking of you, and now you’ve come back.

      She took a half step off the porch to run to him, throw her arms around his broad shoulders, and do something crazy like sob with relief.

      The bright, interested stares of the other warriors brought her up sharply.

      She forced herself up onto the porch again, smoothed her sleep-wrinkled robe, and brushed down her wild black hair. “Well…uh…when did you arrive?”

      “Last night.” He returned the other warriors’ salutes—pressing their pinched fingers together at chest level—and surveyed the gathering. “Where is your guard?”

      “Oh, Zoan?” She tried to lean casually against the doorframe, almost slid off, and straightened abruptly. “I, um, let him go.”

      His gaze bore into her. “You let him go?”

      “Yes, I…” She waved in the direction of the hibiscus hedge. “Zoan met his soul mate. She came by last night to take him to meet her family. They’ll be back after breakfast.”

      “He left his post?”

      “I told him to.”

      “That is⁠—”

      “Ordered. I ordered him to.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      You should have told me you were coming. Someone should have told me. Why don’t mermen have personal assistants? If they had put you on my calendar, then I wouldn’t be a mess right now.

      Gailen spoke up. “Then we did cause a problem, Dannika?”

      “Yes,” Ciran said.

      “No, no.” She peered over Ciran’s looming shoulder. “You didn’t know. It’s fine.”

      Ciran turned to the warriors. “Go to Lotar.”

      They saluted uneasily and hurried down the beach path.

      “They didn’t mean it,” she told Ciran. “I hope you’re not mad.”

      “Mad? No.” He swung back to Dannika. “You live on the surface. You are the expert in human affairs.”

      “Yes, thank you. I am.”

      “And therefore, you know whether or not you need a guard.”

      “Yes, well…I don’t think it hurts to have a guard. But my mission is to match warriors with their soul mates, and I won’t stop, even if it puts me in danger.”

      He stepped closer. “Then you are in danger?”

      She held her ground. “No more than anyone else at MerMatch.com.”

      “You are its leader.”

      “And that’s why I need us to get along. If you have a problem”—she made a sweeping gesture at herself—“tell me now.”

      His gaze followed the path of her hand down her body, trailing over her breasts, caressing below the navel, down bare legs and all the way back up. “Hmm.”

      Oh. God.

      Her throat went dry.

      She coughed. “What? You have a problem?”

      “Yes.” He rested a forearm on the doorjamb above her cottage and leaned in, scanning her bedroom and then back to her. Protective, but sensual. “Do not sacrifice your safety for our happiness.”

      “My mission⁠—”

      “Is honorable. Our warriors do need mates, and we desperately need young fry. But Dannika, you also must be safe.”

      “If I don’t support your warriors once they find their soul mates, I’m not a very good matchmaker, am I?”

      “You are an excellent matchmaker.”

      Her heart throbbed. “Oh?”

      “Yes.” Ciran’s true belief blazed into her. “You have brought happiness to many warriors, and you shine like a beacon of hope to those who are still searching. But Zoan would never forgive himself if you were hurt in his absence. Please value yourself as we do.”

      “Oh.” She swallowed hard. “You’re so sweet.”

      He tilted his head. “And you will value yourself?”

      “I hear what you’re saying. But when you’ve met your special someone and you’re falling in love, every moment is precious. You need to spend it together.”

      “Warriors can endure a separation. Once a warrior has found his soul mate, he will not stop until she accepts his claim.”

      A thousand silent signals passed between them. This gorgeous, protective warrior focused on her with his huge, intellectual heart, and a hot current in her blood pounded to his rhythms. She wanted him now just as badly as when they’d first met. Worse now, because the craving to taste his love had only increased.

      You must be safe. Please value yourself as we do.

      These pure-hearted warriors deserved all she could give and more. Ciran especially. She needed him to be happy.

      She needed him to have a wonderful life.

      And that was why she had to put aside her shallow lust and focus on his future. “I’m so happy you’ve come back. Are you finally ready to open your heart?”

      “Dannika.” His dark gaze stole her breath. “My heart has always been open to you.”

      “No, I meant…” She cleared her dry throat. “You’re ready to find the bride you truly deserve?”

      “More than ready.”

      “I’ll be so happy to guide you to your soul mate.”

      “She is right here.”

      Her heart throbbed again.

      Focus on his happiness. His future. His bride.

      “You know…” She cleared her throat again. “You know that I can’t accept.”

      “Do I?”

      “You should. I’ve told you before.” Dannika rested her hand on the doorknob and inched away from the hard wall of muscle she just wanted to cling to and squeeze. “It’s common for a client to fixate on his first point of contact at a dating agency.”

      “I do not fixate on a contact.” His gaze dropped to her chest. A slight smile curved his firm lips. “Your soul glows with my presence.”

      Dannika pressed one palm to her chest. “I’ve heard my soul is bright.”

      “My warriors see your affinity with the sea. But your soul shines even brighter in my presence.”

      “Well…ah, that’s because…uh…you should focus on yourself, not on me.”

      “Our souls resonate, Dannika. That is how a warrior recognizes his bride. How I recognized my bride.”

      His voice lowered, and the husky tone made her heart squeeze. Rivulets of desire flooded her feminine channel, and need pinched her breasts.

      “I will not descend again until she is mine.”

      Heat soaked her.

      His hard gaze said that he knew everything. Her reactions, her arousal, his effect on her.

      Magnetic desire urged her to pull his rock-hard body into her arms, straddle him, meld their lips, and kiss him senseless. His hands would clamp her waist and press her against his demanding erection. She’d murmur wild promises to turn him on—that of course she was his bride, and he was always right—and she would throw her head back as he took her the way she’d dreamed—literally dreamed, naked and sweaty in tangled silk, gasping awake with shock and then promising herself never to remember. She’d seen his cock, full and gorgeous, the day he’d first emerged from the water in New York and strode to her with unwavering certainty. She knew exactly what she was missing by keeping her hands to herself.

      “That is…one person’s opinion,” she finally said, the doorknob digging into her back.

      “Actually, all the warriors agree you are my bride.”

      Wait.

      What?

      “You’ve talked about this to the other warriors?”

      “They expect you to accept my claim, leave the surface world behind, and journey to Atlantis. Tonight.”

      “Tonight?” She released the door and forced him back a step. “Well, reassure your warriors that I’m not going anywhere. Running MerMatch is my top priority.”

      “Your destiny is⁠—”

      “My destiny is to find your warriors their soul mates. Everyone deserves true love, and yours, Ciran, is still out there.”

      He sighed in frustration. “She is standing in front of me.”

      “Do this exercise with me, Ciran. Envision your future bride, believe she’ll come to you, and manifest her.”

      “I see your desire.”

      “Close your eyes.” She stepped back, around the door, and put it between them. “And don’t worry. I’m perfectly resolved to put your happiness above mine.”

      He shifted his weight onto his heels. “I am not.”

      “That’s why I have to be strong for the both of us.”

      “Dannika—”

      “I’ll see you on the beach.” She closed the door on him and rested her back against the warm wood.

      Last time, after days of fighting her unexpected attraction to the two-tone warrior, she’d finally sat him down and formally rejected him. He’d taken it hard, refusing her offer to meet any other matches, and stormed to the docks. Instead of the relief she’d expected to feel, her heart had come loose in her chest and felt strangely bereft. Almost…well, not devastated, but she’d spent the next two weeks fighting back tears when she misplaced a paperclip.

      And now he was back.

      She peeked out the window.

      Ciran stared at the closed door. His jaw flexed. He wasn’t angry this time. Not bitter.

      No.

      The emotion reflected in those fierce eyes was determination.

      Uh-oh.

      He tipped his head as if to say that this round had gone to her, but he was far from beaten. He turned on a heel and strode decisively down the beach path to his warriors.

      She rested her head on the wood and let out a huge sigh, then rotated the small, loose silver wedding band on her ring finger.

      Just because she had a feeling didn’t mean she had to act on it.

      Dannika had fielded interest from plenty of good, kind men. Had she acted? No. Because she’d already met her soul mate. Met and married him.

      Everyone deserved that bliss.

      Ciran would just have to move on to a better woman. One who made his face light up with happiness.

      Dannika had to keep him at arm’s length until he got it.

      He’d get over his infatuation.

      Any minute now.
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      Dannika could not deny her soul’s desire forever.

      Ciran stormed down the white stone path, through scrubby brush, and descended to the pink sand beach. Energy pulsed in his veins. Excitement flushed his pores.

      He had given up on her once.

      You’re a sweet warrior, Ciran, but I just can’t return your feelings. I’m sorry. You’ll soon understand. She’d rejected him kindly, and he’d believed that she could sense more in their souls than he could.

      But her glowing reaction to him just now had confirmed the truth.

      She was his bride.

      He would never give up on her again.

      His second-in-command, Lotar, waited in the clear, sandy shallows. His iridescent gray tattoos glistened with droplets of seawater, and his dark hair was slicked back against his skull. He wore red Bermuda shorts, tight against his trim body.

      The other warriors clustered behind him, nude and waist-deep in the gently rolling waves.

      “Where is Dannika?” Gailen asked.

      “Dressing.” Ciran nodded at the pile of sand-strewn shorts and shirts. “Wear the human coverings.”

      They slogged to the beach and obeyed. Gailen struggled with the unusual fastenings, and the other warriors helped him.

      “Does this mean we will make the dating profile videos for Dannika?” Gailen asked. “Or will she go with you to Atlantis now?”

      “You will make the videos.”

      “Will she share it with mainland brides?” Tial, a smaller warrior with large eyes and evergreen tattoos, asked. “Will there be time?”

      “She will share it.”

      “When is she leaving as your bride?” Nilun demanded.

      Ciran hesitated.

      Lotar met his gaze. He was a silent, introspective warrior with excellent instincts, but given the choice, he preferred to swim alone. He’d led this unit of warriors to Bermuda without complaint, but anticipated relinquishing his responsibilities.

      “She has not accepted my claim,” Ciran said finally.

      Lotar tipped his head in silent relief.

      The other warriors stared at Ciran.

      “Why not?” Tial asked. “When she saw you, she glowed brighter than the sun.”

      “Her soul was blinding,” Gailen agreed.

      “Is she frightened?” Nilun asked, his sharp tone and gestures turning even the simplest question into an urgent query. “Does she think you will fail to protect her? Does she not know you are a second lieutenant, and you would die before she came to harm?”

      Ah.

      Nilun’s high opinion of him soothed Ciran’s taut brow like a balm. He rolled his shoulders, trying to release muscles that carried too much tension. “Dannika does not have unworthy thoughts. She will fulfill her promises to the mer before she allows any personal desire to intrude.”

      “Can she not do that as your bride?” Gailen asked.

      “She can.”

      “Then…”

      The distant cawing of seabirds sounded lonely on the rustling wind.

      Tial’s already large eyes grew wider. He asked softly, “Are you okay?”

      Of course Ciran was not okay.

      He’d surfaced to claim his soul mate, and she denied him. All the warriors had surfaced for the same reason. His failure shook the very foundation of Atlantis.

      Long ago, mer and humans had lived in harmony, but a mysterious Great Catastrophe had plunged the two races into war. The mer had retreated to the undersea world and faded into human legend.

      But then their females had died out, and their race had faced extinction.

      The ruling All-Council had forged an ancient covenant with human brides on sacred islands who promised to keep the mer’s secret. Each bride would descend, give birth to a young fry—always male—and then return to her island community. In that way, the undersea world once more thrived.

      But in recent generations, the sacred islands had emptied and modernized. Few brides remained; fewer young fry were born. The mer once more faced extinction.

      Then a new voice arose. Kadir urged the warriors to break the ancient covenant, reveal their existence to humans, and seek mainland brides. Across the ocean, rebels had joined his ranks, and Kadir had founded a new city in the wreckage of the ancient Atlantis.

      Ciran was one of the first warriors to join his rebellion. He was one of the first warriors to seek a mainland bride.

      And he was one of the first warriors to fail.

      What barrier prevented Dannika from accepting his claim?

      The obvious answer was that she did not value herself. She sacrificed her safety, her happiness, her future for others. That was too much. She needed a warrior to protect, honor, and treasure her.

      That warrior was Ciran.

      But there was something else. Something deeper she refused to share. He sensed the barrier, submerged beneath her easy rejections, perhaps hiding even from her own consciousness.

      Eventually, he would dismantle her easy rejections and then, together, they would face her real objection.

      In the meantime, he needed to explain her refusal in a way his impulsive, loyal, too-helpful warriors could understand.

      “I will not ask Dannika to be less honorable than she is. She must meld modern dating with the sacred bride ceremonies. When warriors can find their brides without her intervention, then she and I will, of course, descend and marry before the Atlantis Life Tree.”

      Another long silence followed.

      “Perhaps she is not the only one who is too honorable,” one of his warriors muttered.

      Ciran crossed his arms. “Who said that?”

      They shuffled uncomfortably.

      Gailen finally spoke to ease the tension. “You are from Undine, so you can devise a strategy to meld these systems for Dannika.”

      “I am from Atlantis now.”

      “Ah, yes… But she knows you were from Undine, right?”

      “We have not discussed my origin.”

      “Forget this human dating. I have the answer.” Nilun jabbed his finger at the pink coral sand. “Willing brides come to this beach, here. They drink the elixir and enter the ocean. Warriors swim among them as a predator swims among prey. Then, when a warrior finds the bride who resonates with his soul, he cuts her from the rest of the humans, and it is done. She is his. There are no surface words or meaningless delays. She must accept our claim, no choice, and we descend directly to Atlantis.”

      “That is not the human way.” Lotar’s voice was soft but sharp.

      “The human way takes too long. Why so much conversation and argument? And even the brightest humans cannot see soul lights as the mer do.”

      “It is strange.” Gailen squinted at the path to the human sleeping areas. “Why must Second Lieutenant Ciran, a serious and honorable warrior, labor to convince Dannika of his worth when Zoan, a much lesser warrior, easily convinced his bride to accept his claim?”

      “Are you talking about me again?” Zoan called from the top of the beach.

      “When am I not?” Gailen saluted the jolly warrior striding down the white stone path. Gailen’s thumbs did not align properly, so he could never make the proper form. “Where is your bride? Did she escape you already?”

      “Do not insult Zoan!” Nilun quested for the daggers that were not on his bare biceps and thighs, and then clenched his fists. “He is a warrior a hundred times your worth.”

      “I do not know if I am one hundred times the worth of Gailen.” Zoan’s shirt was buttoned improperly, and his dark hair stuck up askew as if a loving bride had ruffled it. He lifted his hands and wiggled his thumbs. “Perhaps just two thumbs’ worth.”

      Nilun frowned.

      Gailen gave him a wry grin. “She did run away from you, then?”

      “To gather her family. They are having something called an ‘engagement party,’ and she is buying a dress. But her family will come here later. Perhaps one of her three sisters is a match for you.”

      The warriors straightened.

      “Brides should come to us.” Nilun flexed his arms. “Mine will know I am a capable warrior, and although I am not a second lieutenant, she will not hesitate to accept my claim.”

      Everyone looked at Ciran and then swiftly away.

      Zoan’s gaze followed. “You have found your bride?”

      “It is Dannika,” Gailen answered for Ciran, chatty as usual. “She glows brighter than the sun in his presence but refuses his claim. Answer me this, Zoan. Why should a bright female deny an honorable warrior like Ciran when another easily accepts a warrior like you?”

      “I know.” Zoan tapped his forehead. “Second Lieutenant Ciran, did you show her your size?”

      The warriors hooted.

      A mer hardened only when his bride teased him seductively, which usually happened in the privacy of his castle, so despite constant nudity, the warriors rarely saw each other aroused. But, apparently, arousal size held some importance to humans. It had become a topic of recent discussion.

      “My bride became quite excited,” Zoan continued. “We talked for hours about large houses, metal cars, and engagement dresses. Perhaps Dannika has a problem with your size?”

      The other warriors burst out laughing at his daring.

      Ciran lifted a brow. “My size?”

      “Of your mating gemstone.” Zoan’s face betrayed no hint of the comedy he’d set up. “Of course.”

      Mm-hm. Sure.

      Ciran let out a long, harassed sigh and shook his head.

      His warriors almost fell down with hysteria. Even Lotar, who never smiled, rubbed his lips.

      Ciran let them laugh. Zoan’s lighthearted question distracted from his very real problem.

      And anyway, Zoan’s teasing illuminated the strength of Atlantis.

      Their warriors came from so many cities that misunderstandings happened every day. King Kadir listened to the lowest-ranked warriors, accepted being wrong, and solicited their experience to change his rulings. His officers did the same. These moments of camaraderie formed the connections that bound the warriors together into a cohesive unit that Ciran was proud to lead.

      When their laughter subsided, Ciran divided the warriors into patrols, automatically systematizing their work according to their preferences and talents. Some shucked their human clothing to sweep the reef. Others looked for hidden dangers threatening their small, isolated beach.

      Zoan lingered nearby.

      Ciran saluted him. “Congratulations on claiming your bride. May your castle overflow with young fry.”

      Zoan saluted back. Then he glanced around as if to check that no one was listening and sidled closer to Ciran. “Is Dannika your bride? Truly? She is a bright female like Queen Aya. It can be difficult to sense which warrior makes her shine brightest.”

      A hot shard embedded in Ciran’s chest. “It is me.”

      “Then how can she reject you? It must pain her as much as it pains you.”

      “She has a long-standing tolerance to her own suffering.”

      “That cannot be healthy.”

      Ciran tipped his head. Zoan’s easy acceptance made the shard fade to a throb. “But her responsibilities at MerMatch overpower her soul’s desire.” For now.

      “Really?” Zoan gave a rare frown. “Is that what she says?”

      “Yes.” Ciran changed the subject before Zoan got too close to his own conclusion. “I have a unit ready to escort your bride to Atlantis.”

      “My bride wishes to remain on Bermuda and acclimate slowly to the mer life.”

      “How slowly?”

      “A month, a year. Perhaps five years.”

      “You would leave Atlantis for five years?”

      Zoan shrugged. “The time is up to my bride.”

      He rotated to face Zoan head-on. “Atlantis is always under attack. The All-Council plots to destroy our city. Will you avoid your duty to your fellow warriors? To your king?”

      “King Kadir does not mind.”

      “You just found your bride. How can he know?”

      “Dannika called the mid-Atlantic platform last night. They conveyed the message down their electrical wires into the city. It is so convenient, this human communication, is it not? Much faster than echo points and ocean currents.”

      Then it was true, and Ciran had made an improper assumption. “I overstepped. Forgive me.”

      Zoan choked. “Do my ears lie? Did a second lieutenant actually admit his mistake?”

      “I can repeat myself.”

      “No, no. We live in an age of wonders.” Zoan sobered. “I must get used to trusting my ears. We rely on souls to convey feelings. If I have learned one thing from watching the queens at the Atlantis Life Tree, it is that they value their words more highly than warriors do.”

      Hmm.

      When Dannika talked, he only heard her disvaluing herself. Another bride would be better than her. Another bride would be more capable.

      Had he missed something? What else did she reveal?

      Gailen sloshed up to Zoan and threw an arm around the warrior’s shoulders. “Listen to this expert. He has had a bride for one day. Now he knows everything about brides.”

      Zoan lifted his nose. “I already knew everything. My bride simply affirms my expertise.”

      “Expertise? How did you find such an innocent female?”

      Zoan elbowed him. “Good luck finding one who dislikes thumbs.”

      Gailen tripped Zoan over his knee and doused him in the shallows. Zoan splashed, thrashed, and then grappled Gailen. He toppled in after. The warriors wrestled good-naturedly under the waves.

      Lotar looked over at them, alert to break up the altercation, then saw Ciran and hesitated.

      Nilun shouted and raced across the beach.

      Ciran stepped in front of Nilun. “Control yourself.”

      “Control myself?” The hotheaded warrior gestured at the shallow-water wrestlers. “Gailen attacked Zoan!”

      “Use your eyes. Are those warriors angry?”

      “They are fighting!”

      “Are they?”

      “Yes!”

      “Nilun.” Ciran pushed him back on his heels, forcing him up onto the wet sand. “If you cannot sense the difference between a friendly test of strength and a bloody duel, you will never rise in the ranks.”

      Nilun’s chin jerked back, and he stood ramrod straight. Rage contracted his features, but he quickly controlled it.

      “I know you can observe your surroundings,” Ciran said. “You are an excellent patroller and swift to defend your friends. Take a deep breath.”

      He inhaled through gritted teeth.

      “Tell me how you know it is a friendly test of strength.”

      “I do not,” he snarled.

      “Then tell me how I know. What signs do I see? Recite them.”

      The warrior glared at the wrestlers just like a recalcitrant trainee, even though he was a fully grown adult, but by degrees, his shoulders lowered and his brows lifted. “They do not seek their weapons. And Zoan did not crush Gailen as he could have.”

      Nilun shared a few more observations. Gailen and Zoan stopped wrestling on their own and clambered out, sopping wet from the surf, clapping each other on the back.

      “Practice honing these observations,” Ciran ordered. “Stop, observe, and then act.”

      Nilun frowned. “If I hesitate, someone could get hurt.”

      “If you do not hesitate, you will make a mistake.”

      “But—”

      “A mistake will hurt an innocent warrior. Do not let your fierce loyalty become your greatest flaw.”

      He lowered his gaze, nodded, and, at Ciran’s order, returned to his patrol.

      Ciran mentally shuffled patrols to schedule Nilun with any warrior except Gailen. He needed a long time to cool.

      Across the sand, Lotar nodded at Ciran in silent respect. The grim set of his gray-tattooed jaw conveyed just how much he had not wanted to lead these warriors alone.

      At least one warrior was glad that Ciran had not already united with Dannika.

      He did not think he was unobservant. But if Zoan was right, he must hone his observations of Dannika, or he would rush to the wrong conclusion like Nilun.

      She would reveal her secrets, and he would overcome every barrier until they united.

      The future of Atlantis depended on it.
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      Ciran just had to realize he was wrong.

      Dannika slipped into a lavender caftan dress with an aqua scroll pattern down the front and along the split sleeves, then examined herself in the mirror.

      Was this dress blockier than the gold maxi she’d just rejected? Or less flattering than the scoop-neck green wrap she’d tried on before that?

      Dannika tugged at the bodice.

      Maybe she should wear the green wrap. It was lower cut, and⁠—

      Ugh, no, she needed to get down to the beach and start filming.

      Dannika resolutely closed the closet, then spread her makeup across the long bathroom counter. Hmm. Subdued daytime coverage, or dramatic film-ready flare? She tapped her smallest brush against her tub of iridescent green eyeshadow. That had been an impulse purchase a few months ago. Funny she hadn’t realized how closely it matched Ciran’s tattoos…

      She shoved it back into her makeup clutch, selected muted colors for a mature, natural look, and set about smoothing, shaping, and shading.

      Yes, Ciran was like a dream, and he made her want to take a shower—with him in it—every time he glanced her way. Virility seeped from his tattooed, ripped, capable pores. Any woman would fan herself after encountering him.

      Dannika’s mission came first.

      She would put on a good smile when she found him the kind of young woman he deserved.

      Dannika practiced the smile.

      Hmm. A little flat.

      She dropped the false smile and examined her scalp.

      Three gray hairs intermixed with her long locks. Forty years in and she now had three gray hairs.

      She grouped them together so her hair would get the idea and sprout a fabulous single gray streak, grabbed her woven beach tote, and flounced out of her guest cottage.

      “Miss Dannika!” The owner of the cottage, an affable black Jamaican in his fifties who’d emigrated years ago, lifted his portable receiver. “Your assistant called. Is there a problem with your cell phone?”

      “Oh, thank you so much.” She embraced him. “I forgot to turn it on again.”

      “Yes, I thought so.” He returned her hug with one big arm. “And don’t worry. The repairman is coming to fix your door. I heard the noise this morning when I fed the peahens.”

      “That’s so kind. Please add it to the bill like the others. You’re so understanding.”

      He surveyed the property. “They have brought my good friends some happiness. And I know how hard it is to understand the ways of a new land.”

      “Don’t we all.” She hugged him again.

      He patted her and ambled to the back garden.

      She rummaged in her woven tote, found her cell phone, and turned it on. Twenty missed calls in five minutes, plus a plethora of unread messages.

      Oh, dear.

      Dannika dialed MerMatch directly.

      “MerMatch, this is Hazel.” The calm, organized voice of her assistant sounded efficient and helpful.

      “Hi, Hazel. I’m sorry I missed your⁠—”

      “Oh. My. God. Dannika! Are you okay? Where were you? I called you a hundred times.”

      “I know, I saw. What was the⁠—”

      “I thought those anti-mer Sons of Hercules got you. Found out your location and, I don’t know, sniped or bombed you.”

      It was so sad that only a short time after the warriors had dared to reveal their existence to the modern world, a human terrorist organization had popped up to drive them back into the ocean.

      “I was perfectly safe,” Dannika said.

      But Hazel continued her litany of fears. “Or worse, that Ciran showed up and finally bossed you back to Atlantis.”

      Dannika laughed awkwardly in front of a shrub that smelled heavenly, like allspice. “Is being in charge really so bad?”

      “Yes!”

      “Hazel, you’re doing fabulous.”

      “No, no, no. I’m surviving. The water is up to my neck.”

      “Hazel.”

      “I can’t talk to important people like you do and make them see that we are the good guys. When are you coming back?”

      “The final group arrived last night. We’ll finish filming today, and then I’ll go over the women’s profiles and see where they can meet.”

      “And then you’ll be back?”

      “Yes, more or less.”

      “Thank. God. I cannot survive without you.”

      “Hazel, you give me too much credit. You run the whole office even when I’m there. I stride in, pick up your files, and stride out. You’re capable of more than you think.”

      Hazel laughed hysterically, which was her way of disagreeing.

      Dannika could just picture her assistant combing nail-bitten fingers through her adorable chestnut-brown hair, draining any drops from her third hazelnut latte, and polishing her cell phone screen on the lapel of her splotched cream suit. She only got manicures when Dannika made her, but it was an excellent way to feel nice, and it rescued her cuticles.

      “But why are you really calling?” Dannika asked.

      “Oh. Yes.” Hazel sucked in a huge breath and released it. “Starr sent over more audio files of the Sons of Hercules planning an anti-mer attack. She tried processing them with different voice software to get rid of the distortion. I forwarded the file. I don’t know if it’ll make any difference, but maybe you’ll be able to recognize the leader now.”

      “I’ll review it. Anything else?”

      “Oh, yes. Your friend called about the dinner party tonight. He has big news.”

      Her heart lifted again. “Yes?”

      “He didn’t tell me. He said he’ll call back.”

      “I’ll keep my phone close. Thank you so much, Hazel.”

      “God, I hope you convince the senator to let mermen onto US soil again. Then you can meet the warriors where God intended: right here in New York.”

      Dannika chuckled and hung up.

      The Sons of Hercules had bombed, shot, poisoned, kidnapped, and committed biological warfare against the warriors. Some attacks had succeeded, and others had failed. But their most vivid success had been in lobbying. For an organization that had started out radicalizing isolated, socially maladapted young men on college campuses, they’d grown into a lobbying machine that had driven fear into the hearts of politicians. The US had recently become the first nation to close its borders to new merman applicants.

      Which meant that only a few warriors—Ciran, Lotar, and the others who’d already surfaced and claimed their mates—could enter the country. New warriors such as Gailen and Tial could not.

      Not that the government could police a hundred thousand miles of shoreline. But it meant that Dannika would not invite all of her single warriors to a big speed-dating event in Central Park either.

      Bermuda was just two hours by plane from New York. But the fishhook-shaped cluster of islands, fifteen miles in length and only three miles wide, were a British Territory. They didn’t care what the US did or didn’t allow.

      Of course, Dannika didn’t want to test their goodwill. The Sons of Hercules had attacked across the globe.

      But so long as they were still willing, what better location to meet with mermen than in paradise?

      The diverse islands enjoyed milder tropical weather because it was so far north of the Caribbean. Yesterday, she’d had to stop filming due to howling winds, thunderous rain, and screaming birds. Such storms, along with the treacherous coral ringing the islands, had once given Bermuda the nickname of “the Devil’s Isle.” But more days were like today. Balmy wind combed through the squat, pineapple-shaped palmetto trees. Fragrant loquat fruits ripened beside bushes of allspice and island cedar.

      She followed the path to the shoreline. Sunrise colors lingered on the foamy waves sifting the pink morsels of the beach.

      Twelve warriors clustered in the shallows around Zoan. His new bride, lovely Indigo, must have just arrived, because they were still doing introductions.

      When Dannika imagined brides for the warriors, she pictured confident young women like Indigo. Long, wavy black hair flowed down her open back to robust curves. Stylish beads adorned her beach wrap, and delicate blue and white flowers crowned her head. Her excited smile, bright white in her dark brown skin, lit the beach.

      The warriors mostly stared in awe.

      Zoan, by contrast, looked relaxed. He’d always had a twinkle in his eye, but the lines of hardship had smoothed.

      Ciran focused on Indigo with his usual intensity. “Zoan says he will descend to Atlantis when you are ready. When will you be ready?”

      “Yeah, after the wedding.” Her cheerful Bermy accent was mildly British. “My family is flying in from all over. They’re so excited. We never dreamed of this day, getting a Sea Opal the size of a boulder. That’s a proper rock.”

      “And when will you descend?”

      “Yeah, after the wedding and the honeymoon, and then Zoan’ll teach me how to swim, and we’ll come down. Say hi on our way somewhere really exotic, like Paris or Brazil.”

      Steely-eyed Lotar lowered his chin. “You will cross the ocean alone?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. Depends on how we feel, right?”

      “Right.” Zoan grinned.

      “That is…” Lotar trailed off and stared with intent at Zoan. “Brave.”

      Zoan grinned more broadly. “We will see how we feel.”

      Ciran’s gaze flicked to Dannika, then back to Zoan, and his eyes narrowed. “Are you claiming Indigo as your bride, or do you intend to make her a queen?”

      “Ah, you keep saying those two things.” Indigo patted Zoan’s arm excitedly. “What’s the difference?”

      Ciran answered. “A bride stays beneath the water with her warrior only long enough to produce his young fry. A queen pledges herself to our city, defends our Life Tree, and stays underwater with her warrior forever. With her dedication, she can channel the energy of the Life Tree and wield life-saving powers.”

      “Well, I’m thinking the queen one, because magical powers would be really great, but I have to be able to see my family.”

      “You will. The queens surface frequently.” Zoan ticked off the visits on his fingers. “Queen Elyssa hosts Thanksgiving at her father’s house, Queen Lucy surfaces with her young fry to visit her parents regularly, and Queen Aya has spent more time on land before the human ‘United Nations’ than she has under the water.”

      “The queen one, then.”

      “I knew you would say that.” He kissed her cheek, and she glowed.

      Ciran frowned.

      “Ciran, you look into clear water and see mud. Brides are all around us. Atlantis is no longer a few warriors huddled inside one tiny castle fretting over our newly sprouted Life Tree.” Zoan rested his arm around Indigo’s waist, and she leaned against him in solidarity. “Relax.”

      The young couple’s happiness brought tears to Dannika’s eyes. That was why she did this work. That right there.

      Ciran’s hard gaze inevitably found hers. He always sensed her emotions, and if she went to him, he would undoubtedly wrap her in a comforting hug.

      But she couldn’t let herself yield to temptation.

      She sniffed and veered to the camera crew, dropped her tote beside a stool, and fixed her best smile for the employees she’d flown over for this shoot. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Better than you, I heard.” The lead videographer, Stevie, grinned up at her. “I see you got some new additions. Four warriors and another leader?”

      “These are the last. How are we doing? My assistant can’t wait to see me in the office.”

      “The weather should cooperate to finish filming today. And I have a rough cut of another promotional video for you to review.”

      “Perfect.” The sooner they turned the tide of public opinion to reopen the borders, the sooner she could return to her usual environment, where she did not get tempted by gorgeous, inflexible warriors. “We need all the positive press we can get.”
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      Her first interviewee today, Gailen, sat stiffly on the camera crew’s stool and endured a local makeup artist’s touch. The artist emphasized his vibrant pepper-orange tattoos that matched the vivid threads in his irises.

      Dannika sat across from him. “Stay calm and answer my questions as fully as possible. Okay?”

      He glanced at Stevie holding the camera behind her and then at the two assistants positioning shiny reflectors. “Okay.”

      “Speak into the camera as if you’re speaking to your future soul mate, because you are. She will see you, hear your story, and come to find you.”

      A nervous but hopeful smile broke across his face. “How?”

      “She’ll tell me that she wants to meet you.”

      “But how will she know? Our souls cannot resonate until we are in each other’s presence.”

      “Um, she’ll just know. Trust me.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “And then you’ll meet and get to know each other over a few dates…” Dannika leaned forward and patted his damp shorts-clad knee. “And it will be perfect.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “If she knows I am her soul mate from watching a video, why must we get to know each other over a few dates?”

      “Ah… Because sometimes you have to make sure your first instinct is right.”

      “Is that why you have not accepted Second Lieutenant Ciran’s claim?”

      Embarrassed heat made her armpits prickle. “No. That’s completely different.”

      “Because your first instinct is very right. He is a thoughtful and honorable warrior. Consider this. He is the only patrol leader who has always assigned me tasks I can accomplish. Everyone else forgets because of my thumbs.”

      “That sounds like the sort of thing Ciran would do.” Dannika kept her smile fixed in place. “Let’s focus on you. Why don’t you introduce yourself?”

      “You know that Ciran has also waited many years to meet his bride and produce a young fry. If you worry about his mating gemstone, he will show you its size, and you can plan your future with large cars and houses.”

      “Gailen.” Ciran appeared at her right like an angel of mercy. Stern, flaming mercy. “Answer Dannika’s question.”

      The pepper-orange warrior straightened.

      “I am Gailen of Atlantis.” He pressed his fingertips together in the salute. His thumbs pointed downward, permanently bent out of position. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Yes…” She glanced at Stevie. If his recording was going well, he would splice Gailen’s interview to make a smooth clip.

      Stevie gave a thumbs-up.

      Dannika returned to Gailen. “What do you want your future bride to know about you? Your past, your goals, your interests.”

      “My interests?”

      “The sort of thing a bride should know before she descends to the bottom of the sea.”

      “Ah.” Gailen leaned forward. “She should know that long ago, the mer and humans lived together in harmony, but then a Great Catastrophe caused the floating mer-human city of Atlantis to sink⁠—”

      “Oh…”

      “—and the humans hunted us, and all the mer queens died out⁠—”

      “I, ah…”

      “—so the All-Council forged an ancient covenant with sacred brides, but then they all disappeared⁠—”

      “I meant…”

      Gailen recited King Kadir’s rise, the founding of Atlantis, the first mainland women who descended to become their brides, and the All-Council’s subsequent attempt to wipe out the city.

      “—but our modern brides channeled their queen powers to save Atlantis and bring a new light of hope to all warriors.” Gailen took a huge breath. “It is hard to tell a story in the air. How do humans remember to breathe?”

      “Some don’t.” She uncrossed and recrossed her legs. “Thank you for that enlightening short history of the mer. How about a little personal history? Something that might interest your bride.”

      “Yes.” His expression was so open, so eager. “What is she interested in?”

      “You. She’s interested in you. Why don’t you introduce yourself?”

      “I have already introduced myself.” He straightened proudly. “I am Gailen of Atlantis.”

      Perhaps today’s interviews would take longer than she anticipated.

      “Gailen.” Ciran drew the other warrior’s attention. “What is your role in Atlantis?”

      “I tend the Life Tree and propagate the best-tasting foods.”

      “What is your city of origin?”

      “Aiycaya.”

      “Which is where? In human terms.”

      “On the bottom of the ocean, east of the Caribbean island of Haiti.”

      “And why did you leave?”

      “For the same reason all warriors leave their home cities, abandon their fathers, and betray their kings.”

      “Describe yours.”

      “A hurricane destroyed Aiycaya’s sacred island, but the All-Council refused to let us find a new one. For a generation, no young fry were born. Our elders died out. When King Kadir summoned warriors to Atlantis to join with modern brides, I tried to escape. Three times, Aiycaya warriors caught me. The last time, they broke my thumbs.”

      Gailen tapped his fingers together, then tried and failed to do the same with his thumbs.

      “They said if they caught me again, they would kill me.” He gave a heartbreakingly sweet smile. “So they did not catch me again.”

      A lump formed in Dannika’s throat.

      All the warriors had a similar history. Their cities had come to the brink of extinction, no warriors found brides, and the All-Council stuck by its inflexible ancient covenant.

      She had to help them. Dannika cleared her throat. “Thank you, Gailen.”

      Gailen tossed a cheery smile her way, bobbed to his feet, and swaggered to the other warriors.

      Okay.

      Dannika marked some notes. “Ciran, could you tell the other warriors the kind of interview answers that will be the most powerful at reaching their future brides?”

      He tipped his head and prepared the next warriors.

      In the middle of the preparations, Indigo’s family arrived with joy. They carried baskets of fresh fruit, snacks, and the island’s famous fried fish with raisin bread sandwiches.

      Dannika welcomed them with hugs all around. “My assistant, Hazel, should have sent you the information packet for new brides and their families. You’re also welcome to watch these interviews to learn what Indigo can expect in her role.”

      Her mother, father, and three sisters settled onto their comfy picnic blankets. They watched with expectant, eager eyes.

      Nilun sat with a determined glare.

      He might not be Dannika’s first choice to introduce to the new family…but it would probably be fine. “Go ahead and introduce yourself.”

      “I am Nilun of Atlantis, originally of Djullanar, and my bride will have no fears under the water. I will protect her from all dangers.”

      “Great. That’s perfect. How⁠—”

      “Raiders, exiles, and All-Council armies.” He slammed his fist into his chest. “Beware.”

      “Very good. Can⁠—”

      “When a shark bites and mauls and tears into her flesh, I will fend it off.”

      Dannika held up her hand. “Okay. Let’s⁠—”

      “When a megalodon rises from the depths and inhales the very city itself, crushing and destroying, I will fly to its eyes and blind it with my trident.”

      “Nilun.” She subtly coughed. Indigo and her family stared at Nilun in terror. “Acknowledging risks can be healthy, but focusing on them exclusively might discourage a future bride.”

      “But I will protect her.”

      “Right, and emphasizing risks that are unlikely⁠—”

      “These risks are very likely. I have encountered all myself.”

      “Mm. Recently?”

      “Yes. In this very year.” He puffed out his chest proudly. “And I defeated them all. I am a worthy, capable warrior with two thumbs. My bride should not fear.”

      “So…okay, and why not share the wonderful things your bride can enjoy while you’re there taking care of any danger?”

      “I do not understand.”

      “What’s empowering and beautiful about being a mer?”

      He pondered the question. “We do not breathe air…”

      “Yes, and?”

      “We can see the souls of our enemies from a vast distance. Thus we are more able to prepare. Unless they are hiding in an ambush. Then”—he slashed his hand—“we must fight. With trident and dagger. Yah!”

      Okay.

      She looked back at Stevie. “Is that enough to make a profile? Do you think?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll cut something together. Want to take a break?”

      She checked with Indigo’s family. They had set aside their picnic food and side-eyed the surrounding warriors.

      Indigo rested her left hand, with a sparkly engagement diamond, on Zoan’s bare knee. “Did you go through all that? Raiders and sharks? Megalodons?”

      His eyes twinkled. “Well…”

      “Not on the first day,” Dannika assured her. “And as a bride, you have an advantage over the warriors in that you’ll eventually develop queen powers.”

      “Yeah, I’m so curious about those,” Indigo said. “Channeling energy? From the Atlantis Life Tree? How does it work?”

      “There are three main powers: pushing, shielding, and healing. One will emerge as you strengthen your soul-mate bond. Zoan won’t let you get into a dangerous situation until you’re ready.”

      Indigo nodded, eyes wide.

      “Sure.” Zoan’s eyes twinkled with suppressed mischief. “You can believe that if it helps you sleep at night.”

      Indigo bumped his shoulder. “That does, actually.”

      His twinkle disappeared. He nuzzled her with genuine kindness. “Good.”

      Whew.

      Dannika’s phone rang.

      Her call.

      She yanked it from her tote, stood, and answered as she walked to a quieter region of the small beach. “This is Dannika.”

      “Dannika, my dear, I’ve been trying to reach you.” Her elderly friend, Frederik, crackled on the weak connection. “How happy I am to finally get through.”

      “Yes, I’m all ready for tonight. I’ve arranged an afternoon flight.” She checked her wristwatch. “Thank you so much for scheduling with the senator. I just know we can lift the restrictions on mermen if we can show him they only mean peace.”

      “My dear, I’m so sorry to be the bearer of bad news. The senator’s office called. He can’t leave Washington.”

      The sandy shore tilted beneath Dannika’s sandals. A seabird’s melancholy cry echoed in her pounding ears.

      No. It wasn’t true.

      A hard lump formed in her throat. Tears pricked her eyes.

      “Oh, gosh. Oh, goodness.” She turned away and fanned herself with a jerky motion. “Can we change the hour? Or the date?”

      “You know what it means when a politician gives that answer. It’s just like when a Hollywood producer tells you he loves your script and he’ll be in touch. If I had a penny for every time
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