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      A wild race to the wild blue under…

      

      Rod Tritone, heir to the undersea Mer kingdom, has the looks and charm to have any mermaid he wants as his queen. He’s always given up his own preferences in order to train for his future role. But that isn’t enough for the ruling Council because a Mer Prophecy decrees he marry a Mer Princess. The problem is that this lost princess lives in the geographical—and utterly landlocked—center of the United States.

      

      Valerie Dumere has tried her hand at pretty much everything. She wasn’t cut out to be a construction worker any more than the zillion other jobs she’d had. Who is she supposed to be and what is she supposed to do with her life? Even running the ocean’s treasures gift shop she inherited is ironic, given that, thanks to a horrific childhood incident, Valerie is convinced she’s deathly allergic to seawater. Then Rod Tritone shows up, insisting she has another side to herself that only he can show her. He’s sexy, but is he also insane?

      

      If Rod fails in his quest, his family will lose the kingdom they’ve worked so hard for. Accompanied by a seagull named Livingston and chased by dive-bombing birds, Rod convinces Valerie to set off with him on a madcap, cross-country race to the sea. Can they make it in time to fulfill the prophecy? And how can he convince his ocean-phobic mermaid princess there’s nothing to be afraid of—and love to be found— in the wild blue under?
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      “Fennell has a real gift for puns and wordplay... It felt like a classic Bogey and Bacall romance with all the slapstick adventure, the wisecracking dialogue, and the steamy kissing when they finally get down to business.”

      
        
        ~ Romance Reader at Heart

      

      

      

      “I demand everyone go out and buy Judi Fennell's Wild Blue Under. It will have you laughing and smiling and craving more.”                          ~ A Bibliophile's Bookshelf
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      As always, to my family, for supporting and encouraging me. You all are my real-life heroes.

      To my grandmother, Fran. (Because I can.)

      To the real Valerie, for friendship and Fudge Stripes.

      To Beth Hill, for all of your time, generosity, and wonderful insights.

      To Steven, because I always said I’d do this if I got the chance. You told me, “Jude, you have a story for everything.” Bet you never saw this one coming!

      And to Maynard, because he asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “That which was lost must be found…

        or that which is known will be lost.”

        ~ Mer Prophecy
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      So you’re really going to give up your tail and leave the sea? On purpose? First your brother, now you… What is wrong with this family?”

      If Rod Tritone heard that question one more time, he was going to strangle Chumley Masticar’s thin, white-striped neck. The fish didn’t know when to quit.

      It wasn’t as if he wanted to do this, but when The Council decreed something, it had to be done. Gods knew, when he became the High Councilman, he’d demand the same obedience.

      “Yes, Chum, I’m going. Right after I grab my bag.” Rod kicked his tail for a burst of speed to outswim the fish and head to his lair in the hills of Atlantis. The one thing he had to remember to pack was the gods’ oil that would ensure his tail returned when he did.

      “Lose it and lose the tail forever,” his father, the current High Councilman, had said. As if that was an option.

      “Do you want company?” The suckerless remora wriggled his long body for all it was worth to catch up, and Rod didn’t have the heart not to let him. “Reel said he’d put in a saltwater tank so I could visit. Not that I’d be thrilled being in a cage, but still, it would be nice to see where he and his wife live. Check out the Human world without worrying about someone wanting to eat me, or anything.”

      Humans ate remora? Rod couldn’t imagine why. Unless it was to shut them up.

      Rod swerved around the magma well whose emissions refracted through seawater and off the gold-covered walls of the cavern city, turning the darkness into light. He skimmed above the coral topiaries, nodding to the parrotfish who kept Atlantis so beautiful. He’d traveled the world’s oceans from Bimini to the South Pacific, from the icy waters of the north to the crystal blue glacial waters of the south, but nothing compared to the beauty of the Mer capital.

      “Sorry, Chum, but this is a solo mission. Simple recovery.”

      One that involved him getting legs, traveling to the middle of the landmass, and retrieving a Human. Of all things to pull him off his Trench Survey for.

      “Oh. Right. Gotcha.” Chum glided beneath a ray who had emerged from a sand pond inside a circle of stone-faced statues. Without a sucker on his head, the remora wouldn’t have much luck sticking to the ray for a meal.

      Poor guy. Always trying to relive his glory days.

      “So,” Chum said, returning to Rod’s side, “tell me why The Council thinks this Human is the answer to The Prophecy. I mean, how old is she? I thought only the royal family lived forever. That Prophecy is almost two millennia old, and The Oracles haven’t come up with an answer yet. I don’t get it.”

      “Well, first of all, she’s not Human. Not completely.” Rod veered up to the top of the Commerce building for one last look at the city before venturing into the shark’s nest that was land.

      One day, this would all be his. The rule of the seas, the unlimited wealth of the diamond Vault, the history of his people… all of it, his to protect and serve. Just like his father. And his grandfather. And generations before him.

      The responsibility settled on him like an anchor. Rod sucked in a pint of seawater, shook off the feeling, then headed toward home. “Before he died, Lance Dumere admitted to an affair with a Human that resulted in a child.”

      Chum puckered his lips and tried to whistle. He’d never been successful before, and this time wasn’t any different.

      “Once Lance came clean,” Rod continued as they reached the ornamental gates to his neighborhood, “The Council started its own search. The Members didn’t want to start a panic, but they couldn’t leave a landed Mer out there for Humans to discover.”

      “So now they’ve found her and want you to go after her?”

      “That’s it in a conch shell.” Rod swam over the marble-domed roof of his lair and opened the weathered oak door, grimacing as it shuddered on its hinges. Seawater had a corrosive effect on hinges after a while, no matter what they were made of. He had hoped to be living in the High Councilman quarters before they needed to be replaced.

      “So how’s she supposed to fulfill The Prophecy? She’s a Hybrid, for Apollo’s sake.” Chum swam behind him, wending through a natural fissure in the lava statue in the foyer that Rod’s sister, Mariana, had sculpted.

      A flick of Rod’s tail propelled him to the sofa, which a sea cucumber colony had overtaken, and where his sister, Angel, had dropped off a watertight package containing a duffel bag and clothing for his trip. Angel was the repository of all things Human these days. “Since she’s Dumere’s long-lost offspring, The Council feels she’s the ‘that which was lost’ part of The Prophecy. By bringing her back, they’re hoping to prevent the world—‘that which is known’—from being lost.”

      “Huh?”

      Pretty much his reaction when his father, Fisher, had explained it. He’d figured it to be another of the many tests the gods had put to him throughout his life to prepare him for his title. Although, as far as Rod was concerned, The Prophecy was more the drunken ramblings of one of the gods after too much ouzo and ambrosia than any great revelation. No test the gods devised would include sending The Heir onto land without a valid reason.

      Saving the planet was a valid reason.

      Rod flipped open a pirate’s chest that held the diamond decanter containing the gods’ oil, as well as the packet of paperwork The Council had included to convince Lance’s daughter. “The polar regions are melting, Chum. The Council hopes to mitigate that damage by fulfilling The Prophecy.”

      “So what’s she going to do? Give the ice caps the cold shoulder to keep them stable?” Chum laughed at his own joke.

      The short seaquake that hit the Mer capital proved the gods didn’t find it a laughing matter. The Humans on Bermuda—the island directly above Atlantis—probably didn’t think so either.

      Rod sure didn’t. As soon as he finished this mission, he could get back to the business at fin by finally claiming the throne—the job he’d been born to do—and figuring out some way to work on his Trench Survey.

      Cataloging the offshoot of the world’s deepest ocean trench, one Humans had yet to discover, was his chance to be known as someone other than the lucky Son of a Mer who’d inherited the oldest throne on Earth simply by virtue of his birthright. A way to become the Mer he could be if he weren’t The Heir.

      And a way to erase the collective memory of that damn dare to Reel so long ago. Rod had broken the biggest rule of their world with it by risking Humans learning about Mers, thereby setting the pattern for the rest of his and Reel’s lives.

      “But what happens if something goes wrong? What if you don’t get your tail back? Or fall in love with her and opt to stay on land like Reel did? Isn’t Drake next in line? Do they really want that idiot running the show?” Chum helped himself to a piece of the calamari Rod’s mother had sent over.

      Opt to stay on land? Fall in love with her? As if that would happen. The High Councilman couldn’t dilute the bloodline of future generations, and this woman was a Hybrid.

      No, losing Reel from their world was more than enough of an incentive for him. Add in everything he’d had to do since the fallout from that dare—studying, learning, memorizing, following every rule, statute, dictate, edict, and proclamation the gods had set down—and he wasn’t about to blow it now.

      One failure in his life was enough.

      Rod tucked the Human items inside the chest and latched it closed.

      The last thing this family—and the Mer world—needed was another Mer hooking up with a Human.
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      After years of hopping from job to job, of moving from town to town, searching for that one thing to give her life meaning, trying to find her place in this world, Valerie Dumere had decided that, truly, there’s no place like home.

      And how ironic was that?

      Val parked her battered old Nissan in the gravel lot behind Therese’s Treasure Trove. She never would have thought that selling ocean tchotchkes in the middle of Kansas would be her life’s work, but then, she’d thought a nine-to-five office job was. And driving a cab. Vet assistant. Pizza delivery person. Construction worker.

      It was the fiasco of that last one that’d made her realize the only place she’d ever felt she “fit” had been Mom’s shop.

      Val gathered her things, ready to spend the afternoon cataloging an inventory of sand globes, seashell jewelry, and delicate, glass wind chimes. And if that didn’t make her heart go pitter-pat, at least she had the satisfaction of making Mom’s dream come true and honoring her memory—and finally having her own life on a path.

      Dashing from the car to the back door, Val kept an eye on one of the sparrows that had been following her around recently, laughing when she shut the door behind herself without so much as a single bird-dropping mishap.

      Get a grip, Dumere. There are no such things as stalking birds.

      Oh? Then what about the seagull attack?

      Val shrugged and picked up the latest delivery slip on the metal desk beside the door. Seagulls were known for stealing food out of your hand. She shouldn’t have tempted them—although, what had made them yank a hunk of hair from her head was anyone’s guess.

      Oh, well. The whole thing had happened three weeks ago, and she highly doubted a sparrow could do that kind of coiffure damage.

      “Val!” Tricia, her best friend and co-worker, poked her head through the sheers that divided the front of the store from the workroom at the back. “There’s someone out here I think you’ll want to talk to.”

      “I will? Who?” Val dropped the packing slip and her bag onto the pile of boxes beside the door as Tricia swished through the curtains while practically hopping up and down.

      “I have no idea who he is, but he asked for you, and, God, if I had someone like that asking about me, I’d be damn sure to get out there as quick as possible.”

      “Tricia, what are you babbling about? He’s just a guy.”

      Tricia snorted. “That’s like saying the David is just a statue. Val, this guy is hot.”

      “Every guy who comes in here is hot. It’s summertime in Kansas, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      Huffing, Tricia crossed her arms and cocked a hip. “Fine. Don’t believe me. But you are going to want to prepare yourself before going out there.”

      Jeez. You’d think a movie star had walked into the place the way Tricia, married mother of four, was acting.

      Then Val peeled back the side of the curtain and saw why.

      The guy could be a movie star. Cross Channing Tatum with Ryan Reynolds, toss in some extra brawn, a few more inches in height, and, yeah, that’s about what you’d get.

      “Sooo?” Tricia leaned over her shoulder. “What d’ya think?”

      Long legs encased in dark blue jeans that hugged a damn-near-delicious set of glutes, a yellow golf shirt stretched across flat abs and broad shoulders, square jaw, black wavy hair that brushed just above his collar…

      “Impressive.” She got the David reference with one look. “But what’s he doing here?”

      The guy held a duffel bag in one hand and was picking through the coral sculptures—faux coral sculptures, as her mother had liked to call them—with the other, as if he was on a treasure hunt. He picked each one up, turned it upside down, sniffed it—sniffed it?—then went on to the next one.

      When he was done there, he moved to the next table and peered into each of the sand globes as if he’d never seen one before. Sure, snow globes were more common, but sand wasn’t off-the-charts odd. They were some of her best sellers.

      “I think he needs help selecting the right one,” Tricia, the self-appointed head—and only member—of the Valerie Dumere Matchmaking Initiative, whispered.

      “Tricia, they’re all the same. And that was lame, even for you.”

      “Well, you aren’t marching out there on your own. Too bad you weren’t the early bird today. You could have caught that big, juicy worm yourself, but, no, you had to sleep in. Just be thankful I’m happily married.”

      Val slid her eyes sideways to glare at Tricia.

      “Oh. Right. Birds are a touchy subject. Sorry. I forgot.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Besides, a hot guy was a good way to banish bad bird memories. “Oh, and for the record, I wasn’t sleeping in. I was finishing packing. I had to be out of my rental today.”

      “Good. Now you can move in with him instead of the apartment upstairs.” Tricia lifted one of the curtains.

      Val rolled her eyes and adjusted the lay of the cute, pink, scooped-neck shirt she’d paired with her jean shorts, tucked a few short, blonde curls behind her ears, then straightened her shoulders and stepped into the front of the store.

      “Hello? I’m Valerie Dumere. Can I help you?” Not the most auspicious of beginnings, but, still, it got his attention.

      The smile he gave her after a quick once-over with his deep green eyes got her attention, too. Kicked back to one side, a deep dimple slashing the back of it, making little crinkles appear around those eyes… Oh, yeah. That got her attention.

      So did the nicely muscled bicep that flexed when he held up the sand globe. “Is this really supposed to be Atlantis?”

      She walked over and picked up another one, gave it a shake, sending sand and glitter shimmering around the spires of the castle and the not-to-scale seahorses twirling among open clamshells and treasure chests. She smiled at him. “What? You don’t like marble castles? Or is this one going to be too drafty for you?”

      “Drafty? Don’t you mean wet? Atlantis is in the ocean, you know. You might want to read up on your history.” He smiled that devastating smile again and set the globe down.

      She set hers down next to it. “You mean my mythology.”

      “Oh. Right. Mythology.” He switched the duffel bag to his left hand and held out his right one. “Hi. I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Rod Tritone. I’m here to take you away from all of this.”

      “That’s a hell of an introduction.” She couldn’t help laughing as she took his hand. Big, enveloping, warm, just the right amount of roughness to let her know he was a man and she was a woman…

      He laughed along with her, rich and deep and sending shivers down her spine, which also made her acutely aware of her femininity.

      “Then how about this one? I’m here to make all your dreams come true.”

      Yeah, that worked. She could imagine some fairly wild dreams…

      “Is your name Prince Charming, by any chance?” Tricia added, emerging from the back.

      Geez. Could the woman give her a few minutes on her own…?

      Wait a minute.

      Val held up a finger toward… Rod. Right. That was his name. “Can you excuse me for a sec?”

      He inclined that gorgeous head of black waves with an almost royal nod, and she spun around to steer the grinning Tricia over to a wall draped in fishing nets and sea-themed stained-glass pieces.

      “What do you know about this, Tricia?” she whispered.

      “I believe it’s called a windfall, Val,” Tricia stage-whispered back, waggling her eyebrows and doing a really bad surreptitious head nod toward Rod. As if the guy didn’t already get that Tricia found him attractive.

      A dead man would get that Tricia found him attractive.

      “Seriously, Tricia, is this another of your set-ups?” Val tried to keep her voice down. No sense in embarrassing everyone.

      Tricia had no such compunction. “Valerie Hope Dumere, I would never do that.”

      Val arched an eyebrow. Tricia had done it more than Val cared to think about since she’d been home. Matter of fact, she had a date tonight.

      “Well, okay, I’ve set you up before, but I wouldn’t do it with you in… that.”

      Val rolled her eyes. So much for the cute top. Now she had to add burning cheeks to the equation. “So you don’t know him?”

      “Trust me. If I knew him, you wouldn’t be going out with Glen.” Tricia took Val by the shoulders and turned her back around. “‘Take you away from all this’? ‘Make all your dreams come true’? And you’re standing here talking to me? I think you’ve been smelling the paint fumes in this place for too long. Go talk to him.”

      Good point.

      Especially when he gave her that sexy grin again as she faced him.

      Even though turnabout was fair play, she tried not to give him the once-over—but failed miserably. So instead, she plastered a smile on her face, rolled her shoulders back—Oh, wait. No need to draw attention to the girls…

      She nibbled her upper lip and fiddled with the lay of her shirt again, then headed back over to him.

      “Let’s try this again, shall we?” She stuck out her hand. “Hi. I’m Valerie Dumere. Is there something I can do for you?”

      She really hadn’t stuck out her hand because she’d wanted to touch him again, but her nerve endings were still happy with the result when he took it.

      “No, there isn’t, but there is something I can do for you.”

      He certainly could…

      Focus, Dumere.

      She tugged her hand gently, almost disappointed when he let go, and stepped back. “Oh?”

      “I’m here about your father.”

      And there went that moment.

      “Her father?” Tricia squeaked, and Val knew why.

      No one could have seen that coming—because no one had known her father. Herself included. The bastard had left before she was born. “My father? You know him?”

      “No, I don’t—didn’t. Lance Dumere was… a friend of the family.”

      “Was?”

      Rod nodded.

      Ah, so Lance was dead. She’d never liked thinking her mother had lied to her all those years, even if she’d done it for a good reason. At least now, it was the truth.

      And, no, that wasn’t a hollow thud in the vicinity of her heart. The man had no claim on her heart whatsoever. He’d given up that right when he’d walked out.

      Val nibbled her lip again and tucked her hair behind her ears. “So… what does he have to do with you being here?”

      Rod set his duffel bag on the glass-topped register counter and unzipped it, removing a stack of papers bound in a blue cover. “I’m here to give you this.”

      “What is it?” Val took it, totally ignoring the sparks that zipped along her happy nerve endings where their skin touched. Well, tried to ignore them.

      “Your father’s legacy.”

      And there went any sparks.

      Her father had a legacy?

      “That’s not something tangible one usually puts on paper,” she said, flipping the cover open to find the obligatory lawyerly mumbo-jumbo.

      Tricia leaned over her shoulder. “Hey, maybe he wrote a book. Or a song. A screenplay. Just think, Val, your dad actually left you something. And maybe… maybe it couldn’t be delivered until you’re⁠—”

      “Twenty-nine and three months? Right, Tricia. That’s the usual stipulation on long-lost inheritances from dead fathers. You’ve been reading Princess Diaries again, haven’t you?”

      “Hey, the dad doesn’t die in the book. Just the movie.”

      “It’s a shame a grown woman knows that.” Especially when Tricia knew the man had been a rat-bastard family-abandoner. Val had shared the comment she’d overheard her grandmother make the one and only time Mom and she had visited her mother’s parents. But, then, Tricia always was a sucker for happy endings. Val, on the other hand, wasn’t. Dad was a case in point.

      “Ladies, I assure you, I haven’t been reading any royal diaries lately, but this is, indeed, an estate for Valerie.”

      One she didn’t want.

      And regardless that the messenger was a guy a woman could fantasize over, nothing changed the fact that Lance Dumere—the one man in the world she should have been able to count on but couldn’t—was posthumously asking for forgiveness for something she couldn’t forgive.

      She was about to fling the papers back into the duffel bag when something behind Rod caught her eye.

      A stuffed seagull. Standing on the shelf by the window.

      She definitely hadn’t ordered that. She wasn’t into taxidermy, though seagulls were—now—appropriate subjects in her opinion.

      Mom must have ordered it and Tricia must have unpacked it today because it definitely hadn’t been there when she’d locked up last night. With the way her life had gone to the birds—and, specifically, seagulls—recently, Val would have remembered finding that.

      “Valerie?” Rod’s fingers ignited another small fire under her skin when he touched her upper arm. “Is something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” She looked up at the concern in his voice. If not for the seagull and Lance butting in where he was no longer wanted, she’d have said absolutely nothing was wrong at that moment with Rod’s hand on her arm and his eyes staring intently into hers, concern etched into the V of his brow…

      But there was.

      And it had a yellow beak, gray and white feathers, and was standing in her shop.

      “It’s just that…” Hold on. She couldn’t explain her recent bout of paranoia to Rod. He was going to think she was crazy enough when she told him what he could do with Lance’s legacy.

      “No. Nothing’s wrong.” She glanced back at the bird.

      Wait a minute. Hadn’t that thing been facing left? She could have sworn it’d been turned toward the register.

      “Val? What’s going on?” Tricia asked.

      Val shook her head. She was seeing things.

      “Valerie?” This from Rod.

      She set the papers on the counter then put a finger to her lips and walked toward the thing. She had to be imagining this. The bird hadn’t been on one leg before, had it?

      Taking a deep breath, Val stopped. What was wrong with her? Taxidermic birds didn’t switch legs. They didn’t move, and they didn’t stalk people.

      Just to prove it to herself, she picked up the bird…

      And the freaking thing started squawking and flapping—and most definitely moving.

      Which was a good thing because she dropped that sucker at the first squawk.

      It fluttered around them like something from a Hitchcock movie, knocking items off the displays with its feet as it tried to gain speed, and she could have sworn it was screeching, “Help!” but that could have been her as she dodged the thing, wanting to keep what hair she still had on her head away from that the bird’s beak.

      Tricia ducked behind the counter, while Rod tried to avoid both of them and lunged for the bird.

      Half a dozen sand globes hit the floor with a domino-like series of crashes, and a wooden lighthouse teetered off a shelf, smashing onto a pile of spoon rests below it.

      How the hell had the thing gotten in here, and more importantly, why?

      The bird swooped toward her, knocking a pile of shell necklaces onto the floor. Val headed left and ran smack! into Rod, who was heading right.

      Her five-six, one-twenty self shouldn’t have been able to knock over a guy like him, but apparently, when fueled by broken necklaces that acted like marbles beneath her feet, she became a roller-derby chick.

      She tried to break her fall and ended up breaking a few faux coral pieces instead, landing on top of Rod with an “Oomph!”—and unsure which one of them said it.

      “Sorry.” She scrambled off him, thinking she was more bummed that she couldn’t stay sprawled on top of him than she was at having knocked him over.

      Then she really was sorry she’d scrambled off him because she tripped over his leg, slid on a necklace, and went sprawling—though not on top of him this time. No, this time she hit the carpet head on, with a nasty wrench of her ankle, and knocked over a carton of T-shirts that spilled over her like very large and very heavy confetti.

      “I’ll get it!” Tricia jumped up from behind the counter, waving a wreath covered in seashells above her head, and ran toward the bird, shooing it toward the back, while Rod dashed over to Val.

      “Are you okay?” He dug her out from under the shirts.

      “Okay is a subjective term,” she mumbled as he helped her sit. Damn, her ankle hurt and she’d probably looked like a ditz falling all over the place. She really wasn’t liking seagulls these days.

      A squawk emanated from the back room, and Val looked behind her. Thank God Tricia had unlashed the curtains. At least the thing would stay back there, though Val could only imagine the mess it’d leave.

      Seemed like she couldn’t avoid bird droppings after all.

      “I need to help Tricia,” she said, struggling.

      “You sit here. The bird’s not going anywhere.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “And he’s not going to hurt you.”

      “Oh really? Did you see that beak? Trust me. I know exactly how painful that beak can be.” She rubbed the back of her head where the stubble was just starting to grow back. “And I wouldn’t exactly call this”—she lifted her sore appendage— “not hurting me.”

      God. Her life really was going to the birds. Talk about bad luck.

      And then Rod lifted her leg in his hands. “Let me take a look.”

      Hmmm… maybe her luck was about to change…
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      Rod ran his fingers over Valerie’s smooth leg, down the curve of her calf, and around the heel, and gently probed the indentation below the anklebone.

      “I don’t think it’s broken.” Zeus, there were so many little bones in there…

      And if he focused on that, instead of the soft puffs of breath brushing his cheek and the scent of flowers clinging to her skin, he might be able to ignore the heat radiating from her like the volcanic rock that lit his world.

      Then he touched another spot that made her flinch and she grabbed his arm. Electricity raced from her fingers straight to his groin.

      There was no ignoring that.

      But he had a job to do, not to mention a throne to inherit by doing it, and he’d focus on that, and not the fact that her breasts were mere inches from him.

      He shifted another inch or two away from her just to ensure it, which also ensured that she’d remove her fingers from his arm.

      A High Councilman did have to make sacrifices for his people.

      “Rod, I’ll be fine.” She tried to stand and nibbled her upper lip again, an action so insignificant it shouldn’t have caught his attention—but did.

      Especially when she did it again.

      Chum’s words about falling in love with her came back to taunt him.

      But that was ridiculous. He wasn’t falling in love with her because she was beautiful. He’d been around beautiful women before. Hades, all Mer women were beautiful.

      It was just that Humans weren’t beautiful, and he hadn’t expected her to be.

      Her Mer blood must be shining through. Just like her eyes, blue as the Tyrrhenian Sea, shone beneath the jumble of blonde curls that framed her face while adorable sun-dots bridging her nose…

      “Um… Rod?” She tapped his shoulder this time, and, clothing or not, it had the same effect as when she’d touched his bare skin.

      Not a thought he needed at the moment.

      “Yes?” He cleared his throat and willed his body to simmer down. This attraction was odd. Stronger than he’d had to anyone before. Must have something to do with the air…

      “Could you help me up? The shirts… they’re too soft to push off of.”

      Then she nibbled her lip again. Good gods.

      But what could he say? No?

      So instead, he prepared himself to touch her again, stood up, and held out his hand. “Uh, certainly.”

      Her fingers rested in his palm. Yeah, there was no preparation for that…

      “Thanks. I’m sorry for knocking you down⁠—”

      “It was nothing, Valerie.”

      She arched an eyebrow at him, steadying herself with yet another touch to his shoulder. “Really? You have women bowling you over all the time, do you?”

      None before her, and he didn’t mean the incident on the floor.

      Zeus. What was wrong with him? She was just another female. Half-Human at that, and he was the next High Councilman. He needed to back off.

      But then she stumbled as she tried to take a step, and he instead swung her up in his arms. Big mistake. It was as big a gesture on land as his brother had said.

      He deposited her on top of the counter. “You should stay off that leg.” And out of his arms.

      Valerie looked up at him with those beautiful blue eyes, startled wide now, and a blush tinged her cheeks before she quickly lowered her golden lashes. “Um… thanks, but I have work to do. This mess has got to go.”

      And she had to go, too; that was the thing.

      That bird, whoever he was, had a lot of explaining to do, and Rod would put out a call to Air Security to follow up once he and Val were on their way to the ocean. But right now, Val had something more pressing to deal with.

      “Don’t worry about it, Valerie. You have your father’s estate to concern yourself with now.”

      She licked her lips, moistening their soft pink sheen, then nibbled one again. He still found the action mesmerizing.

      “Right. My father’s estate. Um, listen. I appreciate you coming here to tell me about it, Rod, but I’m going to pass.”

      “What?” That statement got his eyes off those perfect lips. “You can’t.”

      “Yes, I can. I don’t want it. At all.” She slid to the edge of the counter. “Thank you for stopping by, but as you can see, I’ve got my work cut out for me here, so if you don’t mind…”

      She was refusing?

      No. That wasn’t possible. She had to accompany him.

      “Valerie, you don’t understand. You must accept this inheritance. And soon. Time’s running out. Just come with me to New Jersey, and the estate will be all yours.”

      In Rod’s experience, the words “legacy,” “inheritance,” and “dreams come true” brought people swimming—make that, running. The Council had fabricated this story for that very reason.

      He’d hated the thought of lying to her. Oh, there was an estate. But it wasn’t a cherished memento or a bag of currency he could hand over. No, Valerie stood to inherit the governorship of the Southern Ocean. They’d all agreed, however, that spouting off about Mers and Atlantis to an unsuspecting Human and would damage Rod’s credibility, and risk her refusal. Not to mention break that rule again—and that was not an option.

      Hades, they’d gone to the trouble of manufacturing those papers to make the story seem legitimate in Human terms. All he needed to do was get her to the ocean where one drop of seawater would begin her transformation so she could learn—and believe—the truth. A tail was very convincing. But if he couldn’t even get her to come with him…

      No. That was not even a consideration.

      “Thanks, really, Rod, but I want nothing from that man. Just take the inheritance and… I don’t know, donate it to a children’s hospital or something.”

      “Donate it?” An entire ocean and the fact that she was the salvation of their world? Right.

      The gods had to have gotten this wrong. She couldn’t be the answer to The Prophecy.

      He felt a rumble beneath the store. Ah, they’d followed him even here.

      “Yes. Donate it. Let him do good for somebody’s kids before it’s too late, but he missed the boat with me.”

      Rod stared at her. No one had seen this coming. What person—Mer or Human—wouldn’t want wealth?

      Valerie, apparently, as she picked up the papers, rolled them, then tapped them against her lips.

      “Seriously, Rod, pretend you didn’t find me. Let it revert to the state, or whatever happens to unclaimed inheritances. Give it to the kids, a college… I don’t care. I don’t want to see any part of it. I’ll stay here and run Mom’s shop, and Lance can do with his inheritance what he’s done for me my whole life.” She slid off the counter, making him back up, and handed him the papers.

      “Absolutely nothing.”
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      Of every scenario they’d run, refusal wasn’t one Rod or The Council had anticipated—and one he had to find a way around because he couldn’t fulfill The Prophecy and claim the throne without Valerie.

      Bundling up the papers with his bag, Rod told her he’d be back tomorrow and walked out. This wasn’t over just because she didn’t want to go. No way. He had too much at stake for that.

      Hades, the planet had too much at stake for that, which meant she did, too.

      He’d convince her; he had to. Another failure was not an option. No, he’d filled that quota twenty-one selinos ago with that prank with Reel.

      Prank.

      Bullsharkshit.

      It hadn’t been a prank. More like his blatant disregard for the rules of their world, all because he’d known his brother wouldn’t be able to resist. And now, Reel had turned down Immortality and chosen to live a mortal life on land, and it was all Rod’s fault.

      Rod shook his head and tried, as usual—and with the usual futility—to ignore the guilt, immersing himself in the steps needed to achieve this goal.

      He headed toward the real estate office down the street, mentally thanking his brother for the forethought and insistence to rent the apartment above Valerie’s shop. He’d hoped he wouldn’t need it, but perhaps one more day would be all he’d need to convince her.

      He purchased a few items from the grocery store, then walked back to Therese’s Treasure Trove.

      The lights were still on inside the beige stucco building, although a “Closed” sign hung on the sun-bleached red door. Rod didn’t see Valerie through the bay window that was bracketed by Mediterranean-green shutters, where more glass spheres filled with sand and poor imitations of the Mer capital were on display. If only Humans knew that Atlantis really existed, this would be so much easier.

      Rod climbed the outside staircase to the apartment, then dropped his shoes inside the small, stuffy living area. He opened a window for fresh air—an action he found as repugnant as being pulled from the Trench Study just so he could return a woman who didn’t want to go to a world she didn’t know.

      Rod tossed his bag and the fake papers into one of the bedchambers, then went toward the galley kitchen to put the food away and cook his meal, banging a toe on the low coffee table. Damn. Sometimes he misjudged the spatial relations of the new body parts. Would Valerie do any better with a tail?

      Hades. They might never find out.

      He wanted to know why. What Lance had done to Valerie that she obviously despised him. Why her mother hadn’t told her anything about who and what she was.

      Therese had seen Lance; the Mer had confirmed it. She’d known what he was. That was why The Council had agreed to the search for Valerie in the first place. Humans couldn’t know about Mers and her mother was a full-blooded Human.

      The timer sounded on the electric appliance his sister-in-law had taught him to use to prepare his meals. He hadn’t quite grasped the concept of “micro waves”—in his world they were called ripples—but they did the trick. Not that he enjoyed the meals nor their non-biodegradable packages, which ended up littering his world, but according to Reel, kelp wraps weren’t easily obtainable and this town didn’t have a sushi bar. Since he’d never needed to prepare food himself, he was stuck with these plastic-covered abominations.

      Just one more reason he wanted to get back in the sea.

      “How in Hades am I supposed to make her come with me?” he asked his reflection in the appliance’s stainless-steel door.

      “You could always kidnap her.”

      Rod stared at his reflection. Talking appliances? If Humans could design something that complex, surely they could fabricate something other than plastic to keep their food in!

      Then he saw movement behind him and turned around.

      A herring gull.

      And if his hunch was right… “Livingston, I presume?”

      The bird confirmed his identity by stretching his wings, revealing the legendary star tattoo on his breast, then inclined his head in the traditional acknowledgment of royalty.

      Forget niceties. The Council’s Chief of Air Security had only one reason to be here. The renowned aerial spy didn’t “happen” to show up inland without a very good reason—like making sure Fisher’s son was following orders.

      Zeus. Could someone cut him some slack?

      “What do you want, Livingston? And what were you doing in Valerie’s store earlier?”

      The herring gull ruffled his black-tipped wings before he hopped off the window ledge onto the dining table. “In her store? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      Livingston shrugged, then worked his gray feathers back into place with his yellow beak. “Hey, what you believe is up to you.”

      The gull turned his head to the front, the red spot on his beak always a perfect way to distract someone.

      But not Rod. He knew all the tactics—had studied each and every one. And if The Council would only remember that, he wouldn’t have to deal with the Chief of the ASA.

      Of course, that put the kibosh on the report of the rogue gull in the store.

      “What were you doing there, Livingston? You scared her and made a mess of the place.”

      “Rod, I wasn’t anywhere near her today. Haven’t been for a few weeks.”

      “Oh, really? Then you want to explain who decided imitating a stuffed seagull would be funny? She ended up getting hurt.”

      “Imitating a stuffed seagull?” Livingston rolled his eyes. “I’m going to kill Ace. It’s his newest hobby.”

      Ace? Hardly. That gull had been a menace at flying, not an ace. “Not if I get to him first.”

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Oh. Good. So, you got anything to eat around here? I just flew in from Bermuda and, boy, are my wings tired. Cod? Herring? Toasted cheese sandwich?” The bird kicked one webbed foot over the other and brushed his forehead with his wing. “Trifle warm here, isn’t it?”

      Rod opened a cabinet and grabbed the tin of sardines he’d planned to save for a snack, offering them instead to Livingston. Bribery might work. “Yes, it is. Much warmer than we’re used to, especially without sea breezes. Which, again, brings up the reason you’re here. And how long are you planning to stay?”

      The bird slurped one of the sardines down with a satisfied gulp. “Those are good. Nicely salted.” He helped himself to another, then settled down next to the tin. “So, how’s it going?”

      Rod exhaled. The bird was a well-known interrogator, and if he didn’t want to squeal—or squawk—nothing could make him. “It’s… going. Not with quite the results I had anticipated, but I’ll get her to come. Even if I have to toss her over my shoulder.”

      “That well, huh?” Livingston grabbed another fish. “Caveman tactics don’t go over so well these days, I hear. You could always tell her the truth.”

      “Sure, Livingston. Water-breathing people with tails who live in Atlantis go over so well with Humans. Especially without proof.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to get snippy with me. It was only a suggestion. I do work in an advisory capacity to the High Councilman, you know.” The gull snorted, then coughed out the sardine. “Ugh. That’s not pretty.” He fluffed it off the table with his wing. It landed on the floor with a splat.

      Both of them looked at the gelatinous mess, then at each other.

      “You want to get that?” Rod asked.

      “Ummm.” The gull spread his wings, turning the black tips upward. “Do you see opposable thumbs?”

      Rod sighed and shook his head, grabbing a paper towel from beside the sink. The gull had climbed the ranks of the Sky Service faster than anyone in the agency’s history. His ego was legendary; cleaning up a mess was obviously beneath him.

      Not that Rod was in line to be the ruler of all the seas or anything.

      “So, here’s how I see it, Rod.” Livingston grabbed another sardine. “The Hybrid⁠—”

      “Can you please not call her that? She’s a Mer.”

      “Half.”

      “The better half, so let’s stick with that.”

      Livingston shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Humans certainly have better tasting food than your kind. Say, you wouldn’t happen to have any cheesecake around here, would you? I think that’s probably one of their best. The cherries can get a bit gummy, but still… What?”

      Rod held up the sardine tin he’d yanked out from under the gull’s bill. “I didn’t come here to sample their food. I came here to,” Rod cleared his throat, “bring her back. So, you want to explain exactly why you’re here, Livingston? I’m too old to need a nanny and you’re certainly not bodyguard material.”

      The last brought Livingston to his webbed feet. “I’ll have you know that I’ve dive-bombed with the best of them. We’ve turned breaching whales around, thrown off dolphins’ running rhythm, even kept a hunting party from a harp seal nursery. I can be quite effective when I want to be.”

      “So you’re here to protect me from orcas in the middle of the land mass?”

      “Uh, well… no.” The bird sighed and dropped onto his belly. “If you must know the truth, The Council sent me.”

      Rod snorted. Not surprising. “How much are they paying you?”

      Livingston fanned himself. “Not enough clams to hang out in this Zeus-forsaken place. How are you going to stand this for long?”

      Not so long. Rod patted the front left pocket of the shorts for the bottle of oil he needed to apply to avoid the two-sunset limitation on legs. If he was out of the water any longer, his tail wouldn’t return.

      It was not an unending supply. He had a certain timetable to get back, and with Valerie’s refusal, the deadline loomed even larger.

      Rod slid the tin back to the table, then walked over to the cabinets and leaned against the countertop, crossing one ankle over the other. “I don’t plan to be here long, Livingston. Tomorrow, hopefully. The next day at the very latest. These legs are all right for a few days, but why anyone would be willing to give up a tail and the freedom of the seas for them and this world is beyond me.” Especially his brother, who’d finally earned the tail he’d always wanted—only to give it up.

      Rod still blamed himself for that, no matter what absolution Reel gave him, or how many of the gods’ tests he passed.

      And with this latest wrinkle in the assignment, the gods didn’t appear to have forgiven him either.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Livingston rifled through the remaining sardines before inching a fat one into his beak. “You’ve seen Reel’s wife. Erica isn’t hard on the eyes. Neither is Valerie.”

      “Don’t even go there.”

      Livingston stopped eating, a tail dangling from the side of his bill. “Go where?”

      “Tossing Valerie in my face. Yes, she’s beautiful, but it doesn’t matter. I’m here to bring her home and that’s it. Nothing else.”

      “Uh oh.”

      “What?”

      “Could it be that you want something more with the Hybrid?” He polished off the fish.

      “What? I—No. Knock it off, Livingston. This mission has nothing to do with what she looks like and everything to do with me gaining the throne.”

      “Pity. The boys back on the roost were taking bets.”

      “Taking bets? On what she looked like?” Unbelievable. His first official duty would be to increase training missions if the “boys” had enough time to concern themselves with a Human and fly around her shop instead of performing their duties.

      Rod removed his dinner from the microwave oven, the aroma of chicken nowhere near as appetizing as the sardines, nor the idea of eating it as pleasant. Hmmm, maybe he’d find another use for those “boys.”

      Allowing himself a grin, Rod knew he’d never follow through on that threat, but he still probably shouldn’t let Livingston have any idea he was having fowl for dinner.

      “Don’t you want to know the odds?” Livingston tossed another sardine down his gullet.

      “No. I don’t.” Rod pulled the liner—damned plastic—from the container and set the food behind him on the counter, then reached into the refrigerator for a beer. He popped the bottle top off against the countertop.

      “Why?”

      He took a swig. Different taste than kelp wine, but not bad. One thing Humans had to commend themselves. “Livingston, is there a point to this?”

      Livingston scratched the top of his head with a webbed foot. “Odds are flying high in favor of you being down on bended knee inside a week.”

      “I hope you didn’t take those odds since I don’t plan to have knees
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