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      She's on a Mission to Save the Planet...

      

      Mermaid Angel Tritone has been researching humans from afar, hoping to find a way to convince them to stop polluting. When she jumps into a boat to escape a shark attack, it's her chance to pursue her mission, but she has to keep her identity a total secret.

      

      When He Discovers Her Secret, They're Both in Mortal Danger...

      

      For Logan Hardington, finding a beautiful woman on his boat is surely not a problem, especially since her presence helps his relationship with his young, newfound son. But when Logan realizes what she truly is, and the jeopardy his family is in, he doesn't know whom to trust. Suddenly following his heart has never been more dangerous...
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      There was a naked woman on his boat.

      Logan Hardington shook his head and rubbed his eyes, but the picture didn’t change. Lady Godiva was sprawled over a pillow on his deck, a navy-blue blanket draped over the bottom half of the curviest ass he’d seen in a long while.

      Long, blonde—almost yellow—loose curls tumbled over creamy shoulders all the way down to that blanket, the ends pooling in the dimples above her ass, some strands twirling along the visible portion of her cleft near the light blue markings of a faded bruise.

      Shapely legs, one slightly bent, only a shade or two darker than the fiberglass boat deck, trailed from beneath the blanket, one small foot flexing in the soft morning breeze. A hint of upturned nose peeked from beneath the blonde jumble, pink lips pursed in sleep, slender fingers disappearing beneath her cheek. He wondered what color her eyes were.

      And why she was naked.

      On his boat.

      Hungry gulls cawed overhead, but she didn’t stir. The wake from McKye’s charter jostled the Mir-a-Mar as the day’s fishing tour set out, but that didn’t rouse her either.

      Oh hell. She was probably a drunk co-ed who’d followed some “sailor” home. He’d seen that walk of shame many mornings. Didn’t these people think of the repercussions?

      Logan looked back down the pier where his son, Michael, chatted with Jimmy as the wizened old salt chopped chum, and Logan smiled. Ah, the things he would have loved to have seen as a boy. The things he should have been able to show Michael from day one⁠—

      And would have if his ex-girlfriend had only mentioned a little thing like a pregnancy.

      Logan tamped down the anger at Christine—who, according to his son, now went by Rainbow for God-only-knew-what reasons—and focused instead on the next female to make him wonder what men ever saw in women.

      Then Lady Godiva moved and the blanket slipped to the side and Logan knew exactly what men saw in women.

      But not what he wanted his son to see. No matter how much Logan wanted to savor the image.

      “Hey, um… Miss.” Logan hunkered down and shook one of those shapely legs.

      She mumbled something and flipped her head the other way, a tangle of hair tickling his arm. Logan pulled his hand back and captured the curls as they slid across his palm. Silky. Soft. The way a woman’s hair should be.

      He blinked. What the hell was he doing thinking about her hair? She was naked, for God’s sake, and his six-year-old was going to get one hell of a birthday present if she didn’t wake up and cover herself.

      “Miss, wake up.” Logan shook her shoulder, glancing back to Michael. Thank God Jimmy had a ton of fish tales to keep the boy occupied.

      The woman sighed, and her shoulder slid beneath his fingertips. Her skin was just as soft and silky as her hair.

      He should not be noticing.

      “Lady, you really need to get up.” Not that getting up was a problem he seemed to be having. Christ. How long had it been if he was getting hard over the naked back of a lush?

      Then she rolled over.

      One lone curl encircled a taut, pink nipple.

      Oh, boy…

      No problem getting up now.

      A naked woman… Right there in front of him. A naked goddess, more like. A gift from the gods just for him.

      Except, of course, there was Michael…

      Logan shook his head and reached for the blanket that had slithered to the deck atop some crushed shells and dried seaweed. Fighting with himself the entire time, he tossed it over her.

      “What in the sea?” The blonde bombshell awoke as if she’d been tossed overboard, sputtering and spitting the blanket away from those perfect lips, the most incredible eyes widening above that mouth. The color of the sea… aquamarine. He’d never seen anything like them.

      “Um, hi?” The corners of her eyes turned up along with her mouth. A dimple winked high on her left cheek.

      “Oh.” Logan cleared his throat. She didn’t sound drunk. “Hi. I’m Logan Hardington.” He rocked back on his heels. “Who are you?”

      “I’m, ah… Angel. Tritone.”

      She was an angel all right. Straight from Heaven, via the bowels of Hell. A temptress. Flushed with the haze of sleep, innocence and sensuality stared at him from those ocean eyes, and she had the most delectable lips he’d ever seen. Slender arms clutched the blanket to breasts that spilled from the sides, leaving barely anything to the imagination. Not that he needed to imagine since he remembered every splendid inch of those heavenly delights. If this woman wasn’t walking temptation, he didn’t know what was.

      “So, Angel Tritone, did you have one too many last night?” Remember that, Hardington. No matter what kind of influence she’d be on you, she’d be a bad one on your son.

      Having to kick her off his boat definitely sucked. But he was a father now. A responsible, practical father who didn’t fool around with sexy, naked women on his boat.

      A horny, recently celibate father who’d love to fool around with this sexy, naked woman on his boat.

      But who wouldn’t.

      Damn. This responsibility thing wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      Angel cocked her head to the side, curls spilling over her shoulders in perfect centerfold-fantasy mode, and he had to work really hard to keep his groan from escaping.

      “One too many what?” Her tongue flicked over her lips again in an unselfconscious and utterly sexy way.

      He had to get her off his boat. For sanity’s sake. Propriety’s, too. Not to mention an impressionable six-year-old’s. Logan stood up and held out his hand. “Never mind. Let’s get you up and at ’em.”

      “At who?” She reached for his hand.

      Logan forgot the question the minute her fingers touched his. Hell, he almost forgot his own name, and the six-year-old down the pier was fast becoming a distant memory.

      Everything was becoming a distant memory, fuzzy and out of focus, because the moment her skin met his, everything else faded to black. Fire, hot and long and needy, sped through his fingers to every extremity, zipping along his nerve endings like a match to gunpowder, the heavy thud of his heart blocking out the call of the birds and the sounds of the marina.

      Then she tugged on his hand to stand, and he had to steady himself so he wouldn’t fall on top of her—but man, did he want to. Especially when the blanket slid down her body to pool at her feet.

      “You’re naked,” slipped out. Since making that comment was better than falling on top of her, he wasn’t too upset.

      “I’m what?” Five-foot-nothing dipped her blonde head forward, the curls now caressing his wrist, one encircling his forearm, and Logan had to focus on his breathing. He’d never in his life had such an intense reaction to a woman. Then again, he’d never seen a woman like this before in his life.

      Pink stained her cheeks when she glanced back at him and, dog that he was, he compared the color to the tips of her breasts. Only for a second, but it was enough—her cheeks were lighter pink.

      But the curls between her legs perfectly matched those brushing her hips.

      “Why are you naked?” Oh hell. What kind of a question was that? “I mean, what are you doing here?”

      “Sleeping?” She moistened her lips quickly, with just a hint of pink tongue—which was more than enough to get him thinking about that tongue⁠—

      “I gathered that. The question is why?”

      “Oh.” She ran her fingers through her hair, lifting it off her neck, and glanced toward the ocean. “Well, I was swimming, and… and there was a shark. Yes. A shark. And he was coming after me. So I climbed aboard your boat, and, well,” she shrugged her shoulders and a few strands of hair fell across her breasts, one curling again on her nipple, “here I am.”

      Logan peeled his eyes off her breasts to meet her gaze. “Here you are.”

      “Yes.”

      A moment of silence followed. Well, silence between them. The gulls were making a hell of a ruckus.

      Logan cleared his throat, then picked up the blanket and handed it to her. “So, is there any particular reason you’re naked? Where are your clothes?”

      She gathered the blanket against her chest. Not that Logan needed help with that image or anything… “My clothes. Yes. Um. Well, I was swimming⁠—”

      Right. Skinny-dipping. “Alone?”

      He was asking solely so he could get her off his boat and back where she belonged; that was it. No other reason.

      “Not alone. There was the shark.”

      “But what happened to your things?”

      “Oh. They’re gone.”

      “Gone? Everything? Money, clothes, whatever? Somebody take them while you were swimming?”

      She looked away again toward the ocean, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Yes. Everything’s gone.”

      So he had a naked, destitute woman on his boat. And a six-year-old who’d be here any minute.

      Logan reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Look, I can give you some money. Get you a ticket back where you came from—where are you from?”

      She licked her lips again and turned those stunning eyes on him. “Have you ever been to Kansas?”

      “Me? No.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m from Kansas.”

      “You do realize you’re a bit of a ways from Kansas, right?”

      She shifted her feet to balance on the rocking deck as another charter left the dock. “Yes. About four-hundred-and-thirty leagues or so.”

      Leagues? Only if she was swimming, and that he’d like to see from the middle of the country.

      “So what are you doing here if you’re from Kansas?”

      “Studying.”

      “You’re a student?” He’d figured her for a little older than college. Maybe she was a grad student.

      And he cared, why?

      She looked back at the ocean. “I’m… doing a field study for the summer.”

      Ah, yes. Older. “What field?”

      “Biology. Maritime biology.”

      “Don’t you mean marine biology?”

      “Yes,” she said, licking her lips again. He should probably get her a drink. “Of course. That’s what I meant. Marine biology.”

      The boat rocked again and the blanket slid to the side, showing off her shapely leg in all its perfection, toes to thigh.

      He should probably get himself a drink. Preferably a stiff one⁠—

      Not going there.

      “So… where are you staying? I’ll get you an Uber.” Anything to get her off this boat.

      “Actually, I just arrived. I don’t have a place to stay.”

      Logan was about to suggest a local apartment complex when he heard Michael yell, “Thanks, Jimmy!” and decided he’d worry about where she was going to stay later. Right now he had a six-year-old he didn’t want to have to explain the birds and the bees—or naked women—to, so he yanked his T-shirt over his head and skimmed it over Angel’s. Yes, it hung on her like a tent, but at least she was covered.

      Not that it diminished the image burned into his brain, nor the incredibly hot vision of her in his clothing and nothing else, with her hair askew and that blush on her cheeks. With his faded green T-shirt bringing out the green swirl in her eyes, the woman could be a mermaid come to life.

      “Logan! Look what Jimmy gave me!” Michael ran down the dock holding up the perfectly filleted carcass of one of Jimmy’s recent catches in one hand and keeping his baseball cap on his head with the other. From Michael’s abrupt halt and the way his mouth dropped open, Logan knew the moment his son saw Angel.

      Great. How was he going to explain this?

      “Hey, Michael. Why don’t you come say hi to Angel?”

      What else was he going to say? Come meet the naked student? The kid would be signing up for college tomorrow.

      “But… how? What…?” The fish skeleton hit the dock and fell apart, but Michael didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were glued to Angel.

      “Hi… Michael? I’m Angel.” Even her voice was beautiful—like a song dancing along the crests of the waves.

      Oh, hell. Where had that fanciful thought come from? Logan never spouted poetry to beautiful women, preferring to keep every relationship real and out of the realm of fairy tale, though more than one woman had called him her Prince Charming. Usually right before he broke up with her.

      “Ang… Angel?” Poor tongue-tied Michael. Logan could totally empathize.

      “She’s… um… a friend.” One he’d just met who didn’t wear clothes and showed up out of nowhere, but the kid was six. It should fly.

      “Your friend?” Okay, perhaps the incredulity in his son’s voice indicated a need for more proof.

      “Um… yeah.” He focused on Michael. “She’s new in town and was using the boat because she doesn’t have a place to stay.”

      Michael’s face perked up and he jumped aboard, adjusting his baseball hat. “Cool! Then she can stay with us, right?” He went right over to her and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Angel. You can be my friend, too.”

      That wasn’t exactly what Logan had in mind.

      “I’d like that, Michael.”

      There was that melodic voice again. Maybe she was a singer. She certainly had the face to be a celebrity and plenty of them flocked to these beaches every year.

      Meanwhile, his son was literally jumping all over the place. “So, can she, Logan?”

      Can she what? There were a lot of things he wanted her to do⁠—

      “Can she stay with us? She can sleep in my room.”

      Logan tried not to laugh. Sleep in Michael’s room? Logan didn’t think so. If she was going to be sleeping in anyone’s room⁠—

      “Michael, I think the guesthouse would be a better idea.”

      Angel smiled and Michael started bouncing again. “Cool!”

      Shit. What had he just agreed to?
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      Angel couldn’t believe her good luck. She’d hit the crabpot!

      Then she saw Harry’s fin circling off the bow for the eighth time since she’d awoken and amended that. Luck had nothing to do with this; Hammerhead Harry did. And wouldn’t it tweak his big ol’ blockhead to know he could be helping her right into her dream job?

      Served the shark right. Try to eat her, would he? Keep her stranded on a boat? Ha. Angel couldn’t stop her grin. “Thank you very much for your offer, Logan. I’d love to stay.”

      “All right!” Michael bounced again—she couldn’t wait to try that when she was alone—but his father looked a little green around the gills.

      “Michael, I don’t think—” The little black box on Logan’s hip started playing music. He glanced at it and exhaled. “I need to take this call. We’ll discuss Angel staying with us when I’m done.”

      Long legs carried him fluidly off the boat and up the dock, one arm swinging, head held high as he spoke into the box.

      She had studied the way her brother Reel walked hundreds of times. He was the only two-legged Mer in their world, but walking was so different when Logan—Humans—did it. The lack of buoyancy on land made the flexion and extension of the muscles slightly different, requiring the ability to balance between two shifting appendages, the heel-toe rhythm, the contractions of his gluteus maximus…

      “What happened to your tail, Angel? Is it going to grow back? Are you gonna stay here forever? Can I tell Logan that you’re a mermaid?” Michael bounced beside her, his whisper loud enough to carry on the warm sea breeze.

      Angel guided Michael to a pull-down bench behind the captain’s chair, stepping on the lid of the catch box on the deck to make sure it was closed securely. No need for Logan to discover where she’d stowed away last night to escape Harry. Nor that Michael had seen her, helped her, and hid her. All under his father’s unsuspecting nose.

      She tugged Logan’s soft shirt beneath her as she sat. She’d forgotten the nudity part of the transformation. Thank the gods Logan had thought so fast. “My tail will come back if any seawater touches it, so it’s very important that doesn’t happen around grown-ups, okay?”

      Michael’s little chest puffed out as he sat on the cushion next to her. “I’m the only one who knows about you, aren’t I?”

      Angel tapped the rim of his hat. “Yes, you are. And I wasn’t even supposed to let you know, so we definitely can’t tell Logan.”

      “Are you gonna get in trouble?”

      So much it wasn’t funny. Unless she could make this situation work to her advantage. “Not if we keep my tail a secret, okay?”

      Yes, Rod, her brother the High Councilman, would be so proud of the lies.

      Not.

      Truth was, she wasn’t either, but what could she do? Harry had been all about getting a Mer meal last night, and she’d been the only one around. So she could either have climbed aboard the fishing boat, or…

      Or nothing. Harry or the boat. There’d been no other choice.

      “Okay, I won’t tell. I can keep a secret. Cross my heart and hope to spit.”

      That comment didn’t make any more sense now than it had last night when she’d slipped on board just before dark. On the lookout for adult Humans, she hadn’t seen the child, but he’d certainly seen her.

      One thing about kids: they were infinitely more accepting than their adult counterparts—which was the basis of her plans for the Mer-Human Coalition her brother was forming. Michael had gone with the fact that she was a Mer and understood her need to stay out of sight of adults. He hadn’t turned her in then, so she had high hopes he wouldn’t do so now.

      Not that she was condoning him lying to his father, but when it came to her life or a child’s honesty, she was going with her life.

      Still, The Council could bring charges against her for this.

      If only Hammerhead Harry had kept to the truce agreement with The Council, she could have conducted her research without any detection, let alone face-to-face contact. All she’d been trying to do was monitor Human fishing practices, but the stupid shark just had to show up. Then she’d had to unload everything to the bottom of the sea so she could have a chance of out-swimming him. There went all her notes, all her tools, and a lot of her self-respect.

      But she now had the perfect opportunity to redeem herself and learn enough to earn the position of director of the Coalition she’d wanted in the first place.

      All thanks to Harry—not that she’d ever tell him.

      “I’m sorry I caught you last night, Angel.” Michael unwrapped a small pink, rectangular item he’d pulled from his pocket, then shoveled it into his mouth. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She stopped herself from rubbing the spot just above her big toe where Michael’s fishhook had sliced into her fluke. First time in recorded history that a Human had actually hooked a Mer with a fishing line—and a child, no less. Without trying. She wouldn’t be spreading that story around any time soon.

      And, fish! That hook had hurt. But, ironically, it had been what saved her. She wouldn’t have thought to use a boat to escape a shark otherwise.

      “It’s okay, Michael. Mers are fast healers and you did save my life. Harry wouldn’t come near me once you caught me.” Sharks were more afraid of Humans in hunting mode than of going hungry.

      Michael let the colorful wrapper flutter to the deck. “What’s a Mer, Angel? I thought you were a mermaid.”

      Angel picked up his refuse and held it out to him. “Here. You shouldn’t litter. It damages the planet.”

      “But it’s only a piece of paper.” He chomped on the substance… ah, chewing gum.

      Amelia the pelican was a huge fan of the stuff, which she found on any dock, beach umbrella, or other surface where Humans congregated. Talk about damaging the planet.

      “It’s only a little piece of paper from you, Michael. But what if everyone did the same thing? Then there would be a lot of paper.”

      “Oh. Okay. I’ll throw it in the trash.” He took the paper from her and shoved it back in his pocket. That was a start.

      “Good job.” She patted his knee, curbing the desire to study it. She had her own knees now and could examine them all she wanted. She ran a hand over them, then extended a leg. Flexed it. Wiggled the toes.

      “So what’s a Mer?”

      Right. Focus on the conversation. She’d have time enough later to study the workings of her legs.

      “We are called Mers, Michael. Both male and female Mers. You Humans use the terms ‘mermaids’ and ‘mermen,’ not us.” As for the maid part, well, that hadn’t been true for selinos, but she wouldn’t be explaining that.

      “Mermen? There are mermen, too? Cool!” This time Michael forgot to whisper and—of course—his father was heading their way.

      “Sssh!” Angel touched a finger to Michael’s lips. “Remember, it’s our secret.”

      Michael followed Angel’s gaze. “Right. Our secret. But can I tell Rocky?” The little boy was back to whispering.

      “Who’s Rocky?”

      “My pet raccoon. Well, he’s not really a pet. He’s a toy. I wanted a real pet, but Rainbow said no and I didn’t ask Logan yet.”

      “Who’s Rainbow?”

      Michael grabbed the rim of his cap and tugged it lower until half his face was hidden. “Oh, she’s my mom.”

      So Logan was married. Darn. She wouldn’t have minded watching Human courting rituals. Oh well, beggars—and landed Mers—couldn’t be picky. She’d be happy with what she got.

      Then Logan reached the boat and she was very happy.

      Logan Hardington was one fine-looking specimen—Human or Mer. Handsome face and warm, dark brown eyes below thick hair the color of a sea lion’s pelt after a few hours in the sun. The light dusting of hair on his chest was a shade darker. Broad, tanned shoulders tapered to a taut abdomen where his black shorts rode low on his hips above long, well-toned legs. His face and lean, muscled body looked as if they’d been carved by a master sculptor.

      Her sister, Mariana, who was a sculptor, would love to get her hands on him. Of course, Logan’s wife might have something to say about that.

      Here’s hoping the wife didn’t mind a houseguest.

      Logan climbed aboard, and Angel took mental notes of which muscles contracted, the angle his upper body assumed to counterbalance the forward momentum, how his arms moved… If only she had her tablets to mark down these observations. Damn Harry.

      “Hey, Sport,” Logan said, “I’m sorry, but there’s a change in plans. No fishing today. I have to handle something with work. We’ll go tomorrow.” Then he looked at her. “As for you, Angel, I can drop you at the bus station⁠—”

      “But you said she could stay with us,” Michael interrupted, hopping up from his seat and planting his fists on his waist. “I don’t wanna watch TV anymore while you work. I want Angel to play with me. Why can’t she be my babysitter?”

      “Michael, hold on a minute⁠—”

      “Sit on a baby?” Why in-the-sea would anyone want to do that?

      Angel didn’t know how Humans cared for their infants since her sister-in-law, Erica, had remained on land for the birth of her daughter, but she would have thought that sitting on a baby was a bad idea. Showed how much she knew. Book studies could only get her so far. She needed real-life practicals and this one had landed in her lap—and she actually had a lap.

      But how had Michael gotten a baby? Her research showed Humans weren’t capable of reproduction until the onset of puberty, the same as Mers.

      Both males stared at her. “Don’t you know what a babysitter is?” Logan asked while Michael giggled.

      Obviously not what she’d thought it was. And, apparently, it was odd for her not to know what one was. “Of course I do. I was only joking.”

      Michael figured it out and managed to muffle his laughter, but she could see the questions behind Logan’s eyes. She’d have to do a better job of fitting in.

      “See, Logan?” Michael tipped the rim of his cap back. “Now you don’t have to take off from work tomorrow. Angel can watch me. I won’t have to go to daycare, and you can save the money. Rainbow likes to save money.”

      The child’s smile was every bit as wide as Harry’s, but full of lovely little teeth, a few spaces between them where the baby ones had fallen out. She wondered how many gold coins Matilda had placed beneath his pillow or if the Tooth Fairy Brigade only celebrated Mer tooth loss.

      “Michael, that’s not going to happen. Angel has more important things to do than watch you while I’m at work.”

      Ah. Babysitting. An odd phrase, but now completely understandable. Her people called it Mer-minding.

      “Actually, I don’t. My study doesn’t take all my time.” Not to mention, babysitting Michael would be her field study.

      “See? She can!” Michael was now bouncing on both feet, his cap crushed between his hands, his thick auburn hair, so like his father’s, flopping by his ears.

      Logan was trying to glare at her over his son’s head, but Angel purposely kept her gaze averted. She liked Michael’s idea and didn’t want to give Logan any ammunition for his argument.

      Yes, Rod would have issues with this whole thing, but if he’d allowed her the opportunity to apply for the job she’d wanted, this situation could have been avoided. But Rod had spouted off about no more Human interaction by members of his family—interesting how he came up with that stipulation after he and Reel had both married Humans—and then Harry had pulled his idiotic move, so her fins were tied.

      Besides, when she pulled this off and went back to Atlantis with firsthand information, she’d be the perfect candidate for director of the Coalition. Rod would have to give her the position—who better to work toward fostering Mer-Human relations with the goal to save the planet than a Mer who’d actually lived among them? The Council would thank her for the leaps she’d made in advancing Mer knowledge.

      If she didn’t blow it.

      “Michael, why don’t you go see Jimmy so Angel and I can talk.”

      “I don’t wanna.” Michael puffed out his lower lip and crossed his arms. “You said I could have whatever I wanted for my birthday and I want Angel for my babysitter.”

      Logan looked ready to spit snails. Instead he rolled his eyes toward the heavens and scraped a hand across his jaw, the slight rasp setting Angel’s skin to tingling.

      “Look, Sport, no offense to Angel, but I don’t know her well enough to feel comfortable about her watching you.”

      She glanced away when Logan’s eyes drilled into hers, and she hunched down in front of the little boy.

      “Michael, how about if we do this on a trial basis? Maybe your dad would feel better about me babysitting if he spent the day with us. If he’s happy with the way I look after you, we can discuss the situation then, okay?”

      “But I don’t want you to go away.” The little boy’s bottom lip trembled.

      Angel couldn’t help herself. She hugged him. He was no different from any other child she knew. “I’m not going anywhere, Michael. I promise.”

      

      Oh, hell.

      Logan looked at the scene before him and tossed in the proverbial towel. First the problem at work, now this. He couldn’t deny Michael the one thing he wanted for his birthday, but he also couldn’t leave his son in the care of a total stranger.

      It was a good thing he could work from home. He’d been doing it since Rainbow—Christine—had dropped Michael off with nothing but a note, a stuffed toy raccoon, a bag of tattered clothing, and a few children’s books. What were a couple more days? Not the ideal situation, but school wasn’t that far off.

      “All right, Michael. If that’s what you want, Angel can hang out with you while I’m working today, okay?”

      “You’re the best, Logan!” Michael wrapped his thin arms around Logan’s thighs, giving him his first official Dad hug.

      A lump formed in Logan’s throat. What would it take to get a “Dad” out of him? Logan didn’t know, but if caving in to babysitter demands was all it took to get a hug, he’d give the kid whatever he wanted.

      He patted Michael’s shoulders. No, actually he wouldn’t. The hug was a nice perk, but responsible parents didn’t give in to every whim and demand, even if doing so solved problems.

      Not that he had any idea of responsible parenting, given the pair he’d grown up with, nor the mother he’d inadvertently chosen for his son. Common sense said you couldn’t give a kid everything he wanted, although he had to believe that giving in every now and then wasn’t so bad.

      He had wondered how he was going to be a single, working parent when Michael had arrived and had put Give Up Sleep at the top of the list. Visit a Dozen Daycares had taken priority for tomorrow. But now, with Angel around, those To-Do items were no longer necessary.

      Then Angel stood up and smoothed his T-shirt down almost to her knees, and Logan had to yank his gaze from her legs. Actually, he would be visiting someplace tomorrow: a women’s clothing store.

      She stretched, and the T-shirt slid up her thighs.

      No. Make that today. The problem at work could wait another hour or so while they found her something appropriate. If Angel was going to be around his son, a T-shirt wouldn’t cut it. She needed clothing. Now.

      For his sake even more than her own.
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      The seagulls were laughing at her.

      Atop a lighting fixture at the end of the dock, the birds started making noise the minute Angel stepped off the rocking boat.

      They could cut her some slack. So she was a little unsteady. This was the first time she’d ever had legs, and disembarking a rocking boat wasn’t easy. Not to mention, she was still floating over the fact that she’d pulled it off. Logan was letting her stay. She had an excuse and an opportunity to test out her plans for the Coalition.

      Now she just needed to figure out how to pull off a disappearing act every other night to ensure the return of her tail so she could stay for more than a day or two. Much as she wanted to learn about Humans and get the directorship, she didn’t want to sacrifice her tail to do so, which is what would happen if she had legs for more than two consecutive sunsets.

      “How long have you had the boat, Logan?” She turned around as he climbed over the gunwale. “Do you use it often? Have you ever lived in it on the marina? The ocean? What does it run on? Diesel? Biofuel?”

      Logan stepped onto the dock. “What’s with the twenty questions?”

      Damn. She had a bad habit of wanting to know the answer to everything right away.

      “Oh, just curious.” Then she tripped over some loose mooring lines, and, on cue, the birds erupted with more laughter.

      At least she stayed upright. As long as they didn’t start speaking to her, she could pretend they were squawking that signature caw Humans found so annoying—and would find even more annoying if they knew the gulls were laughing at them. Seabirds just loved bathing-suit season.

      Then her heel came down awkwardly on a hose someone had left out. This time she couldn’t manage to keep her balance and fell—right into Logan’s arms.

      Suddenly, the seagull noise faded into the background. So did Michael’s laughter, the creak of the boat against the dock, the motor of someone’s charter leaving the marina, and all her twenty questions.

      Everything faded into the background except the feel of Logan’s arms around her. The flexing biceps beneath her palms. The tightening of his stomach against her chest. That delicious blended scent of sea breeze and man…

      Angel looked up—he was so much taller than she was. So much bigger. Yet he wouldn’t hurt her. She knew that. How she did, she didn’t know, but something… almost a quiet strength about him, told her, in one instant, that she could trust him with her life.

      She blinked. Now that was ridiculous. He was a Human. Humans were the last beings a Mer could trust. But when Logan raised her chin to stare into her eyes, Angel knew that wasn’t true about him.

      “Are you all right?” His voice was lower than before, the words breathless.

      “I…” She licked her lips. Talk about breathless. She tried again. “Yes. I am.” She tried to prove it by standing, but she wasn’t exactly proficient with legs after such a short time and fell back against him.

      Logan’s head lowered.

      Or did she raise hers?

      Did it matter?

      All that did matter was that his lips were just above hers and if she stretched a bit more⁠—

      “Hey! Come on!” Michael’s voice broke into the moment.

      Oh, gods. She’d been about to kiss him.

      “Are you guys coming or what?”

      Angel looked away. What had she been thinking? He was a Human, for Zeus’s sake. She couldn’t be attracted to him. That went against everything she believed in. All her scientific protocol and everything she wanted for herself. Hades, she’d broken up with her last boyfriend because he’d started getting serious. She didn’t want that; she wanted to focus on her career. On the Coalition. On bettering their worlds. She didn’t need to have an attraction to anyone, least of all a Human. Besides, Logan was married.

      Wait a minute. What had he been thinking?

      Or… maybe she’d just imagined it.

      Yeah. That was it. She had to have imagined it.

      Embarrassed, surprised, mad at herself, a whole host of emotions plaguing her that she didn’t want to examine, Angel made a concerted effort to regain the use of her legs. Logan helped by steadying her—although steady was a misnomer because there was nothing steady in the heat zipping through her fingers, up her arm, and all over her body.

      No. No. No. Mind back on your purpose here, Tritone.

      “Thank you,” she said, yanking her hand off him.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice still raspy.

      “Hurry up!” Michael bounced on a loose weathered plank, hitting the beam beneath with a thud, thud.

      Kind of like her heart was doing.

      No it wasn’t. That was just surprise. Embarrassment. She was imagining things.

      Then Logan slid a hand under her elbow, and her knees got a little jellyfish-like.

      She had one Hades of an imagination.

      “Angel.”

      She really had to focus on walking. Legs took some getting used to. That’s why hers were wobbly.

      “Angel, do you want to make a call?”

      Bird calls? Humans did that? Her research hadn’t given any indication they practiced this old system of communication. Did they even understand the language?

      “Um, all right. What breed?”

      “Breed? You mean brand? Of cell phone? Does it matter?” He held his black box out to her.

      Cell phone. Oh, crappie.

      She stared at the black thing. She knew about the device, especially the mercury from discarded ones that leeched into the environment, but unfortunately, she didn’t have a clue how to use one. She also didn’t have anyone to call. Cell service wasn’t exactly possible in Atlantis.

      “Actually, there isn’t anyone I can call. No one knows I’m doing this and, well, I’d rather keep it that way. They wouldn’t approve, and if they heard what happened…”

      Logan tilted his head to the side, studying her. “You want to prove something to them.”

      It wasn’t a question, but it was so right on the currency that Angel grabbed it with both hands. “Right. They think I can’t do this, and if not for that damn shark, I could have proved them wrong in a tailfli—in a heartbeat.”

      All of which was true—if slightly skewed.

      Logan studied her another moment or two, his eyes narrowing, and Angel refused to remember how they’d darkened when he’d almost kissed her… or, rather, when she’d imagined he’d almost kissed her.

      Oh, Zeus. Let it go already. If she wanted to be taken seriously in the Mer scientific community, the last thing she needed was to swim down that stream about a Human. With The Council’s, and most of the Mer population’s, prejudice against all things Human, her observations would be tossed aside as lovesick musings. She pulled her arm from his grasp—and ignored the sudden chill that raced over her skin.

      “Okay, Angel, I know all about needing to prove yourself. But do you have any qualifications for child care? References?”

      Oh did she. Sadly, they were all Mer-related. “One of my degrees is in child studies.” Human child studies, to be precise, but she knew better than to make that distinction. “As for references, well, word would get back and that would defeat the purpose of not calling, wouldn’t it? But I do have them.”

      “One of your degrees? How many do you have?”

      Angel headed down the length of the dock to where Michael was impatiently waiting for them. “Just three. Child studies, Humanol—um sociology, and biology.”

      Logan’s long legs caught him up to her quickly. “Hence the field study.”

      “Correct. Oh, and a minor in basket-weaving.”

      He stopped and grabbed her arm again, laughing. “Basket-weaving?”

      “Yes. What’s so funny about that?” This time she didn’t need a reason to yank her arm from his hand. She’d worked damn hard to get her degrees. That course had opened up a world of information about textiles and early Human craftsmanship. “It’s quite fascinating.” She shoved off with the right foot, toes providing momentum. Or was it the ball of the foot? Damn, he’d made her forget the biomechanics.

      “If you find basket-weaving fascinating enough to study it, as well as have all the drive to earn all those other degrees, I might have you tutor Michael instead of babysitting him.” This time when he caught up to her, he didn’t put a hand on her, thank the gods.

      “Tutor? I don’t think that would be⁠—”

      “Relax, Angel. I was only joking. Michael’s looking forward to hitting the books when school starts.”

      Now it was her turn to stop him. “You hit books? Why?”

      Logan’s eyebrows went up. “You’ve never heard that expression?”

      Oh, fish. She really had to watch her step—all of them. She plastered a smile on her face. “Now who’s joking?”

      “Touché. So, we’ll work out a schedule for your field study and my work. Sound good?”

      It sounded more than good. It sounded perfect. “Yes. Thank you, Logan. I won’t let you and your wife down.”

      “My wife?”

      “Rainbow? Michael’s mother?”

      Logan rolled those brown eyes. “Rainbow, that is, Christine, is certainly not my wife, and if she hadn’t signed the birth certificate she pinned to Michael’s shirt before she took off, I’d be hard-pressed to call her his mother. Trust me, Angel, letting her down is the least of your worries.”

      Michael stomped down the steps, his red sneakers flapping loudly on the planks. “Why do grown-ups always walk so slow? Rainbow never wants to hurry.”

      Logan muttered something about Rainbow being in a hurry to get out of town, but low enough that Michael didn’t hear him.

      Angel was sorry she had.

      It was one thing to have to look at him clinically as a Human subject.

      It was quite another to see him as a man.
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      Michael chatted all the way off the dock and back up the steps, with his father patiently responding, discussing anything and everything. Who owned which boat in the marina, why Jimmy cussed so much when he didn’t think Michael could hear him, what they were going to have for dinner; the little boy never seemed to run out of questions to ask. It was both interesting and beneficial to listen to the two of them.

      Interesting because Angel had wondered what Human conversations were like beyond Beach-Speak, the only dialogue she’d ever observed in the wild, and beneficial because it gave her something to focus on rather than that near-miss of a kiss and the fact that Logan Hardington was a man.

      “You can ride in the back with me,” Michael said when they approached the big, black vehicle. “Usually Rocky does, but he stayed home today. Rocky doesn’t like boats.”

      She’d have to thank Rocky, because she’d always wanted to ride in one of these. The purloined Jet Skis and other small watercraft her professors had had them test in the middle of the ocean were nowhere near as interesting as wheeled vehicles.

      She followed the little boy inside, mimicking his movements after he latched a belt across his chest and waist. She’d heard the reasoning behind buckling up, but, as a member of the ocean community, she had a natural aversion to being restrained by anything. But when in Atlantis… Or, Florida, as the case may be.

      “I never went to a beach before Rainbow brought me here,” Michael said, brushing hair out of his eyes and readjusting his hat when Logan turned on the cool air.

      Angel had heard about air-conditioning but the concept of a man-made breeze still stumped her—not that it kept her from enjoying it. The cold air reminded her of the body-surfing trip she’d taken with friends off the coast of Greenland.

      If only she could write all of these impressions down. Her fingers were itching to get hold of the tools of her trade.

      “We had lots of snow in the winter,” Michael continued. “I’m real good at building snow forts. I bet you’re really good at sand castles, aren’t you, Angel? Logan and I made one, but it fell down. Will you show me how? I want to build the biggest one ever. And we can decorate it with fish and mermaids and sharks and seashells and everything.”

      “Sure—”

      “And what about lunch?” The little boy barely paused to breathe. “Can we eat seaweed? How about clams? I’ve never had those. I bet they’re good, huh?”

      “Actually—”

      “And tuna fish. Well, I’ve had lots of that and I really like it with mayonnaise but no relish. I don’t like that. It’s good with cheese sometimes and I like chips with it, but you have to have cranberry juice with it because orange juice tastes yucky and ruins everything. What do you want for dinner? Logan can buy us whatever you want. He got me a cheeseburger last night with extra pickles. I like pickles but not relish. How ’bout you?”

      Angel caught Logan’s eyes in the mirror he looked into occasionally. Those brown eyes had been so close and so warm when they’d almost kis⁠—

      No, dammit. She had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity here—and since she’d become Immortal at some point, that was a really long time. She wasn’t going to blow it for a good-looking guy. Logan Hardington was a Human and her ticket to the job she wanted more than anything. A-n-y-thing.

      Luckily, Michael’s chatter discouraged conversation between her and her subject. The little boy didn’t need any encouragement to keep chatting, nor did he slip up and ask her about being a mermaid. He also didn’t seem to require answers. A noncommittal hmmm from her every now and then was an invitation to keep asking.

      She kept glancing out the windows, dozens of questions springing to her lips, but she didn’t voice them. Logan would know something was up if she started asking about things he considered commonplace.

      To her, they were anything but. The world looked so different from this side of the beach. The palm trees weren’t quite as tall as they looked from the water, growing next to buildings that reminded her of the walls of an undersea trench. Streets were laid out just like Atlantis, but traveling them was so different. Back home, if she wanted to go to the next street, all she had to do was swim over the buildings, but here Humans had to maneuver around them.

      Birds were the only ones who had the same kind of freedom on land as Mers had in the sea, where the shortest distance between any two points was a straight line, no matter the direction. It was an odd concept to get used to.

      And there were so many vehicles. And the noises. The smells… The refuse. So many people walking alongside the roads. Weren’t they worried about getting run over?

      She looked out Michael’s window. More of the same traffic. More palm trees, hedgerow after hedgerow of hibiscus and oleander, and… Wait.

      “Is that a real sand castle?”

      The biggest, most ornate building she’d seen so far stretched along a good portion of the road. Two staircases at the center swept up to a balcony that fed into double glass doors beneath an arched portico. Parapets and towers lined the roof and corners, with intricate scrollwork decorating the sand-colored façade. Three stories tall and almost as long as The Coliseum back home, with beautiful gardens out front, palm trees swaying in the breeze like sentries, the place could be a palace.

      She’d seen remnants of castles Humans had made on beaches, some incredibly large and intricate, but she’d never heard of them living in one.

      “How did they do that? How is it shored up to withstand hurricanes? Are there any more around here?” Where was her tablet, dammit?

      The Council would love to hear about this. Think of the ease of construction if they could learn the secret to building with sand. No longer would they need to confine housing projects to the bases of islands. No more worries about the dwindling supply of Human torpedoes they’d confiscated for blasting through rock to fashion Mer homes. This would revolutionize home building. Colonies could spring up anywhere on the ocean floor. Affordable housing was another thing she wanted to pick Humans’ brains about since they’d done such an amazing (though others had different words for it) job of populating the planet.

      Michael started giggling. “A sand castle? No, silly, that’s a house!”

      A house?

      “They don’t have anything like that in Kansas, I take it?” Logan glanced at her in the mirror again.

      Right. Kansas. “Not that I’ve seen, they don’t.” And since she’d never actually been to Kansas, that wasn’t a lie. But it was one more gaffe on her part. Enough of them and Logan would rethink the babysitting position.

      Angel decided to keep her thoughts to herself.

      Which, luckily, with Michael around, wouldn’t be an issue. He picked right back up with his chattering—this time going on about sand castles he’d made—on the beach, with real sand—and Angel just sat back and let him talk.

      Ten minutes later, Logan pulled up to a long block of stores, similar to downtown Atlantis.

      What wasn’t similar was the clothing inside the first store Logan led her to. Silk, cotton, rayon, spandex… all the fabrics she collected in their soaking-wet form were now hanging in front of her, a rainbow of color from wall to wall.

      “You should be able to outfit yourself properly here, right, Angel?” Logan asked, reaching into his back pocket.

      She wasn’t quite sure what constituted properly, although those dresses on the far wall looked good to her. But then she saw his wallet in his hand.

      “Logan, I can’t take your currency.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Currency? Do you have another way to pay for the clothes? You can’t go around wearing only my shirt. I’ll take it out of your pay or something.”

      Angel stifled the guilt. She had plenty of diamonds in her vault back home. She’d get him one somehow.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” In more ways than he could know. She did not want to pass up an opportunity like this. Especially when she found a row of sequined cropped pants. She stroked a finger over the shiny faux-scales.

      Clothing was a relatively new concept among Mers. Many still used their long hair for covering up or the shell-and-kelp method, but that was mostly the older generations. She had a wonderful collection
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