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      …because she’s more than a catch

      

      Bachelor Russ Novotny is starting over—new location, new IT venture, new sports car to replace the staid sedan his girlfriend took when she left him. A swap of his computer expertise for fish to stock his lake lands him in a different kind of hookup, one that does wonders for his wounded ego.

      

      Divorcee Lee Anne Terrell is happy to indulge in a no-strings affair with her handsome computer geek while she gets to know her newfound half-sisters and opens Reel Time Bait and Stock. Unfortunately, her biology degrees didn’t prepare her for the unexpected evolution of hot-and-heavy sexual attraction into heart-stopping love.

      

      But an ocean stands between them when they share their true feelings. He won’t settle for less than marriage and she’s vowed never to marry again. The most important catch of his life may prove impossible to reel in, even when she’s already taken the bait.
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      Russ Novotny flipped on his signal, downshifted, and made the turn into Reel Time Bait and Stock without braking. The back end of his Mustang fishtailed as he gunned the engine, the packed snow providing his entertainment for the day. It sure beat thinking about spending his first Valentine’s Day in the better part of a decade without a woman. Running his own IT business, fishing, and his new car were his only loves now, and that suited him fine.

      The parking lot was empty and a Closed sign hung in the window below a crooked Gone Fishing plaque, but he grabbed his computer bag and followed the shoveled sidewalk to the front door. The security pad light changed from red to green when he entered the last digit of the code his new client had said to use.

      After a few vigorous stomps on the rug, he walked to the counter. Lights shone from the office on the other side, but the quiet suggested it was empty. Although he didn’t necessarily need her presence to install software and set up her integrated network, he wasn’t overly comfortable working in a place where he hadn’t met the business owner face-to-face, even if they’d exchanged emails for almost three months and become friends of a sort.

      “Hello? Dr. Terrell? It’s Russ Novotny from Software Innovations and Repository Engineering.”

      “Damn it!” The curse came from somewhere beyond the wide hallway that ended at a partially closed door. Gurgling and splashing carried through the narrow opening. “Argh!”

      He rapped his knuckles on the counter as he rounded the end of it. “Lee Anne? It’s Russ from SIREN. Are you okay? Do you need help with something?”

      “Well, shit.” Incoherent muttering nearly drowned out the squeak of his wet boots on the floor. “I’m fine, but I could use a hand. You don’t happen to have a pair of needle-nosed pliers on you, do you?”

      “Two, actually. One in my work kit and one in the tackle box in my car.” Following her voice, he passed the office on his way down the hall. The distinctive odor of chlorine grew stronger with every step. “What do you need them for?”

      “Not to remove a fish hook, unfortunately.”

      He eased the door open, stalling mid step when a lap pool with churning water stretched out several yards in front of him.

      At its closest edge, a woman held onto the side, with only her head and neck visible. Long, dark hair fanned out behind her on the surface of the roiling water. “Would you mind handing me the pliers and turning around?”

      He dropped to one knee and unzipped his computer bag, unable to hide a chuckle. “Are you naked?”

      “I wish.” Color flushed her cheeks, but she raised her chin. The movement drew his attention to her bare shoulders. “No, I’m not naked.”

      Pliers in hand, he approached the edge of the pool. A flash of iridescent blue-green swept through the water below her waist. Not naked, but that swimsuit doesn’t cover much. “Then why do I have to turn around?”

      “Because I said so.” The grim line of her full lips warned him not to defy her request. Her coffee-brown eyes, however, invited him to watch her, drink in her beauty, worship her.

      No way in hell am I falling for that. So what if she seemed nice in her emails.

      He set the tool within her reach and returned to the hallway, resigned to being a gentleman like always. Getting involved with a woman,  especially a client, wasn’t on his to-do list. A rebound relationship would bring nothing but a week or two of fun and months of wondering what he’d done wrong when she dumped him. Sasha had dished out enough reasons to last him at least half a dozen relationships.

      Grunting and growling mixed with another round of splashes. “This isn’t working at all. Mr. Novotny? Russ. Would you come here please? And don’t you dare laugh.”

      “Why would I laugh?” Curiosity urged him back through the entrance, but the woman lying on her belly at the side of the pool kept his feet from moving any farther.

      Shimmering scales covered her from flared hips to an elegant gossamer tail. Wet hair clung to her skin, half hiding the matching seashells on her breasts as she rose on her elbows.

      Every semi-dormant male hormone in his body awakened. “You’re a mermaid.”

      “Only if I can’t get this zipper unstuck.” She twisted to her left and tugged at the fabric hugging the delectable curve of her ass and the shapely outline of her trapped legs. “I think a thread’s stuck in the teeth, but I’d have to be a contortionist to grab ahold of it with the pliers and not strain a muscle.”

      Undress her? Surely, fate wasn’t that cruel, not after he’d worked so hard to make a fresh start.

      He set his bag in the doorway and hoped his coat covered the hard-on growing behind the fly of his jeans. Four hesitant steps brought him within touching distance of her. “Let me see what I can do.”

      She rolled toward him, giving him another look at the full breasts barely restrained by the shells. “Try not to damage the fabric. This thing cost me an arm and a leg.”

      “Don’t you mean two legs?”

      Her laughter echoed through the high-ceilinged room. “I like your sense of humor.”

      At least somebody does. Sasha clearly hadn’t, given the massive list of grievances in her Dear John letter.

      Pliers in hand, he knelt beside his mermaid client. “I always imagined the Sirens from Greek mythology looking a lot like you. Where’d you find the fish-tail costume?”

      “An online shop. It was a birthday present to myself. A fan of The Odyssey and The Quest of the Golden Fleece, are you? Is that why you use SIREN as the acronym for your company?”

      “Yep.” And to remind myself that women have the power to smash my heart on the rocks if I give it to them. Careful not to make contact with her skin, he tugged on the zipper pull, but it didn’t budge. Another try in the opposite direction yielded the same result. “I don’t see any threads on the outside.”

      She shifted until her backside rested against his leg. “Then check inside.”

      Her invitation added to his uncomfortable erection and the instinct to run like hell. “Are you sure?”

      “Well, I can’t exactly get rid of my fluke without you, can I? Run your finger along the inner teeth.” The frilly tail waved forward and back, tempting him to smooth his hand over her gorgeous scales. “You might have a better angle to reach inside if you get down here next to me. But you should probably take off your coat so it doesn’t get wet.”

      He swallowed to keep from choking on his own spit as he rose from his squatting position. Taking off his coat meant he had to take control of his cock, no matter how turned on he was by Sirens of the sea.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No.” He shrugged off his ski jacket and tossed it toward his computer bag. Considering her predicament, she probably wouldn’t notice what was going on below his belt anyway. “Do you have a towel handy?”

      “On the rack by the spa. Could you hurry? My feet are getting tingly.”

      The distance hardly gave him adequate time to deflate his dick, but draping a couple towels over his arm on the return trip provided some cover. He tossed one toward her tail and spread the other on the wet tile next to her. Then he stretched out with his front to her back, leaving plenty of space between his hard-on and her shimmering ass. “I’m going to slide my hand in right under the zipper.”

      “Ready.” She jerked as soon as his fingertips met the skin at her waist, and goose bumps popped up along her back and forearm. “Go ahead. Your hand’s kind of cold, but I’ll live.”

      “Sorry.” He rubbed his hands together to create some friction. “Maybe I should try folding down the top edge a little instead.”

      A nod accompanied her brisk exhale. “Okay.”

      The fabric gave little resistance when he rolled it downward an inch. A bright green string zigzagged through several teeth in the blue-green zipper. “I think I found the problem. Try to hold still.”

      More goose bumps rose on her toned bicep. “Damn, I should’ve turned up the heat in here. Of course, I didn’t plan on spending twenty minutes as a beached mythological sea creature.”

      He eased the tip of the pliers beneath the thread. The end disappeared into the teeth and reappeared closer to the top a second later. “Almost there. You swim a lot?”

      “Yeah. I was on the swim team in high school and college, and I’m going to give private lessons to supplement my income during the bait-and-stock operation’s off-season.”

      “Sounds like a solid business plan.” Another careful pull released the green string from the last of the teeth. “Got it. Let me see if I can unzip you.”

      The fastener slid freely, revealing inch after inch of beautiful skin along her hip and the outside of her upper thigh. Not even a narrow strip of elastic interrupted the expanse. Eight bits equals a byte. A kilobyte is a thousand twenty-four bytes. A megabyte is a thousand twenty-four kilobytes, which is a thousand four hundred twenty-four shy of a million fifty thousand bytes. That’s⁠—

      “I think I’m going to need some help taking it off.” She pushed at the waistband, but it barely moved. “Can you stand by my feet and pull at the waist so it comes off mostly inside out?”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re not wearing anything under there.” He rolled away from her and stood, renewing the hopeless fight with his erection.

      “So? Haven’t you ever seen a naked woman before? And there’s no way in Hades I’m getting out of this thing without help.” Her breasts heaved toward him as she shifted to her back and levered up on her elbows.

      Two backward steps put him against a row of lockers. “Well, yeah, but… We have a contract and I’m trying to be professional.”

      A wicked grin lit up her face and her gaze drifted to somewhere lower than his chest. “That lump in your pants says otherwise. We’re adults and neither of us has any power over the other. You’ll still set up my content management system and I’ll still pay you with bass, bluegill, and redear and a consult for your lake. That’s our agreement. Hell, I’ll throw in a mix of beneficial plants to help with oxygenation and algae control if you get me out of this thing. Sex is a totally separate deal, if we decide to do that.”

      Even though getting propositioned by a mermaid ranked in his top two fantasies, ground rules seemed safer than diving in headfirst. “You should know I’m not up for anything serious right now. I got out of a long-term commitment last summer and I’m not doing that again anytime soon.” If ever.

      She flipped her fluke and licked her lips. “I’m only interested in casual sex, so no worries. Is your divorce final? I don’t sleep with married men.”

      This time, the reminder of his lack of marriage triggered disgust instead of disappointment. “Divorce? Ha. She finally said she’d marry me after seven years and six proposals. Then she dumped me two weeks later with a note on the fridge while I was away on a business trip.”

      Her grimace scrunched up her nose. “Geesh. That’s tacky. She must’ve been a real winner. I’ve been divorced for a little over a year.”

      “I should’ve listened to my friends. They didn’t like her. Why’d you get divorced?”

      “He hit me. Once. I kneed him in the balls on my way out the door, called the cops, and hired a lawyer the next day.” Her expression revealed nothing—not anger, fear, pain, or remorse. “You should be thankful you weren’t married. Divorce is an expensive pain in the ass. Much worse than being stuck in spandex and silicone.”

      Standing on either side of her calves, he tried to focus on the glistening pattern encasing her body instead of the horrific experience she’d shared with him. “Your ex is a worthless piece of shit.”

      “Yep, and I’d rather have you undress me than talk about him anymore.” She lowered her shoulders to the floor and raised her hips. “You fill out a pair of jeans very well. That isn’t a rolled-up sock in there, is it?”

      “Nope.” He grasped the fabric clinging to her skin and eased it toward him. Her belly button peeked at him, but he worked the scales past her ass rather than surrendering to the urge to swirl his tongue around the tiny pool filled with water. Miles of smooth skin reminded him how many months had passed since he’d had sex with something other than his hand.

      He grasped a bigger fold of fabric and tugged a little harder. Without the most curvaceous part of her body holding the tail in place, it easily slipped free of her thighs as he took a few backward steps, revealing a neatly trimmed triangle of tight curls and a pair of toned legs. “I have one condom in my wall⁠—”

      Churning water swallowed him at the same moment the absence of something solid under his right foot registered. He exhaled and let his weight carry him to the bottom of the pool. A light push sent him back to the bubbling surface and floating toward the opposite end.

      Laughter rang through the mostly empty space and a spectacular vision of naked beauty greeted him as he turned toward the sound. The shell bra was gone, along with the fluke.

      More amused and horny than embarrassed, he hefted himself out of the water and onto the wall. Water dribbled along his temples and dripped from his month-old beard. “You must really be a mermaid. A human female would’ve warned me I was about to fall in. Well, some of them.”

      She shrugged and sauntered toward him, dragging the towels behind her. The hypnotic sway of her hips and breasts almost made him wish he’d succumbed to a watery death. “It looks like I’m going to have to help you undress now. I can’t do much about your boots, but you can use my washer
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